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 01. OBJECTIVES 

R ESEARCH ON THE American 
Jewish population in recent years 
has measured everything from 

educational attainment to religious 
composition, attitudes toward the elderly, 
views on Israel, geographic dispersal, and 
political persuasion. Yet, studies to date 
have not deeply explored the nation’s 
Jewish young adult population.

Increasingly, young American Jews are 
being recognized as an independent 
group within the larger American Jewish 
community—one that engages with being 
Jewish in ways that differ from previous 
generations. Approaches to research, 
however, have not been updated to reflect 
that this cohort engages with being Jewish 
differently. As a result, young American 
Jews’ attitudes and behaviors are not 
adequately reflected in research that is 
based on more long-standing metrics 
related to ritual and religion. Just what 
these young people make of their Jewish 
upbringing and values, and how they self-
identify, requires further exploration.

1 See Methodology for more detailed screening criteria.

Seeking to fill these gaps and to provide 
a comprehensive and multi-faceted view 
of Jewish young adults, a consortium of 
Jewish philanthropies commissioned 
Atlantic 57 to conduct a rigorous study 
of Jewish young adults across the United 
States. For the purposes of this research, 
young adults were included in the study 
if they self-identified as Jewish in any 
way.1 By focusing on self-prescribed 
definitions of being Jewish rather than 
external measures of such identification, 
this study allows for a nuanced approach to 
understanding Jewish engagement. It also 
challenges definitions of what it means to 
be Jewish today.

The aim of this research is to provide 
practitioners and philanthropies with rich 
context on what being Jewish means 
to these young adults and on how they 
engage or aspire to engage in Jewish life. 
This research does not aim to assess the 
effectiveness of specific programs on 
Jewish engagement or to make a value 
judgment about right and wrong ways 
to be Jewish.
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 02. METHODOLOGY 

T HIS STUDY CONSIDERS American 
Jews between the ages of 22 and 40 
who do not have children. Specific 

research methods included:2 

A L I T E R AT UR E R E V IE W
Forty-six existing research studies and 
articles were analyzed to ensure that 
subsequent efforts did not “reinvent the 
wheel” and to establish initial hypotheses 
about young adults’ interest in and feelings 
toward various forms of engagement in 
Jewish life.3 

E X PL OR AT OR Y T E L E PHONE IN T E R V IE W S
In-depth conversations with 20 Jewish 
young adults and five subject-matter 
experts took place from November 3 to 
December 17, 2017. Young adults were 
sourced to achieve diversity across the 
following variables:

 ● Age between 22 and 40

 ● Gender

 ● Geography

 ● Number of Jewish parents

 ● Relationship status

 ● Self-reported connection to 
being Jewish

 ● Sexual orientation

2 Primary research was conducted in the summer and fall of 2018, prior to a rise in high-profile antisemitic events that took place around the 
world (e.g., the massacre in a Pittsburgh synagogue).
3 The titles of these research studies and articles can be found in the Appendix.
4 Individuals with children were excluded since they have very different programmatic and community needs.
5 Individuals who identify as Traditional Orthodox were excluded due to a series of demographic and market-based differences between that 
self-identifying group and the larger US Jewish young adult population. Although the dichotomy is imperfect, any survey including results from 
that group would have skewed the data and rendered it less useful for purposes of engaging less-affiliated Jewish young adults.
6 Individuals who identify as a Messianic Jew were excluded as they are not considered Jewish.

Subject-matter experts included leaders 
of organizations that work with Jewish 
young adults and academics with a focus 
on that population. These interviews were 
used to refine initial hypotheses and guide 
development of survey questions and 
possible answer choices.

A S UR V E Y
An online survey was conducted from 
March 15 to May 2, 2018, among 1,047 
Jewish young adults who met screening 
criteria, including:

 ● Age between 22 and 40

 ● Do not have children4

 ● Do not self-identify as 
Traditional Orthodox5

 ● Do not self-identify as a 
Messianic Jew6 

The survey was crafted to understand 
Jewish young adults and their past, present, 
and aspirational connections to being 
Jewish. Participants opted in via an online 
research panel and were not associated 
with existing organizational lists, providing 
us with a diverse national sample of the 
Jewish young adult population.
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Subgroup analysis was conducted on the 
following groups with n>50:7

 ● Jews who identify as lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, or transgender8

 ● Jews who identify as a race or 
ethnicity other than white or as more 
than one race

 ● Jews who are Russian-speaking9

Note: Survey data presented in charts may 
not sum to 100% due to rounding. 

F OCU S GROUP S
Fifteen focus groups were conducted 
among young Jewish adults between 
August 27 and October 9, 2018. Ten groups 
were conducted in-person and 5 groups 
were conducted online to achieve greater 
geographic diversity:

 ● 3 in-person groups in New York 
(September 5 and 6, 2018)

 ● 3 in-person groups in Atlanta 
(September 26 and 27, 2018)

 ● 2 in-person groups in Chicago 
(October 3, 2018)

 ● 2 in-person groups in San Francisco 
(October 9, 2018)

 ● 5 online groups 
(August 27, August 29, and 
September 13, 2018)

7 Subgroup size was not sufficient to analyze individuals who converted to being Jewish, identify as Jewish by choice, or found out they were 
Jewish as an adult.
8 The consortium acknowledges that while “LGBT” was used in the instrument, the term LGBTQIA would be used to be more inclusive if 
research had been conducted in 2020. 
9 Defined as a Russian-speaking Jew if meet at least one of the following criteria: born in the Former Soviet Union (Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, 
Estonia, Georgia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Latvia, Lithuania, Moldova, Russia, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Ukraine, or Uzbekistan); raised by 
individual(s) born in the Former Soviet Union; grew up in a household where Russian was regularly spoken.

To qualify for the focus groups, participants 
had to meet the same criteria as for the 
survey. Each group included approximately 
eight to 10 participants sourced through 
a market research partner. Groups were 
organized by age and varying levels of 
self-reported connectedness to Jewish 
community and were intended to enrich 
survey findings with deeper-level, 
qualitative insights. All quotes in this report 
come from focus group participants.

*** 

All research was conducted in English.

In August 2019, the consortium of Jewish 
philanthropies convened practitioners of 
organizations who engage Jewish young 
adults, Jewish young adults themselves, 
and lead researchers from Atlantic 57 to 
provide a preview of the findings shared  
in this report and to hear initial reactions. 
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 03a. PROFILE OF TODAY’S JEWISH YOUNG ADULTS  

03a.

Profile of Today’s Jewish  
Young Adults

10 “Research Landscape Study,” Pew Research Center, 2020.

J EWISH YOUNG ADULTS in this study 
are roughly split between 22-29 years 
old and 30-40 years old, and they 

skew female. The vast majority are highly 
educated and born in the U.S. Currently, 41 
percent live in the Northeast, 17 percent 
live in the Midwest, 19 percent live in the 
South, and 23 percent live in the West. One 
in 7 identifies as a race other than white 
or as more than one race. Six percent are 
Russian-speaking Jews, and about 1 in 7 
identifies as LGBT. 

The group in this study mirrors a broader 
trend: More and more Americans have 
shied away from organized religion in 

recent decades, opting instead for finding 
new forms of community and meaning.10 In 
general, spirituality means more to survey 
respondents than religion does: 27 percent 
say that spirituality is very important to 
them, compared to 19 percent who say 
the same about religion. Four in 10 report 
finding both religion and spirituality 
important; the same ratio reports finding 
both of them unimportant. As one focus 
group participant put it: “I feel like I get that 
much more from yoga than I do from my 
Jewish religion right now.”

51%

9% 9% 9% 7%
2% 2%1%
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Identify as Jewish in some other way: 49%

What, if any, is your present religion?
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Reflecting this trend, survey respondents 
are about evenly split between those who 
identify as Jewish by religion and those 
who identify as Jewish in another way. The 
term “another way” was left purposefully 
vague to include other facets of Jewish 
identity including culture, ethnicity, and 
heritage. Just over a third are married or 
living with a partner, and of those, about 
half are in a relationship with someone who 
does not identify as Jewish. Those who 
have a Jewish partner are more likely to 
identify as Jewish by religion, while those 
with a non-Jewish partner are more likely 
to identify as Jewish in another way.

Most Jewish young adults who participated 
in the focus groups say they find meaning 
through the relationships they have with 
family and friends. Yet, some tend to feel 
an absence of community and lament the 
geographic distance from their loved ones. 
“I think that as adults, you value the time 

“When you meet somebody 
that finds out you’re Jewish 
and ‘Oh, so you know so 
and so.’ ‘That’s this 
guy’s cousin.’”
FOCUS GROUP PARTICIPANT

How important is spirituality in your life?

How important is religion in your life?

27%32%28%14%

 Not at all important       Not too important       Fairly important       Very important

19%32%22% 28%

 Not at all important       Not too important       Fairly important       Very important

you have together with friends and family 
more than you do as a child,” one online 
focus group participant said. Many also 
mention competing responsibilities, such 
as work, as standing in the way of social 
engagement, as well as no longer being 
part of a school environment. 
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In focus groups, participants indicate they 
value informal gatherings—ones that are 
often based on shared interests—but tend 
not to associate Jewish engagement with 
such casual get-togethers. Rather, when 
asked about Jewish activities, many bring 
up formal and ritually-oriented activities 
such as attending a synagogue service. 
What they are looking for, as one focus 
group participant said, is “just getting 
together to do something… Food, bowling, 
just going [to friends] to hang out and watch 
some TV together.” Some enjoy Jewish-
themed events in which Jews and non-Jews 
alike gather over homemade food.

When asked what a Jewish community 
means to them, many of the young adults 
conjure terms, such as “synagogue,” 
“temple,” or “Torah,” from which they 
sometimes feel an emotional detachment. 
For many, connectedness to Jewish life 
does not arise from formal institutions, 
such as synagogues. Their connectedness 
is tied to cultural customs and with 

relationships they have with others, most 
often family members. Others cite looser 
connections to a Jewish community—a 
sense that there is such a thing as “Jewish 
geography” whereby many Jews are 
bound together through invisible links. As 
one focus group participant said: “When 
you meet somebody that finds out you’re 
Jewish and ‘Oh, so you know so and so.’ 
‘That’s this guy’s cousin.’” Relatedly, 39 
percent of survey respondents say that 
experiencing a connection when meeting 
fellow Jews makes them feel Jewish.

Which of the following best 
describes your marital status?
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“My most vivid memories 
growing up are family 
gatherings for the holidays 
and us all gathering around 
the table laughing and 
enjoying a delicious meal.”
FOCUS GROUP PARTICIPANT
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03b.

Past Jewish Experiences

I N THIS SURVEY, Jewish young adults 
are roughly evenly split between being 
raised by one person who is Jewish 

and by two Jewish people. Most look back 
favorably on their past Jewish experiences, 
and their memories are often strongly tied 
to interactive, relationship-oriented, and 
experiential Jewish activities: holidays, 
food, family gathering, and reuniting. 
As one online focus group participant 
described, “My most vivid memories 
growing up are family gatherings for 
the holidays and us all gathering around 
the table laughing and enjoying a 
delicious meal.”

Experiences in their youth also helped 
many respondents understand how they 
perceive what it means to be Jewish, with 
30 percent saying these experiences 
helped a lot. Relatedly, survey respondents 
report relatively high rates of holiday 
observance (57 percent) and familiarity 
with Jewish culture (55 percent) when 
growing up. Many Jewish young adults also 
participated in more traditional activities 
such as attending services on Shabbat and 
holidays (48 percent) or having a bar or bat 
mitzvah (47 percent). As one online focus 
group participant summed up, “bar and 
bat mitzvahs were a huge part of growing 
up Jewish.”

57%

55%

48%

42%

32%

28%

15%

5%

Observed or celebrated Jewish holidays

Familiar with Jewish culture

Familiar with my Jewish ancestry

Felt a connection to the history
of Jewish people

Observed practices or holidays for
 more than one religion

Observed Jewish religious practices

Secular

None of the above

Which of the following describes the household you were raised in? 
Select all that apply
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JEWISH YOUNG ADULTS PARTICIPATED IN 
AT LEAST TWO QUERIED JEWISH YOUTH 
ACTIVITIES WHEN GROWING UP

49%Visited Jewish historic sites,
museums, memorials

Attended Jewish services on
Shabbat and/or holidays

Had a Bar/Bat Mitzvah

Attended Hebrew or Jewish Sunday school

Attended or hosted Shabbat dinners

Participated in activities at a 
Jewish community center

Visited Israel with family or friends

Participated in a Jewish youth group

Attended Jewish overnight summer camp

Attended Jewish preschool

Attended Jewish day school

Participated in a school-based Jewish club

Participated in a high school year
or gap year in Israel

None of the above

48%

47%

43%

34%

32%

27%

25%

23%

22%

14%

11%

5%

16%

n = 1,012 (excludes those who converted or learned they were Jewish as an adult)

Which of the following did you do growing up? 
Select all that apply

7/10
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03c.

Being Jewish

A SKED TO DESCRIBE what being 
Jewish means to them, focus 
group participants often made a 

distinction between being culturally and 
religiously Jewish. Those growing up in 
the Former Soviet Union particularly note 
feeling culturally rather than religiously 
Jewish. Some also find Judaism’s lack of 
religious expectations to be compelling: 
“It’s one of the few religions that you 
can just ‘be.’ You can be Jewish and 
not be religious,” an online focus group 
participant said. For others, however, 
being Jewish is a matter of religiosity. “I 
like being part of a religious community. I 
like attending services and having Shabbat 

meals every week … I just like the sense 
of community about it, and I also like the 
religious observance,” another focus group 
participant said. 

Which of the following types of causes have you supported through financial 
contributions / volunteering in the past year?

“It’s one of the few religions 
that you can just ‘be.’ 

You can be Jewish and 
not be religious.”

FOCUS GROUP PARTICIPANT

n = 711 (those who have donated / volunteered)
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03c. BEING JEWISH

Jewish young adults in this study are, on 
average, highly driven with varied interests 
and curiosity. They seek meaning in their 
lives, and many of them find it through 
helping others. For some, this might 
mean working in fields where they can 
make a difference. For others, this entails 
volunteering or various means of charity: 
“Whether it’s giving them a place to sleep 
at night, a job, or a ride to work or school—
when I help someone and feel needed, I 
know I’m doing the right thing,” another 
online focus group participant said. 

In line with their desire to help others, 
survey respondents are highly engaged 
in their communities. Nearly nine in 10 
report some type of civic engagement 
in the past year, and those who say 
that being Jewish influences their 
worldview engage at even higher rates. 
When asked to select how they engage, 
a majority of survey respondents note 
volunteering, signing a petition, or making 
a financial contribution to an organization 
or a cause. Those who feel connected to 
a Jewish community volunteer at higher 
rates than those who feel disconnected.

Thinking about the past year, which of the following have you done?

50%

48%

45%

23%

22%

21%

12%

9%

8%

6%

18%

Signed a petition

Made financial contribution to 
org. or cause you support

Contacted a gov’t official 
about issue important to you

Attended a 
community meeting

Made financial contribution 
to political candidate

Worked or volunteered for 
political party or candidate

Attended a political 
rally or speech

Served on board or member 
of civic association or group

Wrote a letter to 
the editor

None of the above

Volunteered

Denotes political actions
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20%46%23%11%

 Completely disagree       Somewhat disagree       Somewhat agree       Completely agree

Do you agree or disagree with the following statement? 
My worldview is influenced by being Jewish.

Intellectually curious

Funny

A lifelong learner

Liberal

Tolerant

Driven

Environmentally conscious

Introverted

A humanitarian

Extroverted

Moderate

Conservative

60%

58%

53%

51%

48%

45%

43%

38%

30%

24%

24%

16%

Which of the following words or phrases would you use to describe yourself?
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Family, family history, culture, or a shared 
history are some of the major reasons 
Jewish young adults feel Jewish. “Knowing  
what my relatives had to go through and 
knowing that history really puts things in 
perspective for me and makes me want 
to continue their story,” one focus group 
participant said. Another described seeing 
the number tattooed on their grandmother’s 
arm as a visceral reminder of their heritage. 
Some similarly drew connections between 
the history of the Holocaust and their own 
sense of perseverance and overcoming 
adversity. “I feel like they instilled something 
into our parents that still goes into us…That 
sense of adversity for sure is tied to religion 
and being better as a result of it,” one focus 
group participant said. Another summed 
up the legacy of Jewish history: “You never 
quit; you just keep fighting.”

Many also connect being Jewish to the 
values associated with it and sense that 
being Jewish influences their worldview. As 
one online focus group participant put it: “I 
see it as a value system, really about doing 
good for yourself and others, not so much 
about praying for this and that.” Relatedly, 
Jewish young adults often describe 
themselves as “intellectually curious,” 
a “lifelong learner,” and “funny.” These 
definitions align with their general view 
of Jewish culture, which they say places 
an emphasis on such values as education, 
curiosity, and humor. 

“I see it as a value system, 
really about doing good for 
yourself and others, not so 

much about praying for this 
and that.”

FOCUS GROUP PARTICIPANT
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03d.

Current Jewish Connections 
and Engagement

O N THE whole, survey respondents 
a re  ro u g h l y  eve n l y  s p l i t 
between feeling connected and 

disconnected from a Jewish community. 
Interestingly, on the question of Jewish 
connectedness, a switch seems to happen 
between past and present, childhood and 
adulthood. While many report feeling 
nostalgic for certain aspects of their 
Jewish upbringing, they also report being 
currently removed from it. One focus group 
participant explained: “I think growing up it 
was very important—it essentially informed 
everything I did and how I saw myself. Now 
as an adult I feel like it is one hat that I wear, 
but it doesn’t necessarily inform all aspects 
of my life.”

There is no single reason respondents 
feel connected or disconnected from 
their Jewish communities—responses are 
diverse and multifaceted on both sides. 
Illustrating this point, half of survey 
respondents who feel connected to a 
Jewish community cite at least three 
reasons for feeling that way, while just under 
two-thirds of those who feel disconnected 
from a Jewish community cite at least two 
reasons or barriers. 

Among those who report feeling 
connected, factors leading to the highest 
levels of current connectedness include 

“my family” (75 percent) and “gathering 
with Jewish friends or a Jewish social circle” 
 (48 percent). A third of survey respondents 
indicate that attending events hosted by 
Jewish organizations is a reason they feel 
connected. “I’m actually going to Shabbat 
services for the first time in my life on 
Friday, and they’re at a farm in Berkeley. … 
It doesn’t even sound like it’s Jewish, it just 
sounds like it’s going to be like a fun night 
that’s themed by Judaism,” one online 
focus group participant said.

“I think growing up it was 
very important—it essentially 

informed everything 
I did and how I saw myself. 
Now as an adult I feel like it 
is one hat that I wear, but it 

doesn’t necessarily inform all 
aspects of my life.”

FOCUS GROUP PARTICIPANT
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Which of the following explains why you feel connected to some type of Jewish 
community right now? 
Select all that apply

1 reason

2 reasons

3 reasons

4+ reasons

None of the above

25%
21%

28%
1%

25%

My family

Gathering with Jewish friends or a Jewish social circle

Attending events hosted by Jewish organizations

My personal connections to Israel

Belonging to a synagogue

My spouse or partner

Volunteering / doing service w/ Jewish friends or org.

Interacting with a Jewish community online

Engaging in advocacy / civic engagement w/ Jewish friends or org.

Another reason

None of the above

75%

48%

34%

24%

23%

20%

20%

19%

16%

1%

n = 492 (those who feel connected to a Jewish community)

1%



22

UNLOCKING THE FUTURE OF JEWISH ENGAGEMENT

For those who feel disconnected, the 
most commonly cited barriers to feeling 
connected among survey respondents 
include that being part of a Jewish 
community is not relevant to their life right 
now as well as competing demands on time 
and geographic distance from a Jewish 
community. “Work, school, life,” one online 
focus group participant summed up their 
overriding priorities. Another online focus 
group participant described the role of 
“organized religion and their huge financial 
piece” as being alienating factors. In some 
locations, especially, Jewish young adults 
seem to sense an atmosphere of exclusivity 
to the Jewish community that drives many of 
them away. “It’s a very cliquey community,” 
one focus group participant said. “You 
can’t get in. You can’t penetrate that 
Jewish clique.” 

Some who report feeling disconnected 
from a Jewish community voice a degree 
of curiosity about having more Jewish 
experiences and enjoying activities that 
tie back to being Jewish: “I can’t verbalize 
it, but it is important in a way that I can’t 
describe—just having that availability,” 
one focus group participant said. Another 
said that being more connected to a 
Jewish community “would be nice, but 
I don’t sweat it.” Similarly, some young 
adults have come to terms with their lack 
of engagement: “I’m not very connected. 
I’m also okay with that,” another said. “I 
don’t go to synagogue, but maintain some 
traditions and enjoy cooking authentic 
cultural dishes every once in a while. I’m 
content with the status quo.” 

On average, survey respondents observe 
three to four Jewish holidays each 
year, excluding Shabbat. Among those 
who report observing or celebrating 
Jewish holidays, three in four attended 
a Passover seder in the past year, and 
half fasted on Yom Kippur. Russian-
speaking Jews are less religious and 
denominationally-affiliated than other 
cohorts, yet they observe more holidays. 
Many Jewish young adults report opting 
for other forms of engagement with their 
community. Almost half observe Shabbat 
on special occasions, with about one in 
five attending a Shabbat meal or lighting 
candles at least monthly. People who 
are under 30 and those married or living 
with a Jewish partner are more likely to 
observe Shabbat in some manner than 
their counterparts.

“I’m actually going to Shabbat 
services for the first time in 

my life on Friday, and they’re 
at a farm in Berkeley. … 

It doesn’t even sound like it’s 
Jewish, it just sounds like it’s 

going to be like a 
fun night that’s like themed 

by Judaism.”
FOCUS GROUP PARTICIPANT
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It is not relevant to my life right now

I do not feel that I know enough about being Jewish

I do not have enough time

I am not interested in being connected
to a Jewish community right now

I do not feel that I belong

I am geographically isolated from
a familiar Jewish community

I do not feel that I would be welcomed

I am relucant to associate myself
w/ a specific subgroup or culture

I worry about antisemitic reactions or behaviors

I do not want to exlcude non-Jewish
friends and / or partners

I am uncomfortable w/ the tie
between being Jewish and Israel

Another reason

None of the above

39%

31%

26%

24%

23%

20%

14%

9%

4%

5%

13%

11%

11%

n = 555 (those who feel disconnected)

Which of the following explains why you feel disconnected from some type of 
Jewish community right now? 
Select all that apply

1 reason / barrier

2 reasons / barriers

3 reasons / barriers

4+ reasons / barriers

None of the above

27%

17%

19%

5%

33%
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On average, how many Jewish holidays do you observe or celebrate each year 
excluding Shabbat?

29%

44%

13%13%

Mean:
3.3

0 holidays 1-2 holidays 3-5 holidays 6+ holidays

Do you agree or disagree with the following statement? 
I enjoy participating in activities that tie back to my being Jewish.

6% 13% 53% 27%

 Completely disagree       Somewhat disagree       Somewhat agree       Completely agree

Half of survey respondents attend services 
at a synagogue or elsewhere, though for 
the most part they do so only on holidays 
or special occasions. Those married or 
living with a Jewish partner are more 
likely to attend. In addition, males attend 
services at a synagogue or elsewhere at 
least monthly at a higher rate than their 
female counterparts.

In contrast, some feel that synagogues 
or other institutions are not relevant or 
inviting. For instance, those who identify as  
LGBT report never attending services at a 
higher rate than those who do not identify 
as LGBT. Others feel that institutions 

do not meet their age group’s needs. 
One focus group participant noted that, 
“most congregations seem more family-
oriented” and that, “it would be cool to be 
around people my own age.” Some also 
have specific ideas for connecting outside 
of these religious institutions. “There’s so 
many bakeries around here that are doing 
bread-baking classes,” a young adult said. 
“Why not just theme it around a Jewish 
holiday, and just say, ‘Come together 
for your traditional Jewish rye bread- 
baking class?’” 

Some Jewish young adults with racially 
diverse backgrounds also note feeling that 
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How frequently do you do each of the following?

 A few times a month       Once a month       On special occassions       Never      

Attend Shabbat 
dinners with family 

and friends

11%

12%

43%

36%

11%

11%

12%

8%

8%

10%

36%

41%

31%

29%

49%

53%

Light candles for 
Shabbat

Host Shabbat 
dinners with family 

and friends

Observe Shabbat in 
another way

they do not belong to a Jewish community 
because they do not “look Jewish.” “I feel 
exclusion at times because of my race,” 
an online focus group participant who 
identifies as African-American said. “I feel 
at times I am seen as an outsider who, I 
guess, ‘can’t be seen’ as Jewish.” Another 
online focus group participant of mixed 
race, said: “I don’t feel I really fit into the 
‘community’ since I don’t look Jewish, so 
it’s tough for me to identify with any type 
of ‘Jewish community’ besides my family.” 

Indeed, for many Jewish young adults, 
feeling connected to a community is 
relational and interactive, often taking 

“I don’t go to synagogue, but 
maintain some traditions 

and enjoy cooking authentic 
cultural dishes every once in 
a while. I’m content with the 

status quo.”
FOCUS GROUP PARTICIPANT
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the form of cooking Jewish staples or 
striking up conversation with others—or 
both. “I think the conversations around a 
meal are some of the best ways to bond 
people and open them up to one another,” 
one online focus group participant said. 
Fifty-five percent of Jewish young adults 
participating in the survey say eating 
Jewish foods makes them feel Jewish. 

Some note that gathering over food is less 
intimidating than observing the religious 
customs. “‘Do you want to come over for 
Shabbat dinner?’ seems way more serious 
or structured than ‘Do you want to grab 
dinner?’” a young adult said. “Something 
about labeling it, like, ‘Let’s do Shabbat.’ It 
just sounds kind of old-fashioned."

Seek out Jewish foods

Discuss Jewish topics

Cook Jewish foods

Notice references to Jewish people and Judaism in pop culture

Share Jewish culture / holidays w/ non-Jewish friends / partners

Seek out information about Judaism or Jewish topics

Follow Jewish celebrities on social media

Participate in a Jewish organization's activities

Attend Jewish cultural events

Read Jewish publications

Visit Jewish websites

Use a Jewish dating app

Listen to podcasts related to Jewish life or being Jewish

None of the above

30%

30%

29%

29%

23%

16%

14%

9%

8%

6%

12%

9%

9%

26%

Which of the following do you do at least two to three times a month?
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03e.

The Role of Knowledge 
and Guilt

T HERE IS A SENSE of unease around 
“not knowing enough” about being 
Jewish among some Jewish young 

adults. This sentiment is particularly 
prominent among women, those raised by 
at least one person who does not identify as 
Jewish, and those who are racially diverse. 
“I thought about [going to a Jewish event] 
before but I’ve never done it because I’ve 
always felt like I would probably be the least 
religious person in the room and I wouldn’t 
know anything,” one young adult said. 
“Going to some events, and just not really 
knowing what’s going on—it’s kind of a little 
intimidating,” another young adult likewise 
reported. Another put it bluntly: “You just 
feel like a dolt sometimes because you 
don’t know half of what they’re saying.” 

This unease about their professed lack 
of knowledge often translates to a sense 
of guilt. One in five Jewish young adults 
completely agrees that they sometimes 
feel guilty that they are not more 
knowledgeable about what it means to be 
Jewish. Those who say that being Jewish 
impacts their worldview are more likely to 
feel guilty, suggesting that the more young 
adults feel influenced by being Jewish the 
more they express misgivings about not 
knowing enough. 

When it comes to engagement with a 
Jewish community, just under half agree 
(completely or somewhat) that they feel 
guilty about not spending more time 
expressing Jewishness. Those who 
completely agree with this sentiment 
are more likely to feel very connected 
to a Jewish community, while those who 
completely disagree are more likely to feel 
very disconnected, likely reflecting the 
relative importance these cohorts place 
on being Jewish. “I’m always like, ‘I would 
love to’ [be more engaged], but I don’t really 
have time, and I feel bad about that,” one 

“I thought about [going to 
a Jewish event] before but 
I’ve never done it because 

I’ve always felt like I would 
probably be the least religious 

person in the room and I 
wouldn’t know anything.”

FOCUS GROUP PARTICIPANT



28

UNLOCKING THE FUTURE OF JEWISH ENGAGEMENT

focus group participant said. Expounding 
on this sense of guilt, the participant 
added: “You were born into this religion 
that not many people are, that not many 
people convert to. It’s like, ‘Shouldn’t I be 
more proactive?’”

Racially diverse Jews report feeling more 
nostalgia for how being Jewish brought 
people together when they were younger 
and guilt over their lack of knowledge 
and absence of a Jewish community. Yet, 
on average, they also say they feel more 
connected than their white Jewish peers: 
22 percent of racially diverse Jews feel 
very connected to a Jewish community, 
compared to 10 percent among white Jews. 

12%35%33%20%

 Completely disagree       Somewhat disagree       Somewhat agree       Completely agree

Do you agree or disagree with the following statement? 
I sometimes feel guilty that I do not spend more time expressing my Jewishness.

19%42%25%15%

 Completely disagree       Somewhat disagree       Somewhat agree       Completely agree

Do you agree or disagree with the following statement? 
I sometimes feel guilty that I am not more knowledgeable about what it means 
to be Jewish.
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03f.

Connections to and Perspectives 
on Israel

U NDERSTANDING Jewish young 
adults’ connections to and 
perspectives on Israel was not 

the main purpose of this study. More 
research is needed to understand the 
relationship Jewish young adults have 
to Israel beyond what we have learned, 
which is that Israel for them is a complex 
subject. As one focus group participant put 
it: “I honestly have very mixed emotions 
when it comes to Israel, both very good 
and not always great, so not like a clean 
emotion.” Another described: “It’s very 
complicated—like a relationship with a 
distant family member,” adding, “You love 
them, but you know there are a lot of things 
they can do better.” Fifty-seven percent of 
survey respondents express appreciation 
for Israel’s contributions to the world, and 
41 percent feel at least some emotional 
attachment to Israel. One in 10 says that 
being uncomfortable with the tie between 

being Jewish and Israel is a barrier to 
connecting with a Jewish community.

About one in five survey respondents have 
family in Israel, and two in five have visited 
the country with family and friends or 
through some Jewish programming. Those 
who have visited describe the experience 
favorably. “I felt so much more connected 

16%25%32%28%

 Does not describe at all       Describes a little       Somewhat describes       Completely describes

How well does the following statement describe you? 
I feel an emotional attachment to Israel.

“I honestly have very mixed 
emotions when it comes to 

Israel, both very good and not 
always great, so not 

like a clean emotion.”
FOCUS GROUP PARTICIPANT
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to Judaism once I was there,” said a focus 
group participant. For many, though, that 
sense of connection was not long-lasting. “I 
felt connected when I came back…. When 
I came off the plane I was like, ‘I’m going 
to learn all about Judaism, I want to go 
back to Israel and learn everything.’ That 
lasted like a week,” another focus group 
participant said.

Beyond firsthand experience, news 
coverage is a primary factor that influences 
views. The most commonly cited news 
outlets for information on Israel include 
BBC, CNN, Fox News, and NPR. Many 
Jewish young adults note that coverage 
is centered mostly around conflict and 
tends to skew negative, which in turn 
serves to drive them away. “Honestly, I 
try not to follow it closely because it’s so 
depressing,” according to an online focus 
group participant.

While news coverage influences views, 
only 14 percent of survey respondents 
say that the statement “I regularly follow 
news about Israel” completely describes 
them. This finding suggests that a 
knowledge gap exists when it comes to 
current affairs in the country. There is also 
consistently a desire among focus group 
participants for coverage beyond conflict, 
such as through content that highlights 
Israel’s culture, society, and contributions 
to the world. “I think it would have a very 
different meaning to me if it wasn’t for all 
the constant broadcast of the conflicts 
and bombings and death,” one online focus 
group participant said. Another concurred: 
“It’s slanted to look like a lot of war. … Not 
the beautiful country that it is.”

Some struggle with the idea of Israel as 
a Jewish homeland because it invokes a 
feeling of exclusivity. “Why do we need a 
place all to ourselves?” One focus group 
participant asked. “Instead of trying to 
create a sense of togetherness, it seems 
like a ‘separate but equal’ situation,” said 
another. This unease with the Jewish state 
is especially true for some focus group 
participants. “History has just proven that 
a homogenous culture or a homogenous 
state just doesn’t work,” one said. Another 
reported feeling “frustration, that there has 
not been peace resolved and that I think 
Israel’s being treated like a favored child.”

Russian-speaking Jewish survey respondents 
differ from their counterparts related 
to Israel. They are more likely to have 
family living in Israel, more likely to say 
a connection to Israel makes them 
feel Jewish, and also more likely to say 
appreciating Israel’s contributions to the 
world describes them. 

“I think it would have a very 
different meaning to me if 

it wasn’t for all the constant 
broadcast of the conflicts and 

bombings and death.”
FOCUS  GROUP PARTICIPANT
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04. ON FORGING PATHS FORWARD

A S IS EVIDENT FROM the findings 
of this study, nearly all Jewish young 
adults engage with being Jewish in 

some way, though only one in eight report 
feeling very connected. For many, a yawning 
gap exists between current levels of Jewish 
engagement and their professed desire 
for a Jewish community or a rekindling of 
positive past Jewish experience. These 
characteristics suggest openness and 
a possibility for future connections. The 
very fact that 64 percent of Jewish young 
adults have a sense of nostalgia for their 
Jewish upbringing and are often wistful 
about its current absence from their lives  
and that 81 percent enjoy participating in 
activities tied to being Jewish offers a host 
of possibilities for Jewish institutions and 
philanthropies seeking to engage with this 
age group. 

While some Jewish young adults express 
an openness to engaging more with being 
Jewish, they also struggle to come up with 
meaningful ways to do so. Most do not have 
present-day examples of more relevant 
expressions of being Jewish as adults. 
Their emphasis remains on informality, 
inclusivity, and ties to shared interests, 
which often feels at odds with how they 
think they are supposed to approach 
Jewish community. “I really would like 
a community that is more diverse than 
the options we have now,” an online focus 
group participant said. “In my experience, 
everyone in a given community believes 
the same way and while that makes sense 
I think it also limits us and makes it more 
common for people to leave.” 

While many focus group participants 
express an unwillingness to pay for 
experiences that would profit the 
organizing Jewish institutions, Jewish 
young adults do in fact make relatively 
high levels of financial contributions to 
organizations and causes they care about. 

Many already engage with holidays and 
Shabbat, and some are interested in 
exploring Shabbat more. These young 
adults express curiosity in modernizing 
the Shabbat experience, although not 
all are sure how this modernization 
may work in practice. For those 
with ideas of what modernization 
might mean, the concept of “unplugging” 
deeply resonates. “I love that idea,” 
one focus group participant said. “Just 
putting your phone away, not turning 
off the lights, but just getting off 
the apps and talking to your friends, 
having some wine, just something 
like what you would normally do with your 
friends on Friday, maybe a little more 
focused on the community aspect.” 

A more sweeping consensus can be found 
around food—both cooking and eating—
which emerges as a top factor for both 
being Jewish and Jewish engagement. 
As a focus group participant explained, 
“I like the food oftentimes. Especially if 
it’s a Jewish holiday and my mom or my 
aunts get together and cook some stuff 
that I haven’t had in a while, matzo balls or 
other things. That’s enjoyable.” Other top 
factors for engagement include Jewish 
humor, learning about Jewish history, 
and diving deeper into personal Jewish 
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ancestry. As one young adult summed 
up, “I’m just very connected to our history. 
That’s where I feel that my [connection to] 
Judaism lies.”

Additional  on-ramps for Jewish 
engagement include an appreciation for 
Jewish values and a desire to know more 
about or have a deeper connection to Israel.  
As one online focus group participant 
described, “I don’t know nearly what I want 
to know [about Israel]. I think it would help 
me understand a lot more about the things 
I have learned throughout my life.” 

Further, several focus group participants 
believe that getting married or having 
children will open up future points of 
reentry for them to engage with being 
Jewish. As one participant surmised: 
“I think that my future children would 
probably be a force for me to seek out and 
find ways to get… more knowledgeable 
and experienced in those traditions, pass 
them on, and maybe some will rub off on 
me as well.” 

On the whole, today’s Jewish young adults 
are compassionate, active in exploring new 
activities, and generally proud of being 
Jewish. In focus groups, participants were 
prompted with certain lines, such as: “I am 
Jewish and     .” Seemingly speaking 
for the entire young adult age group—one 
focus group participant wrote down just 
one word: “Curious.”

“Just putting your phone 
away, not turning off the 
lights, but just getting off 

the apps and talking to your 
friends, having some wine, 

just something like what you 
would normally do with your 

friends on Friday, maybe a 
little more focused on the 

community aspect.”
FOCUS GROUP PARTICIPANT
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Additional Demographics
Which of the following categories includes your highest level of education?

Thinking about Jewish religious denominations, which of the following do you 
consider yourself to be?

46%

28%

Non-college

Graduated college

Post-graduate degree

25%

Just Jewish

Reform

Conservative

Humanist

Modern Orthodox

Renewal

Reconstructionist / Reconstructing

Something else

Not sure

36%

23%

14%

6%

3%

1%

1%

1%

10%
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In what year were you born? Are you...

In what country were you born? How would you describe the area 
where you live?

Female

Male

42%

57%

U.S.

Other

93%

7%

Urban

Suburban

Small Town

Rural

43%

45%

5%
7%

29%

36%

13%23%

22-24

25-29

30-34

35-40
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Are you of Hispanic or 
Latino background?

Which best describes your race 
or ethnicity? (Respondents could 
select more than one answer)

Do you consider yourself to be… Do you consider yourself to 
be transgender?

Yes

No

92%

8%

Yes

No

Prefer not
to answer

97%
1%2%

83%

9%
5% 3%

Straight or heterosexual

Bisexual

Gay or lesbian

Prefer not to answer

93%

4% 3% 2%

White

Black

Asian

Other
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