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State poll sees lack of volunteerism but willingness to give time

by Cara Matthews

December 6, 2011

LOUDONVILLE — New Yorkers are less inclined than average Americans to volunteer, donate to charity, join groups and vote, but they are more likely to talk with friends and family about politics, according to Siena College's annual Civic Health Index, released Monday.

Jobs, family duties and having only small blocks of free time are the main reasons New Yorkers aren't volunteering, Siena found. But 37 percent don't donate their time because they haven't been asked and 28 percent don't know where to go to help.

The index, released at the college, measures areas that point toward the health of the state and its communities. They include residents' social connectedness, trust in institutions, participation in civic duties, involvement in addressing pressing social issues, and knowledge of issues and events. Siena is in the Albany suburb of Loudonville.

"We hope this data can uncover new ways to motivate greater participation," said Kristi Tate, director of community strategies for the National Conference on Citizenship, which partnered on the index with Siena and the state Commission on National and Community Services: New Yorkers Volunteer.

New Yorkers' social connectedness jumped from 60 percent last year to 67 percent, largely because Siena added social media to the index. Trust in neighbors and institutions dropped from 68 percent to 65 percent.

The other three measures changed by 1 or 2 points, with sense of civic duty increasing from 31 percent of New Yorkers to 32 percent. Responsibility for addressing unmet social needs dropped from 49 percent to 48 percent.

The New York City suburbs and upstate received higher index scores than New York City and, to a lesser extent, statewide scores. The exception was for civic duty, which was 31 percent in New York City, 32 percent upstate and statewide, and 33 percent in the suburbs.

More than 28 percent of New Yorkers talk with friends and family about politics a few times a week, compared to 26 percent nationally, according to the index.

"New Yorkers tend to be lowest in duty and responsibility. So what we are lowest in across the state is joining, showing up for civic meetings and also expressing what we're calling the responsibilities of citizenship that include charitable giving and voluntaristic activities," said Don Levy, director of the Research Institute.

Siena found in a survey this year that 66 percent of New Yorkers had volunteered one or more times in the past year.

Nineteen percent said they volunteered more than once a month.

The national data, however, found that 21.4 percent of New Yorkers volunteered in 2010. That placed the state at 47th among all states and the District of Columbia, up from 51st.

National statistics are from the National Conference on Citizenship, most of which is U.S. Census data.

Eighty percent of New Yorkers think at least once in awhile about how they could help as a volunteer, Siena found.
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