UJA-Federation of New York

Insights and Strategies for Engaging Jewish Millennials

Introduction
When people talk about millennials, the generation of young adults
currently in their 20s and 30s, certain stereotypes keep coming up
repeatedly. Millennials are optimisitic, lazy, confident, narcissistic.
Positive or negative, true or untrue, these portrayals do little to help
us understand how to engage millennials in Jewish life.

This research will help to inform the work of COJIR’s Gen i
Committee, which is responsible for supporting a variety of
opportunities that encourage young adults in their 20s and 30s
to experiment with and shape their individual and collective
Jewish identities.

At UJA-Federation of New York, we’re committed to engaging
Jewish millennials through the many programs we support. While
we had plenty of anecdotal information about the attitudes and
preferences of Jewish millennials, we wanted to do a qualitative
study in order to develop a deeper understanding of this population.

COJIR is responsible for strategic planning and recommending
allocations for Jewish education and Jewish identity development.
COJIR envisions a future in which each generation — with its
many faces and voices — can discover for itself a compelling
response to the question of “Why be Jewish?”

As a result, UJA-Federation’s Commission on Jewish Identity and
Renewal (COJIR) retained the Insight Strategy Group to research
Jewish millennials living in New York and get a better understanding
of their lifestyle, needs, goals, and the role that being Jewish plays
in their lives.

We hope that the results of this research will be valuable to other
professionals and organizations in the field that are working on
engaging Jewish millenials and providing opportunities for them
to deepen their connections to Jewish life.
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Executive Summary
The research focused on young adults, ages 22 to 36, who
self-identified as Jewish, lived in New York City, had completed
college, and did not yet have children. Since UJA-Federation is
particularly interested in identifying opportunities to reach people
who are less engaged in Jewish life, young adults who were already
highly engaged, defined as attending synagogue once a week or
more, were excluded from the study.
The market research consisted of several small-group
online discussions through Facebook with a total sample of
36 young Jewish adults; in-person, one-on-one interviews
with a sub-sample of 20 of these Facebook participants;
and a quantitative survey completed by 218 respondents
to provide a bigger picture outlook drawn from
a statistically significant pool of subjects.

For more information, please refer to the Methodology Appendix.
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Executive Summary
Attitudes Around Jewish Identity
The researchers found that the overwhelming majority of the
quantitative survey respondents believe that being Jewish is
an important part of their identity and has strongly shaped
who they are. Here’s how the survey respondents answered
questions about their Jewishness:

maintaining connections to family history. Some of the survey
questions about Jewish tradition and affiliation showed that:

• 80% believed that being Jewish was an important part
of their identity.
• 78% reported that being Jewish has strongly shaped
who they are.
• 82% say they plan to raise their children as Jewish.
While the majority of our respondents exhibited high levels of
Jewish identity indicators, 62% of the women and 43% of the
men said that it was important for their life partner to be Jewish.
Respondents were also asked to identify aspects of Jewish
values and tradition that they found meaningful or relevant.
The characteristics associated with Jewishness that the
respondents expressed the most affinity for included: doing
good deeds, holding ethical values, repairing the world,
donating money to meaningful causes, applying the teachings
of history to current-day issues, being involved with parents
and family, using food to bring people together, and
Please note that all findings in the report refer to millennials from our study.
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• 40% of the respondents reported that religious observance
was an aspect of Jewishness that resonated with them.
• 24% reported that they were affiliated with a synagogue.
• Approximately 90% reported that religion was not a major
focus of their lives at this time, and 47% reported that
religion was not currently a focus of their life at all.
• Approximately 75% of the respondents had a bar or
bat mitzvah, 69% attended Hebrew school and 79% had
two Jewish parents.
• 57% had participated in an organized trip to Israel.
Participants answered questions not just about their Jewish
identities, but also about their current priorities in life. The
interviews found that many of these Jewish young adults’
current priorities center around career and relationships, and
that identity values, including their Jewish identity, often take
a back seat. When asked to identify their areas of primary focus
in life, 96% of the respondents put down an answer related to
career development. Other areas of major focus included
relationships with friends and family, health and wellness,
and maintaining a strong romantic relationship.

Executive Summary
The Implications for Outreach to Jewish Millennials
From the in-depth interviews, a common theme was that
millennials see many current efforts at Jewish engagement as
requiring them to “step back” from the areas that are the major
focus of their lives. Activities such as Shabbat dinners and
religious services, even those geared toward young adults, are
removed from the goals currently at the forefront for the
majority of the millenials surveyed.
If Jewish organizations and professionals can find more ways to
“step in” to those areas of interest, and meet millenials on their
own terms, they will have a better chance of creating engaging
programs and activities. Programs that focus on millenials’ life
goals in a Jewish context, and in a way that strengthens Jewish
identity or builds Jewish relationships, will play an important
role in leading millenials on the path to even greater engagement.
One approach is to offer young adults “functional resources”
that relate to and help them advance their personal goals, but
are infused with Jewish sensibilities. Program organizers can
“lead with functionality” by providing young adults
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with opportunities they would want regardless of whether
they were offered by a Jewish organization. For example,
a bike ride or a spin class to raise money for a cause taps into
goals around health and wellness and is a social activity that
can be done with friends and family. Another example might be
offering volunteer or service mentorships, curated job listings,
and other efforts to help millennials pursue their career goals
while building Jewish relationships.
Whatever type of program organizations decide to plan,
it’s important that they stay authentic and transparent when
communicating with young adults. This includes using a casual
tone, incorporating humor and self-awareness, and addressing
young adults individually, in a personalized way. Our hope is that
these will allow organizations to take steps toward creating events
that will resonate strongly with young adults by “stepping in” to
the most important aspects of their lives.
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Methodology
The Three Phases of the Study: The first
phase was a three-day online discussion that
took place in nine private Facebook groups.
Each Facebook group or micro-community
was made up of four participants. The 36
individuals in the Facebook groups represented
an equal number of individuals between the
ages of 22 and 29 and 30 and 36, and an equal
number of men and women. Individuals had
to self-identify as Jewish and had to represent
a mix of degrees of Judaism, as determined
by how often they attend synagogue, with no
more than four participants across the sample
attending synagogue on a monthly basis and
with the rest of the participants only attending
synagogue, on average, every few months.
Participants were required to live in New York
City or the immediate metro area, including
Hoboken, New Jersey, and Western Long
Island. Because this study wanted to look
at individuals in the post-college, pre-family
stage, the participants represented a variety of
living situations (living alone, with roommates,
with significant others), and relationship
statuses, with no more than 12 respondents
across the groups being married, engaged,
divorced, separated, or widowed. Individuals
with children were excluded from the study.
Additionally, the participants each had
to have at least a high school diploma or
G.E.D.; represent a mix of income levels;

and be employed, in school, and/or seeking
employment. Across the sample, there was a
mix of graduate/professional school students
and employed individuals. Across the sample,
there could be no more than one unemployed
nonstudent within each age and gender
break. Participants who work or study in the
field of marketing research were excluded
from the study, as were employees of Jewish
organizations. Participants had to be digitally
engaged, meaning that they have daily access
to the Internet; own or have daily access to
a smartphone, computer, and/or a tablet; and
have social media accounts for at least two of
the following: Facebook, Instagram, Twitter,
Tumblr, Pinterest, and/or LinkedIn. Finally,
participants were required to have active
Facebook pages and be able to complete the
three-day Facebook micro-community group
discussions on the scheduled days in January
2015. Participants were given a $100 incentive
to participate.
The purpose of the online discussion groups
was to analyze how millennials discuss key
topics together as a community and gather
artifacts from their personal Facebook pages,
as well as the online conversation, that
bring their stories to life. Each individual
participating in the study was given the same
set of directions. In advance of the three-day
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Facebook micro-community group discussion,
each participant received a set of directions
that let them know what to expect. At 10:00
a.m. on each day of the discussion, a set of
questions and activities were posted to the
Facebook group. Individuals had 24 hours to
complete the questions and activities posted.
Participants were instructed that they must
complete all of the questions and activities and
do so within the allotted time frame to receive
compensation. Additionally, participants were
told that the questions and activities “are meant
to be creative” and, therefore, they should feel
free to use pictures, links, videos, etc., to help
express themselves.
The second phase of the study was a series
of one-on-one in-person or Skype interviews
with a sub-sample of 20 of the respondents
from the Facebook micro-communities. The
sub-sample comprised a representative sample of
the overall recruitment pool of the larger sample
in terms of age, work, relationship statuses, and
involvement in the Jewish community. Of the
sub-sample, there were an equal amount of
participants between the ages of 22 and 29 and
30 and 36, as well as equal participation from
males and females. These respondents were
offered an additional $100 incentive, on top
of the original $100 for participating in the
Facebook micro-communities.

Methodology
The goal of these interviews was to gain
personal, intimate responses from participants
and to obtain language for phase three, the
quantitative survey. Each of these interviews
was an hour in length and was conducted by
a researcher. Each researcher had a script that
they followed that included directions for the
participant and questions to be asked of the
participant. The questions for the interviews
fell into four categories: lifestyle and goals
for the future, digital media in everyday lives,
Jewish identity and Jewish messaging, and
digital media content.
The final phase was an online quantitative
survey designed to validate the qualitative
themes. The sample consisted of 218
individuals between the ages of 28 and 36.
Respondents had to live in the New York
metropolitan area. Because there was a
recognition that life priorities change when
millennials marry and begin to have children,
a decision was made that at least 65% of the
participants had to be single and none of the
participants could have children. Respondents
were screened by phone and then were asked
to complete an online survey. Respondents
who answered the survey entered a drawing
for one of three $100 gift cards.

Insight Research analyzed the quantitative
survey using a technique called derived
importance analysis. This analytical approach uses
statistical methods to see how respondents’
ratings of specific attributes correlate to actual
behaviors or decisions. This method enables
the researchers to take what the respondents
say and understand what they really mean.
From this, the researchers were able to develop
a prioritized list of these millennials’ explicit
and implicit needs.
Recruitment: Respondents for this market
research study were recruited by phone
from the databases of several recruiters. The
recruiters used three different methods for
assembling their database: (1) people were
invited to join based on their purchasing
behavior, (2) people signed up by clicking
on online advertisements, and (3) off-line
recruitment through direct mail, TV and
radio, and in-person contact (such as at malls
or large-scale events). Additionally, some
respondents were recruited from Insight’s own
internal network. This network consists of
individuals who have done studies with the
firm in the past. For the purpose of this study,
an e-mail was sent to those individuals in
Insight’s network who fit the criteria, asking
them to be in touch with the recruiter directly.

— 47 —

To populate the sample, five different
recruitment vendors were used. The vendors
filtered their databases by age and location,
and in the rare case in which the vendor had
information about religious affiliation, they
used that as well. The specificity of this sample
was such that recruiters had to invite everyone
in their database to participate so that,
ultimately, the sample would be large enough.
Once invited, participants were placed in one
of three categories: (1) the individual ignored
the e-mail or never opened the link in the
e-mail, (2) the individual opened the link
but their participation was terminated
because they did not fit the criteria, or (3) the
individual opened the link, met the qualifying
criteria, and participated in the study.
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