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In the race to become the most prosperous and attractive 21st century cities to live, choose, work, and 

visit, those cities with the highest measure of civic participation and engagement will be the victors. This 

statement, though perhaps intuitive and morally self-sufficient, is well-grounded in research: cities that 

rank highly across common measures of civic engagement, including volunteerism, voter participation, 

and membership in community organizations, have greater economic opportunities and are more likely to 

retain millennial professionals than their less-engaged counterparts (Bycer, 2014; Osili, 2014; Walker & 

Leadership Indianapolis, 2015).  

 

Aware of the challenge and opportunity that is urban civic engagement, numerous organizations 

representing the host of the government, business and nonprofit sectors have come together in 

Indianapolis to answer the question: how do we make Indianapolis one of the most civically engaged 

cities in the nation?  

 

In many ways, it seems like Indianapolis is just shy of this goal. According to the 2014 Corporation for 

National and Community Service’s Volunteering and Civic Life in America report, Indianapolis currently 

ranks 12th (30.6%) on the list of volunteer rates for the 51 largest metropolitan statistical areas in the 

country based on data collected between 2011 and 2013. Our city’s millennial volunteer rate (26.4%) is 

slightly higher, placing us in the 11th position on that list.  Across the state, Hoosiers are becoming more 

active in Service and Civic Organizations (9.7 percent in 2010 to 10.9 percent in 2013), placing them 

above the 2013 6.8% national average for rate of involvement. They are also increasingly more likely to 

“Every single person has capabilities, abilities and gifts. Living a good life depends on 
whether those capabilities can be used, abilities expressed and gifts given. If they are, 

the person will be valued, feel powerful and well connected to the people around them. 
And the community around the person will be more powerful because of the 

contribution the person is making.” - John Kretzmann and John McKnight (1993, 13) 
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hold leadership positions within these organizations (9.1 percent in 2010 to 12.4 percent in 2013), also 

rising above the 2013 national average of 9.7 percent.  

 

Other metrics paint a slightly less positive picture – especially for a city that considers one if its defining 

features to be its rate of civic involvement. The National Conference on Citizenship’s 2015 Indiana Civic 

Health Index found that adult participation in school, neighborhood, and community associations has 

decreased from a rate of 14.1% in 2010 to 11.3% in 2013. Most notably, Indianapolis and Indiana 

consistently rank exceptionally low in voter turnout, with the Hoosier state falling below the national 

average in voter turnout in 12 out of the last 13 national elections (midterm and presidential election 

years). In the most recent election in 2014, Indiana had the lowest voter turnout in the lowest in 

the country - only 28 percent of eligible voters visited the polls. Indianapolis significantly factored into 

this dismal participation; just over seven percent of eligible Indy voters did so in 2014, from 36 percent 

the last midterm election in 2010.  

 

Seeing just how much room our city has left to grow, this collection of organizations has responded with 

incredible fervor and determination: over the past several years, initiatives like Indy Do Day, Your Life 

Matters, and most relevant to present work, Plan 2020, have proposed, funded, and enacted a number of 

programs designed to encourage people to increase their personal stake in their community, from 

incentivizing employers to provide their employees with paid volunteer days to identifying opportunities 

for collaboration across socioeconomic lines. Across these endeavors, one factor remains consistent: the 

need to promote and achieve participatory equity across all people living in our city’s borders, regardless 

of gender, sex, race, religion, nationality, sexual orientation, disability status, political affiliation, or age. 

 

 

 

 

The contention, here, is that we cannot every truly consider Indianapolis to have a civically empowered 

population unless that empowerment is accessible to everyone. Systematic exclusion of any group from  

“We must strive to reduce barriers to participation in civic community. We must 

continue to work toward a spirit of inclusion, tolerance and respect in our civic 
endeavors and community brand.” – Plan 2020 Bicentennial Agenda (Working; 2014) 

 


