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Introduction 

As changes occur in our society, we can identify certain patterns, trends we can use to 
predict the issues that might become important in the near future. By identifying and 
responding to these patterns, we make it easier to adapt to trends currently affecting us 
and to prepare for future trends that might emerge. 

Every year, new trends affect not only the world, but also the way the YMCA movement 
exists within it. Because we believe in keeping our members, staff and volunteers 
informed, we prepare this annual report to show how the changing world is bringing 
changes to the YMCA movement and offer suggestions about how to incorporate these 
changes into our mission and operations. 

The YMCA Annual Trends report examines the trends, internal and external to the 
YMCA movement, that are affecting or likely to affect YMCA programming and 
operations over the next few years, providing a context for YMCA planning and decision-
making. In 2004, we see the following trends taking shape: 

Economic Troubles 
Governments and nonprofits are all expressing unlimited needs, but have only 
limited funds. Many individuals feel as though economic safety nets are gone, and 
many business leaders feel pushed to produce short-term gains at the cost of long-
term plans. 

Efficiency and Effectiveness 
Particularly in a time of very limited resources, it’s vital to know that we are using 
resources effectively. For nonprofits, this imperative is not only a matter of 
stewardship, but also of making more effective requests for resources. 

Employment Issues 
Unemployment is on everybody’s mind, even for those who currently have jobs, 
and yet organizations are having a difficult time finding qualified staff. As Baby 
Boomers retire, many, though not all, economists and futurists predict vast labor 
shortages in the next decades. 

Obesity and Public Health 
In the United States, as well as in nations that have or are adopting similar 
lifestyles, obesity is pandemic. Even the most moderate estimates of the fiscal cost 
to society are huge, not to mention the impact on well-being. 

Stress 
Information overload, economic troubles, school violence, safety, war, and fear are 
making stress a pervasive part of everybody’s lives, both adults and children. 
Learning to cope with stress is becoming a vital skill. 

Systems Responses versus Reactive Responses 
In a society accustomed to short-term fixes, but receiving more information about 
long-term consequences and systems interrelatedness, we’re noticing more 
tension between systematic and reactive or unsustainable responses to problems. 
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Accountability and Transparency 
As scandals in all sectors of society bring everything under scrutiny, nonprofits 
have a social responsibility to be upright and transparent in all their dealings, not 
just as custodians of public trust, but also as models of good conduct. 

Nonprofit Collaborations, Partnerships and Coalitions 
While we still cherish the image of the rugged individualist fighting a lone struggle, 
we also know that in real life, it takes the commitment and resources of several 
parties to tackle large matters in the most effective way, as demonstrated by 
nonprofit collaborations in nearly every aspect of operations and programs. 

Spirituality in a Pluralistic Society 
Ecumenicism—the promotion of cooperation and better understanding among 
different religious denominations—is growing, as is evangelism; both trends are 
responses to a growing diversity of faiths in the United States. 

An Aging Population 
As a huge cohort of Baby Boomers march into their 50s and 60s, the health, 
economic, and social needs of a significant portion of the US population are 
changing dramatically. 

A Huge Generation of Youth 
Generation Y, children of the Baby Boomers, are entering their teen and young-
adult years. As was the case with their parents, their sheer numbers suggest that 
their views have the capacity to change society in the foreseeable future. 

Diversity 
Not only is the United States becoming more diverse, but our understanding of 
diversity itself is expanding beyond racial and ethnic boundaries, to include aspects 
such as family composition and sexual orientation. 

Declines in Membership  
Over a third of YMCAs reported having fewer members in 2003 than in 2002. 
Nationally, total membership shrank by .1%, although most of this loss was in 
program members. Registered membership actually grew by 3.8%, although 
almost all of this growth has been due to existing YMCAs building new branches, 
rather than total membership growing for existing YMCAs. 

In the following report, we’ll offer detailed information about each of these trends, as well 
as our predictions about a few long-term trends that may affect YMCA membership and 
programming in the future. 

Please keep in mind that this trends report is not a crystal ball! For some YMCAs, the 
trends described in this report will seem like old news. For others, these forecasted 
trends might never manifest. As you read this report, think of it as you would a weather 
forecast: It’s an informed guide, but you’ll still want to look out the window to see 
whether it’s sunny or rainy where you are. 

Like trends themselves, this document is always a work in progress. We love to get 
feedback—your thoughts, comments or suggestions are vital to the YMCA Annual 
Trends report’s ongoing improvement. Please email Ann Feeney 
(ann.feeney@ymca.net) or call her at (312) 419-8795 with your feedback.  
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Current Trends 

Members 
YMCA members are a diverse group of people from every imaginable demographic: 
wealthy, middle and low income, married, single, divorced and widowed, people of 
different educational and spiritual backgrounds and people of all ages, ethnicities, 
genders and orientations. However, we can observe a few general trends about our 
society in general, patterns that affect all our members to varying degrees. 

General Trends 

As we become more worried about its financial future and increasingly dependent upon 
technology, our stress levels skyrocket and our interpersonal relationships suffer. As 
many analysts have predicted, technology, while enabling us to become more efficient 
as individuals, has begun to cause our society, as we know it, to change increasingly 
quickly. 

Finances 
Economic insecurity is a growing concern for most Americans. Very few people 
feel secure in their employment or, among those anticipating retirement in the near 
future, in their savings and investments. Many people see the increasing gap 
between the rich and the poor as a sign that the middle class may well disappear 
within decades. Many middle-income parents do not anticipate that their children 
will be more economically successful than they, themselves, have been. 

Stress 
Although stress-related complaints are accounting for more physician visits, people 
are also trying to manage their own stress, through greater emphasis on spirituality 
and increased consumption of goods or services that make them feel special, 
valued or self-indulgent. 

Technology 
Advances in cell phone, laptop and email technology have made it feasible for 
people to carry their jobs around with them, with many people feeling they have no 
choice but to do so. Most knowledge workers are never quite off the job, even on 
vacation, adding to already-high stress levels. Technology also makes identity theft 
easier; as such, people are increasingly concerned about providing personal data 
that might enable this form of theft. 

Relationships 
People lacking time to nurture friendships in person—or even in real time—are 
turning to technology-based social networks, such as blog networks, and 
networking software, such as Orkut and Friendster. Although blogs are fairly well 
established, particularly among young people, they are still in the experimental 
stages, and nobody is quite certain whether they will last or be yet another short-
lived Internet anomaly. 
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General Trends → YMCA Trends 

People continue to feel stressed and 
pressed for time, which presents a threat 
to—but also an opportunity for growth in—
membership and services to members. 

YMCA membership remains an antidote to 
social disconnection. Increasing diversity 
and an aging population that is growing in 
numbers have the potential to affect most 
aspects of membership, and YMCAs need 
to respond to these changes. 

Community 
Few people feel connected to their communities, a situation that Robert Putnam 
famously described as a loss of social capital. Many people don’t have the time to 
chat with a neighbor or join a community group, and others lack the inclination. 

YMCA Trends 

Unfortunately, these general trends seem to be having a negative impact on YMCA 
membership. 

Declining membership rates 
In 2003, YMCA membership reached nearly 19 million. However, for YMCAs which 
also reported in 2002, the number of members actually declined by 0.1%. Program 
membership was down 4.5% and 
registered membership was up by 
only 3.8%, as compared to a 7% 
growth between 2000 and 2001 
and 8.4% in 2001 and 2002. 

The greatest loss is among teens, 
down 1.2% from 2002. However, 
older adult membership is 
increasing, up 5.2%. 

These alarming figures suggest 
that while new YMCA facilities are 
drawing memberships, member 
retention is lower than it should be. 
While it’s possible that this data is a 
blip rather than a trend, it 
nonetheless remains a concern. 

Changing membership structures 
Many YMCAs are reconsidering 
their membership definitions or structures. In response to changing types of 
families and societal questions about what makes a family, some YMCAs are 
switching to a household-based membership model. Others continue to use family 
as the primary structure, but permit families to define themselves. Still other 
YMCAs choose to adopt or reaffirm the IRS definition of “family,” people connected 
by blood, adoption or marriage. 

YMCAs are also discontinuing discounts not based on financial need, as well as 
eliminating multiple-tier memberships. Other YMCAs are re-examining the concept 
of membership, particularly the nexus between program and full membership. 
Some are creating a hybrid type of membership for program centers that do not 
have typical facilities. 

Adaptation to sensitive issues 
As more transsexual persons are coming out or undergoing gender reassignment 
surgery, YMCAs need to consider accommodation issues, including the perennial 
one of which locker room the member should use. 

The YMCA of the USA recommends the policy of banning camera phones from 
locker and shower rooms. YMCAs have typically found that members see the need 
for this policy and are willing to comply. 
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Fostering community 
In traditional YMCA facilities, many designers are working hard to create buildings 
that promote social connections. Not that long ago, YMCA lobbies often served as 
funnels, directing people to specific areas. Now, designers are reworking lobbies to 
serve as common space, places to socialize and gather. 

YMCAs are also seeking staff members who can create a sense of connectedness 
among members and between members and their YMCA. There’s less emphasis 
on hiring specialists and more on hiring generalists who can foster these 
relationships and focus on meeting different member needs. 

As diversity becomes more important and widespread throughout the country, YMCAs 
will need to adapt to the needs of a diverse community. 

Staff 
Like our members, our YMCA staff is comprised of all kinds of diverse people. However, 
also like our members, we can observe a few recurrent trends among the people who 
work at YMCA facilities, as well as the circumstances of their employment. 

General Trends 

As the nation’s manufacturing base moving offshore in the late 1900’s affected 
production and management jobs, the knowledge-worker base seems menaced, as 
more companies outsource engineering and computer jobs to workers overseas. 
Unfortunately, US workers no longer have the same faith in their employers or the 
companies for whom they work, signaling an all-time low in employee morale. 

Employment 
Safe, stable, well-paying occupations have become scarce in the United States, 
although people with a high, current government security clearance are in demand. 
During the 1980s and 1990s, engineering and computer science backgrounds all 
but guaranteed a job-seeker’s market; now a combination of layoffs and offshore 
outsourcing have created high unemployment in these sectors, similar to the 
1980’s trend with middle management, when it shifted from the safe haven it had 
been since WWII. 

Salaries and benefits 
Although nonprofit staff typically received modest increases that slightly out-paced 
inflation, these employers are bringing in new hires at lower salaries than previous 
years. At the same time, nonprofit executive pay is coming under close scrutiny, 
particularly in academia, nonprofit healthcare and larger nonprofits and 
foundations. Personnel costs continue to rise more than salaries themselves, as 
the cost of benefits increases. Some companies are cutting retirement benefits to 
their future retirees, with more companies expected to follow suit. 

Job retention 
In previous years, analysts almost universally predicted grave consequences to 
Baby-Boomer retirement, foretelling an era of employers desperate to replace that 
large workforce from the scarcer supply of Generation X. Now that many Boomers 
do not plan to retire on schedule (age 65 or earlier), near stagnation of new job 
creation and the possibility of offshore outsourcing suggest to some of the same 
experts that for the foreseeable future, job seekers will still vastly outnumber 
openings. Whether the offshore outsourcing of knowledge-worker jobs turns out to 
be counterproductive in the long term or follows the path of manufacturing jobs, all 
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General Trends → YMCA Trends 

Our diverse and aging population will have 
an obvious impact on staff composition, 
and issues related to company values and 
morale are also becoming visible 
determinants of staff satisfaction and 
performance.  

eyes are closely watching this trend. Nonetheless, nonprofits, like most 
organizations, are putting more thought into succession planning, and a growing 
number of companies have written succession plans for executive leadership, paid 
and volunteer. 

Employer-employee relations 
Employee faith in employers is at a historic low. A 2003 Maritz poll found that one-
third of American workers disagreed or strongly disagreed with the statement that 
“senior management’s actions 
are completely consistent with 
their words.” Only 55% agreed or 
strongly agreed. These results 
look even worse when compared 
to the 2002 survey, when 22% 
disagreed that management was 
consistent and 71% agreed. 

YMCA Trends 

Changing employment: growth 
and diversity 

YMCA full-time exempt staff grew 
to 17,774 over 2003, more than 
the population of many towns in the United States. The proportion of women to 
men was still approximately 60:40, with almost twice as many women among new 
staff (tenure of less than a year). 

YMCA staff became slightly more diverse, the percentage of Native American staff 
rising to 0.3%, Asian Americans and Hispanics remaining steady at 1.8% and 4.5% 
respectively, and African American staff growing from 10.3% to 10.8%. 

While overall unemployment is high, many YMCAs are actually having a very 
difficult time recruiting staff, especially for part-time childcare and aquatics staff and 
for branch executives. 

Staff and volunteer background checks are vital, but as events in many nonprofits 
show, background and/or fingerprint checks alone are not sufficient nor do they 
replace sound procedures and thorough oversight. 

Retiring staff 
Twenty percent of Y exempt personnel are 50 or older and almost 4% are 60 or 
older. Executives and branch executives are particularly likely to be near retirement 
age. For many Ys, management and executive succession presents a problem, 
either now or in the near future. 

Rising salaries and costs for benefits 
During 2003, the median amount YMCAs paid in salaries rose 3.9%, but personnel 
costs rose 9%, reflecting the rapid increases in the cost of health insurance.  

Retaining great employees 
Retention of good performers is vital not only for optimal organization performance, 
but also for cost savings—it’s expensive to replace any employee, let alone the 
most valuable ones.  
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General Trends → YMCA Trends 

Because minorities are typically under-
tapped as volunteers, YMCAs should 
address this trend to strengthen our 
volunteer base and build trust in the 
nonprofit sector. If trust erodes overall in 
the nonprofit sector, it could create a 
volunteering crisis. 

Job satisfaction 
YMCA staff members are typically far less concerned about tangibles than 
intangibles; they tend to value salary fairness over the actual amount (provided the 
salary meets their family’s needs) and put high value on feeling connected to the 
mission and good communications, according to employee satisfaction surveys. 

YMCAs committed to the Diversity Initiative have made adjustments in many different 
operations areas, such as finding additional ways to recruit staff and volunteers. 

Volunteers 
Without program and policy volunteers, the YMCA movement would be far less effective. 
We count on these wonderful, dedicated team members to help our organization grow 
within the community, despite national trends. 

General Trends 

Although Baby Boomers and an ethnically diverse volunteer force are available, in many 
organizations recruitment and management are acting as roadblocks to higher volunteer 
rates and more effective use of volunteer time. 

Statistics 
In 2003, 63.8 million people, 28.8% of the total US population, volunteered at least 
once, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, with the teenage rate rising 
almost 3%, to 29.5%. The median number of hours volunteered, 52, did not 
change from the previous year. African Americans, Latinos and Asian Americans 
remain less likely to volunteer than the total population, quite likely due to a lower 
rate of recruitment. Recruitment is always key—most volunteers contribute their 
time because they were asked to do so. 

Volunteerism 
The most common reason people give for not volunteering remained unchanged—
lack of time. Many Baby Boomers plan to volunteer during their retirement, when 
they expect having not only more time, but also the opportunity to explore new 
fields and interests. However, among older adults, people with less than a high 
school diploma—or those not in the labor force—health or medical problems were 
the most common reason for not volunteering. 

Management 
The first national study of 
volunteer management capacity, 
conducted by the Urban Institute, 
found that four out of five 
charities use volunteers. Nine out 
of 10 charities are ready to take 
on a median of 20 new 
volunteers, but only three out of 
five charities have a paid staff 
person who works on volunteer 
coordination. Of those, one third 
lack formal training in volunteer 
management and half dedicate 
less than one-third of their time 
on volunteer coordination. 
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Additionally, fewer than half of these charities apply standard volunteer-
management practices. 

In a world where volunteers want and expect meaningful roles and anticipate performing 
as effectively as possible, successful volunteer management is crucial. 

YMCA Trends 

Although YMCA trends do not entirely reflect general trends, there is still vast room for 
improvement. 

Growing and shrinking numbers 
The number of policy volunteers grew 3.3% between 2002 and 2003, changing a 
pattern of shrinkage as nonprofit boards overall have gotten smaller. The number 
of program volunteers shrank by 6%. 

Reliable youth volunteer base 
YMCAs continue to add more young members to boards or other volunteer 
leadership positions. Youth volunteers largely direct many youth programs, youth 
often lead fundraising efforts for new or renovated youth facilities, such as skate 
parks or teen centers. 

Benefiting from corporate good citizenship 
As businesses feel more pressure to present themselves internally and externally 
as good corporate citizens, YMCAs are frequently the beneficiaries of volunteer 
days, largely because YMCAs are typically non-controversial and because many 
employees are likely to have existing ties with the local YMCA. 

A strong force behind the impulse to volunteer is the need to belong, to feel connected to 
a community. By providing meaningful work for volunteers, YMCAs can satisfy these 
volunteer needs, even as we strengthen our volunteer base.  

Diversity 
As our nation experiences dramatic changes in the diversity of its population, we’ll see 
more trends emerge around diversity-related issues. 

General Trends 

While the changing racial composition of the United States is still the concept that first 
comes to mind when most people hear the word “diversity,” the term now encompasses 
more concepts than simply ethnic identification, to include diversity in areas such as 
faith, family makeup and sexual orientation. 

Ethnic diversity 
The United States continues to become more ethnically diverse, through 
immigration and resident births. As multiracial households continue to grow, 
families, too, are increasingly likely to be racially diverse internally. As a result of 
this trend, questions about racial identity as a concept are already emerging. 

Employment 
Unemployment of existing US citizens always comes up as an issue during 
discussions of immigration. It also can affect international relations, as today’s 
tension over outsourcing to India shows. However, now the debate concerns white-
collar jobs as much as blue collar. Another issue fairly new to the debates is the 
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General Trends → YMCA Trends 

Diversity is a major societal trend, one that 
will affect many areas of YMCA operations 
and programming, directly or indirectly. 

“graying” of the US workforce, as some forecasters predict that we will need higher 
immigration levels to stave off widespread economic decline. 

Gender identification 
There are no fully reliable estimates on how many transsexual (persons who do not 
identify with their birth gender) individuals are in the US, but an increasing number 
are coming out or, in some cases, undergoing surgery. The number of gender 
reassignment surgeries is estimated at anywhere between 1,000 and 4,000 each 
year. 

One gauge of growing awareness is that as of 2004, 25% of the US population lived in a 
city, county or state barring gender identity discrimination, as compared to 6% in 2002. 

YMCA Trends 

YMCAs are typically the most diverse membership organizations in a community, 
welcoming people of all faiths, ages, races and socioeconomic backgrounds.  

Gender ratios 
The proportion of female to male YMCA employees was approximately 60:40 
during 2003, with almost twice as many women as men among new staff members 
with less than a year of tenure. 

Growing diversity 
Ethnically, YMCA staff became slightly more diverse over the year, the percentage 
of Native American staff rising to 0.3%, Asian Americans and Hispanics remaining 
steady at 1.8% and 4.5% 
respectively, and African 
American staff growing from 
10.3% to 10.8%. 

While some suburban and rural 
YMCAs are still relatively 
racially homogenous, as well as 
some urban ones, the number 
is shrinking as communities in 
general become more diverse. 

Diversity in faith 
YMCAs are addressing issues of diversity of faith in different ways, particularly as it 
relates to the question of the “C” in YMCA. 

Cultural competence in a diverse community environment is as much a vital skill as 
computer competence is in an office environment. It is equally vital to attracting and 
retaining staff and volunteers.  

Aquatics 
Although aquatic exercise is popular with all exercisers, it is becoming increasingly 
popular for athletic training because of the additional resistance the water provides. 

General Trends 

According to the latest available data from the National Sporting Goods Association 
(2001), swimming is still second only to walking in number of participants over age 
seven. After a period of decline, SCUBA participation is leveling off. 
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General Trends → YMCA Trends 

Because aquatics enable family members 
have fund and engage in physical activity, 
family aquatics centers are an increasingly 
popular place for families to visit. 

Pool Safety 
Some pool operators are installing computerized underwater monitoring systems to 
provide additional support for lifeguards. Since the systems are expensive, typically 
ranging from $100,000 to $120,000, many organizations are adopting a wait-and-
see approach until the resulting benefits are clearer, especially since most would 
prefer to spend funding on hiring additional lifeguards. Equipment manufacturers 
emphasize that these systems absolutely cannot replace lifeguard vigilance or 
training. Unfortunately, lifeguards rarely receive recognition for their role as first 
responders and are not being properly compensated. 

Concerns about liability 
Due to concerns about accident liability, some regions are less likely to build diving 
wells into existing pools and some are even filling up existing wells. However, 
accidents are typically due to an inadequate diving envelope. There has never 
been a major accident in a diving envelope that meets the US Diving standard. 

New pool construction 
Many of the new pools built today are shallow water only, which excludes 
programs such as diving, lifeguarding, SCUBA diving, synchronized swimming and 
water polo. Many of the new pools being constructed are below the recommended 
safety standards in the areas of lighting and acoustics. Additionally, many new 
pools are constructed of plaster; although initially inexpensive, a plaster surface 
only lasts five to seven years, and then requires resurfacing, making plaster 
surfaces high maintenance for the pool operator and more expensive over time. 

Many municipalities are closing their pools or looking for ways to run them more 
economically, due to smaller budgets and lack of know-how. 

YMCA Trends 

Although family participation has always been core to YMCA aquatics programs, recent 
trends are showing that more families are using pool time together, as a way to have fun 
while exercising. More YMCA pools are being built to be family-friendly, including fun 
installations and different areas for activities. Inflatables, such as slides and characters, 
are less popular than they were previously. 

Effective collaborations 
As municipalities are trying to save money, many are partnering with YMCAs to run 
their existing pools or collaborating with the local YMCA to construct new YMCAs. 
Schools and colleges are also 
common collaborators for aquatics 
programs or facilities. Warm water 
and zero-depth entry pools for 
physical therapy are also 
increasingly more common, 
particularly for those YMCAs that 
share facilities with hospitals. 

Lifeguard shortages 
YMCAs, like most organizations, 
are having troubles finding 
lifeguards. Even though there are a large number of teens, lifeguarding jobs 
typically pay small salaries, and students looking for summer jobs that will look 
impressive on their college applications or resumes are battling with the perception 
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that lifeguarding is seen as a sit-back-and-watch job, rather than a highly 
responsible job that calls for a high degree of attention to detail and team 
coordination. 

As the population ages, therapy pools and aquatic exercise programs designed for older 
adults will continue to increase in popularity and use. YMCAs will do well to incorporate 
more programs for adults. 

Arts and Humanities 
Research on the benefits of arts participation provides ongoing illustration of the basic 
point, but more exploratory research indicates that the arts have a more profound 
biological component than previously theorized, and that participation in the arts as a 
social and individual pursuit is somehow inherent. 

General Trends 

Arts giving seems to be one of the areas most sensitive to economic flux, outpacing 
general foundation giving during strong economic years and falling behind general giving 
in poor ones. Foundation funding for the arts is, according to the Foundation Center, 
likely to decrease over the next few years. 

Books and publishing 
Despite occasional statements from various corners that the US is declining into a 
state of barbarity, personal expenditure on books (books and maps, according to 
the strict Department of Commerce definition) continues to outpace inflation, rising 
from $16.2 billion in 1990 to $35.1 in 2001, an increase of $12.9 billion in real 
dollars. Although it’s not likely to catch on with the general public, publishing 
marketers have a new term, “Generation C,” to describe the explosion of cultural 
activities among youth, particularly those publishing their work to the web. 

Music 
The recording industry argues that unauthorized music sharing online means that 
they lose money while some downloaders argue that it actually drives purchasing. 
Meanwhile, many starter bands or performers try to find distributing through free 
downloading in order to create enough buzz to get recording contracts or build 
enough of an audience to make producing and selling their own CDs feasible. 

Film 
Independent film is growing each year as an industry and fairly inexpensive 
technology for rent, purchase, or use through a community organization brings film 
production into many aspirants’ grasps. 

High school students are most likely to say that their schools rate a “D” or “F” in 
arts/music and in computers/technology courses, according to the Horatio Alger 2003 
State of Our Nation’s Youth study. On the other hand, many new and proposed charter 
schools focus on the arts (or on science and technology). 

YMCA Trends 

At many YMCAs, arts programs are becoming more sophisticated and more deeply 
interwoven with other program offerings. One cause is growing awareness of creative 
expression as a developmental asset as well as a satisfying and popular pursuit. 
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General Trends → YMCA Trends 

Study of and participation in the arts from 
different cultures is a way to draw upon 
and celebrate the growing diversity in the 
United States. 

Centers for the arts 
YMCAs as arts centers are growing momentum, from major arts facilities to the 
addition of dedicated arts spaces to 
new or renovated facilities. YMCAs 
also include art displays, from 
participants, program instructors or 
local artists, in their facilities 
increasingly frequently. 

Youth programming 
A majority of new teen centers 
include multimedia studios and 
YMCAs continue to expand arts 
programming for youth. Some 
YMCAs are holding their own talent 
shows, modeled after American Idol. Unlike the television show, they heavily 
emphasize fun and the value of participating, rather than winning. 

Because arts participation, particularly working with a group on an artistic creation, 
satisfies many peoples’ ongoing needs for meaning and belonging, increasing 
programming in arts and humanities would well serve the mission of the YMCA 
movement. 

Camping and Outdoor Enrichment 
Camping is no longer just for kids. According to the National Sporting Goods 
Association, in 2001, 45.5 million people over the age of seven went camping at least 
once, including 1.6 million people over the age of 65. Slightly over 8% of participants had 
a household income under $15,000 and just over 17% had household incomes under 
$25,000. 

General Trends 

For many children, camp is the epitome of summer. However, rising social and medical 
concerns mean that camp is no longer merely about lanyards and Capture the Flag. As 
parental concerns rise, camp administration is taking steps to ensure all campers have 
the same great experience. 

Social worries 
Parents continue to be concerned about the effects of bullying within group 
situations, and for good reason. Many school districts and some states are setting 
stringent mandates on how schools must respond. Camps can be just as disturbed 
by bullies as schools, and camp administrators are beginning to take into account 
the way campers treat one another. 

Concerns about allergies 
The number of youth with allergies is rising, including the number of those with life-
threatening ones, such as peanuts. Asthma, too, is increasing, with approximately 
6% of boys and 5% of girls under 18 diagnosed as having it, almost double the 
rates from 20 years ago. The increase in asthma will affect camp operations and 
programming as youth with severe allergies or asthma seek to participate in 
camping. 
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General Trends → YMCA Trends 

As work life flows more deeply into 
personal life, families and individuals can 
enjoy camping as a partial retreat. 

Parents are concerned about their children’s well being and want daily assurances that 
their child is being taken care of well. Camps are still using the traditional letters home 
and adding email and websites to keep parents in the loop. 

YMCA Trends 

Though camping is a relatively economical activity, people are still concerned about their 
economic future, and many parents put the camp registration decision off until the last 
minute and more often chose shorter and less expensive sessions than in the past. 

Family camping 
Family camping is still an inexpensive way for a family to spend time together, 
particularly if they want to be without the distractions of technology, television, or 
other places to be or go. At 
YMCA camps, staff members 
have the expertise to support 
activities which families can 
enjoy, as well as provide 
unstructured time. 

Day camp 
With more parents out of the 
workforce, high unemployment 
rates are a major cause of the 
low day-camp attendance. 
However, this typically limits only new registrants, as parents who are familiar with 
camp benefits will keep it a priority, though they may enroll for fewer or shorter 
sessions. 

Resident camp 
General enrollment was up or even at most camps nationwide, compared to last 
year, although some YMCAs are reporting less interest in adventure trips among 
teens, possibly because of higher costs than traditional camp or leadership 
programs at camp. However, few camps are back at pre-2001 attendance levels. 

Specialty camps 
Skateboarding and other specialty adventure and action sports camps continue to 
grow in popularity among young adults, for day camp and residential camp—if they 
are well programmed. If the staff are surly or the facilities unwelcoming, youth will 
likely turn to alternative providers. 

Attracting counselors 
YMCAs often tap participants who show leadership ability to come back as 
counselors or instructors. YMCAs often attract counselors by depicting camp 
employment as a way for them both to develop leadership and management skills 
such as planning and team building and to have a good time with other youth their 
own age. 

Zero tolerance for bullying 
Bullying is unfortunately no stranger to YMCA camping programs. Many camps 
have been slow to respond with zero-tolerance rules, closer and better supervision 
and positive discipline. Parents continue to rate “the other kids in my camper’s 
group” as the low point of the camp experience. 
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General Trends → YMCA Trends 

As more people search for meaning and 
feel the need for stronger ethics in society, 
character development will continue to 
draw those looking for a positive response 
to a sense of corroded public ethics. 

Increasing acreage 
Camps continue to add acreage to fend off suburban encroachment. Although 
some have delayed their capital campaigns due to the economy, some YMCA 
camps have gone ahead and had successful campaigns. 

Aging boomers continue to look fondly on their years at YMCA camp. Many YMCA 
resident camps celebrated their 100th birthday anniversaries in 2003, with attendance 
figures from 400 to 850. Several YMCA resident camps now have annual campaign 
goals of more than $300,000, with alumni playing key roles as campaigners and donors. 

Character Development 
Dozens of high-profile ethics scandals are in the year’s news, in corporations, 
government and nonprofits, all spelling out the need for persons of strong and principled 
character. 

General Trends 

The UCLA annual survey of first-year college students found that students are still more 
likely to say that they value making lots of money over developing a personal philosophy 
of life. Of course, the headlines that use this as a sign of an ethical decline don’t mention 
that having a good family life is also rising in importance or that many Generation Y 
youth are typically more concrete and don’t identify very strongly with abstracts such as 
“a philosophy of life” or consider it equivalent to having a personal code of ethics. The 
2003 Horatio Alger The State of our Nation’s Youth report says that half of youth think 
that having an “active religious or spiritual life” is very important for success, compared 
to 8% for “being attractive and popular” and 23% for “being famous and respected.” 

In schools, there is almost no debate any more about whether or character and ethical 
development should be taught—curriculum is focused on how students should learn 
these skills. Some teachers lean towards teaching in the abstract, developing guiding 
principles first, while others lean towards building students’ capacity for empathy and 
moral imagination and letting principles develop from that. 

Bullying has always been a problem in schools, but it is becoming higher-profile, largely 
because of violent episodes, including school shootings. Schools and other 
organizations are being pressed to act more systematically and effectively to control it. 

YMCA Trends 

Character development is, of course, not a 
program, but rather a focus or a principle 
in all of a YMCA’s operations, including 
programs. For example, many YMCAs that 
discontinued the Native American theme of 
YMCA Adventure Guides found that it 
created opportunities to discuss issues 
about respect. 

YMCAs continue to embed character 
development in processes. For example, in 
hiring, many YMCAs use aspects of the 
core values as a systematic checklist in 
identifying candidates, interviewing and the other elements of the hiring process, as well 
as including upholding the core values as part of the job description. 
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Building character is yet another aspect that distinguishes YMCAs from the for-profit 
sector. Parents often say that they are drawn to YMCA programs because of the 
emphasis on character development, particularly in programs that can become overly 
competitive, such as youth sports. 

Child Care 
Because childcare takes up a large proportion of family income for low- and middle-
income families, many families with only one earner, working at minimum wage, cannot 
afford licensed childcare. Similarly, as many low-income and lower-middle-income 
families with two earners find that the additional income from having two earners is 
largely—if not totally—offset by childcare expenses, some families decide to forgo an 
additional income to have one parent stay home. Meanwhile, many low-income families 
have to rely upon babysitters or family care, providers who may not be trained in 
fostering child development. 

General Trends 

While not complete or universal, more organizations and government bodies do 
understand the vital role of high quality childcare, though this understanding is only very 
rarely demonstrated by providing the necessary resources to ensure high quality care. 

Whole-child development 
Childcare programs at all age levels are increasingly likely to include academic 
components as part of development of the whole child. Providers are working to 
increase understanding of how all aspects of a high quality childcare program, 
including play based academic enhancement, are tied into child development. 

The importance of childcare 
The focus on high quality childcare is evidenced by a strong emphasis on 
accreditation by parents and funding sources. High-quality early-childhood 
programs can ameliorate some of the social and academic problems frequently 
associated with childhood poverty. However, many programs are being pushed to 
increase academics, to the point of pushing out other activities and unstructured 
time. 

Lower preschool attendance 
Between 1999 and 2001, the percentage of children attending preschool programs 
declined from 60% to 56%. One cause is more schools offering pre-K programs, 
but another is that a growing number of parents stay home with young children, 
either because of losing a job or the high cost of quality childcare. 

Low resources, high turnover 
Turnover, driven largely by low wages, is a serious problem for childcare 
management for nearly all non-family providers. Tight resources can further strain 
childcare programs, which typically already suffer from budget problems and the 
resulting high staff turnover. 

Public childcare? 
Public libraries and community centers have always been a safe place for grade 
and middle school children to spend after-school hours until parents can pick them 
up. Now, parents are increasingly sending even kindergartners to these “safe” 
places—very young children who might end up staying there for several hours at a 
time—or sending children for the entire day when there is no school. This is usually 
because parents cannot afford childcare or are not aware of low-cost providers. 
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General Trends → YMCA Trends 

Because much of the nation’s growing 
ethnic diversity comes from young 
children, childcare programming and 
operations will need to reflect a move 
toward greater diversity, particularly for 
children who have recently immigrated, 
many of whom are not yet proficient in 
English. 

Cognitive development research demonstrates that a young child needs many different 
types of mental stimulation, such as having access to books, being read to and taught 
things such as colors or the alphabet. National data shows that in many households, 
particularly low-income ones, this stimulus is lacking. High-quality childcare can provide 
this type of stimulation and interaction. 

YMCA Trends 

Because obesity is becoming rampant among youth, even among toddlers, YMCA 
childcare programs are increasingly likely to include emphasis on physical activity and 
nutrition, among other healthy habits. 

Growing numbers 
Childcare revenue grew by 3.5% 
over 2003, an increase of 1.6% 
over inflation. The number of 
YMCAs offering school-age 
childcare grew 6.4% between 
2001 and 2003. By comparison, 
full-day preschool and toddler 
care were virtually unchanged, 
though full-day infant care grew 
by 3.3%. Part-day preschool, on 
the other hand, dropped by 7.7%. 

Increasing diversity 
More children with disabilities or 
special physical or medical needs 
are participating in YMCA 
programs. With well-trained and sufficiently resourced staff, this is not only an 
opportunity to serve more youth, but also a chance for participants to learn more 
about one another in a values-based environment. 

YMCAs are also more likely to collaborate with other organizations to enrich their 
programs, as well as to obtain much-needed revenue. These collaborations include 
partners from all public and private sectors. Some schools, hoping that it will produce a 
revenue stream, are providing their own after-school programs, while others are calling 
the local YMCA in to run programs. 

Community Development 
Communities are coming together to address common issues, such as health and youth 
development. Many cities, particularly those highlighted in the annual reviews of 
healthiest and least healthy, create new community exercise and fitness initiatives. 

General Trends 

With fewer government and philanthropic funds available, real concerns about 
unemployment and lack of employment security and the high cost of healthcare for low-
income families, all communities are facing economic difficulties.  

Lower enrollment 
Social capital is still an unanswered question. With some exceptions (YMCAs as 
one of the most notable), enrollment in civic groups or other voluntary associations 
is declining, as are general trust levels. It’s not certain if people are losing a sense 
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General Trends → YMCA Trends 

Virtual communities seem to help satisfy 
some of our need for community, allowing 
people to form relationships around very 
narrow categories of interest, but relatively 
few people find these online communities 
a satisfying substitute for face-to-face 
interaction. 

of community, are too busy working 60+ hour weeks or simply participate in less 
easily measured social interactions. 

More Baby Boomers 
Because many Baby Boomers intend to volunteer during retirement and are less 
likely to leave their communities when they retire (according to a 1999 AARP 
survey), a growing population of older people can enrich existing volunteer 
connections. However, as many will receive property-tax exemptions when they 
reach 65, this will affect community tax revenue.  

Community populations change and become more diverse than ever before, which can 
create conflict as well as great enrichment. In troubled economic times, scapegoating 
based on national origin can lead to confrontation. 

YMCA Trends 

Research shows the growing impact of regular physical activity on health and on health 
costs, showing that subsidized membership and programs cut down on public health 
expenditure. For youth, asset-rich environments increase the likelihood of positive 
behaviors, supporting health, social and educational outcomes. YMCAs are effectively 
using this message to demonstrate their value to communities. 

Collaborating to form communities 
Collaboration is seen as the most effective approach to nearly any community 
development need. YMCAs have always been community gathering points, with 
countless other organizations using YMCA facilities for meetings or classes, and in 
a growing number of communities, they share space with or serve as official 
community centers. 

Serving as community models 
A YMCA’s membership is typically a cross-section of the community, though not 
always in proportionate numbers. Journalists often take advantage of this when 
looking for representative opinions. More importantly, YMCAs serve as models of 
places where everybody shows up, interacts and gets along, a fact often noted by 
community leaders in speeches and by members in letters to the editor. 

Revitalizing downtown areas 
Downtown areas are revitalizing 
in many cities, often attracting 
empty nesters, who want 
locations convenient to 
entertainment and amenities. 
YMCAs are often integrated into 
downtown renovations, since 
they provide services that a wide 
variety of community members 
need and want. 

Even YMCA services not usually seen 
as community development measures 
nonetheless make major contributions. 
For parents leaving welfare, subsidized 
childcare makes workforce participation possible. For the children, it helps combat the 
all-too-frequent cognitive effects of poverty, helping children and schools. 
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Family Strengthening 
Family structure is one of the many forms of growing diversity in the United States. The 
rapid societal changes of today have led to such responses as the growth in single-
parent families, families headed by same-sex partners and families headed by 
grandparents. 

General Trends 

Families are changing, creating the need to change how society, governmental 
regulations and financial arrangements view family structure. One legislative response 
has been an increased governmental emphasis on marriage as a way of reducing family 
welfare dependence, though this approach has raised controversy. 

Families with children 
In 1970, 40% of households consisted of two parents with children under 18 and by 
2010, that percentage is expected to decline to 20%, though likely to stop at that 
level. More persons are choosing to have children without marrying, many without 
a partner living in the same household. 

Family-friendly backlash? 
A higher proportion of the US population is single or without children, and a small—
but growing—number of these people are declaring that many family-friendly 
workplace environments do so at the expense of childless workers and that taxes 
and government spending unfairly subsidize families with children in all economic 
brackets, not just low-income families. 

Teens and parents usually close 
Teens are typically very close to their families. According to the 2003 Horatio 
Alger study, The State of our Nation’s Youth, three-quarters of youth say they get 
along very well or extremely well with their parents, 23% say they get along “just 
okay” and only 3% say they get along “not very well at all.” Almost half of 
students say their role model is a family member, while only 10% say that an 
entertainer is their role model, the same percentage who says that it’s a teacher. 

Military families continue to face additional emotional, oftentimes financial, pressures 
with ongoing deployment. In many cases, these pressures create physiological as well 
as psychological effects. 

YMCA Trends 

YMCA programs reflect the changing nature of families. More YMCAs have programs for 
adoptive families, for families with same-sex parents or for multi-generation families. 

YMCA Adventure Guides 
Parent-child programs are also popular. After the transition from the Native 
American theme, over concerns about respectful and accurate representation of 
Native American culture and spirituality, many families that had not previously been 
participants joined YMCA Adventure Guides. In some cases, this was because 
they never heard about the program until the controversy over changing the theme 
came to their attention. 

Family aquatics 
YMCA facilities are becoming more family-focused. Many aquatics facilities are 
being built for family use, and many new facilities include dedicated family resource 
areas. 
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General Trends → YMCA Trends 

Families are feeling increasing pressures 
from growing economic uncertainty, time 
constraints and, in the case of the 
“sandwich generation,” meeting the dual 
needs of their own aging parents and 
young children. 

Military families 
Armed Services YMCAs have always supported military members and their 
families. The ongoing deployment in Iraq has made this support even more vital. 
Many local YMCAs also 
provide support to military 
families, such as free or 
heavily reduced membership 
or special programs for 
families with members in the 
military. 

Family fitness 
Family camp and family 
fitness are growing rapidly at 
YMCAs, almost 20% and 
50% respectively. More 
studies demonstrate that 
family involvement is 
important for developing and maintaining healthy eating and exercise habits. 
Families want to spend time together without spending lots of money at the same 
time, so YMCA camp is ideal for them. 

Programs for “traditional” families are still strong, of course. Family wellness activities 
and programs provide a chance for a family to be active together and promote healthy 
lifestyles. 

Health and Wellness 
Obesity has a higher medical cost than smoking or problem drinking, according to a 
study published in the April-May 2002 journal Health Affairs: 

Obesity has roughly the same association with chronic health conditions as does 
twenty years’ aging; this greatly exceeds the associations of smoking or problem 
drinking.… Obesity is associated with a 36% increase in inpatient and outpatient 
spending and a 77% increase in medications, compared with a 21% increase in 
inpatient and outpatient spending and a 28% increase in medications for current 
smokers and smaller effects for problem drinkers. 

Given these statistics, it’s no wonder that the “fitness craze” of the 1980s has expanded 
into increased national awareness of the importance of exercise as a fundamental 
building block for a healthy, happy life. 

General Trends 

As the health and wellness trend matures, people are finding new ways to adopt a more 
fit lifestyle, demanding more specialized services to meet their changing needs. 

Changing children’s diets 
Because of unhealthy diets high in empty calories and physical inactivity, childhood 
obesity is reaching epidemic proportions—many health professionals consider it to 
be a state of crisis. So far, 20 states have banned school vending-machine sales of 
junk food before lunch and almost half have or are considering banning or limiting 
junk food vending altogether. 
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A low-carb nation 
The Atkins diet is the latest craze, though there is no research to indicate that it is 
any more effective and safe in the long term than a program that includes 
carbohydrates in a balanced and sufficient diet and increases physical activity so 
that calories expended exceed calories consumed. However, this lack of medical 
evidence is not swaying consumers, who are finding more low-carb options in 
grocery stores and restaurants. 

New exercise options 
Aside from helping to prevent obesity and overweight, exercise has particular 
benefits for all age groups, as research continues to demonstrate. Ramping, a 
variant form of aerobics, which uses ramps instead of steps, is the latest popular 
addition to core fitness programs, which are still going strong. 

Exercise for better health 
The general recommendation for arthritis and other conditions usually associated 
with aging was rest and avoidance of exercise, but now research shows just the 
opposite, that exercise can play a part in preventing arthritis and in limiting its 
impact. 

Nonjudgmental environments 
Curves™, a franchise that offers women quick workouts in friendly places, is a 
particularly fast-growing fitness club. While Curves™ limits its audience to women, 
its emphasis on a friendly, nonjudgmental place is a strong draw for beginning 
exercisers, as are its quick and efficient workouts. 

Obesity represents a great health and financial burden on the US population, since this 
condition increases the likelihood of conditions such as cardiac disease, high blood 
pressure, diabetes and many more health concerns. The IRS now allows obesity 
treatment as a deductible expense, which may well be a response to these high costs. 
Consequently, health and fitness have become very important to our national character, 
with more people making a healthy lifestyle important for themselves and their children. 

YMCA Trends 

YMCAs believe the best way to help the nation get healthier is to bring together all 
sectors of communities—government, businesses, not-for-profits, schools and media—
to identify ways communities can lead healthier lifestyles.  

Classroom statistics 
Pilates was not just the fastest-growing wellness program from 2002 to 2003, but 
the fastest growing program overall, increasing by 45% in the number of YMCAs 
offering it. Group strength training was close behind, with a 37% increase in 
participation. Participation in mind-body exercise grew by 28% and yoga by 15%. 
Corporate health and fitness declined by 15% between 2001 and 2003, as 73 
YMCAs stopped offering this program. Injury rehabilitation also shrank, by 17%. 

Obesity programs 
The year 2003 was the first that the YMCA of the USA tracked programs 
specifically for obesity. Almost 10% of YMCAs offered obesity programs for adults, 
15% for children and 8% offered programs for teens. This only reflects YMCAs with 
specific obesity programs—far more than that serve members who are obese. 
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Aging and diversity present the most 
obvious effects on health and fitness, but 
lack of time and a growing interest in the 
mind-body connection are also going to be 
important factors that YMCAs will need to 
take into consideration when planning 
services and programming. 

Activate America 
The Activate America initiative continues its development at the pilot YMCA sites. 
YMCAs are uniting with the public and private sectors in developing and replicating 
evidenced-based programs that will 
strengthen the health of America’s 
kids, families and communities. 

Starter fitness 
Starter fitness, particularly 12-week 
programs, is booming at many 
YMCAs, and the number of YMCAs 
offering it in 2003 grew by 34%. 
While there’s no data yet to 
indicate how many participants 
continue to exercise or develop a 
long-term YMCA involvement, it 
definitely brings more people 
through a YMCA’s doors. 

Core fitness 
Core fitness is still very popular and can easily be adapted for all ages and fitness 
levels. Some versions, such as Pilates, lend themselves to mind-body 
programming. Yoga, too, is another program that can be adapted for all and can 
include significant mind-body aspects. 

Strength training 
Functional strength training, which works not just on muscles but also on all the 
body parts involved in particular movements, is particularly popular among adults 
who want to ensure that they’ll be able to maintain or regain the full physical 
capacity as they age. 

Because of our 152-year commitment to uniting communities around healthy spirit, mind 
and body, no institution is better positioned than the YMCA movement to act as a 
unifying force in the effort to improve the health and wellness of all Americans. 

International Programs 
Technology, immigration, and the increase in open markets have contributed to a 
globalization impossible even to imagine 30 years ago. While there are still debates 
about whether this is overall beneficial or detrimental to all participating nations, there’s 
no question that a global economy and society are here to stay. 

General Trends 

One high-profile impact on the US is overseas job outsourcing of white-collar jobs, 
particularly to India and South Africa, where wages are significantly lower, but which 
provide an ample quantity of educated workers. It’s not clear yet how extensive 
outsourcing might become—or even if it might reverse—but it is a deep concern to 
workers whose physical presence isn’t necessarily required. 

AIDS continues to decimate the populations of several nations, particularly in Africa, 
Asia, and Central and Eastern Europe. 
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Growing ethnic diversity, particularly 
immigration, will be a force and resource 
for international programming, as will the 
increasing globalization of society and the 
economy. 

While English remains the standard global language for business and for scientific 
publishing, the percentage of those speaking English as a first language is declining, 
from a mid-century high of almost 9% to an anticipated 5% in 2050. 

YMCA Trends 

As our society becomes more global in nature, YMCA of the USA is reaching out to 
make connections overseas, especially in Jerusalem, where the Jerusalem International 
YMCA remains a model of ecumenical and cultural cooperation. 

International resources 
During the final quarter of 2002, 285 YMCA of the USA resources were sent to 
local YMCAs. During the final quarter of 2003, that number increased to 702. This 
indicates a trend on the part of local associations to have programming materials 
on international available to their 
local YMCAs. During the period of 
January to December 2003, 6030 
resources were sent out. This total 
includes 727 World Week of Prayer 
booklets sent in September. 

Cultural connections 
YMCAs seem to be making the 
connection between 
immigrant/ethnic communities in 
their service areas, and an 
international aspect to their YMCA 
programming. They are also realizing these new communities represent potential 
members and contributors to their YMCAs. Y-to-Y relationships, such as those that 
exist with Armenia and the Dominican Republic and Providence, Rhode Island, 
have a direct link to the Armenian and Dominican communities in the city, for 
example. 

Overseas volunteerism 
Despite an ever-changing and challenging international travel situation, more 
young adults seem to be looking for opportunities to volunteer at YMCAs overseas. 
However, restrictions on visas may affect YMCAs exchanging volunteers and staff 
or hosting international visitors, including camp counselors. 

World Service giving 
World Service giving from local YMCAs and retirees has remained steady, but 
experience has demonstrated that education about the impact of World Service 
gifts can greatly increase giving. 

AIDS prevention 
By promoting healthy lifestyles, all YMCAs are indirectly involved in AIDS 
prevention, but YMCAs in the most-affected areas are typically acknowledged 
leaders in prevention efforts. 

Jerusalem International YMCA 
The Jerusalem International YMCA, the only YMCA that is a branch of the YMCA 
of the USA, is creating an International Leadership Development Center, which will 
be a resource not just for developing its own leaders, but also for YMCAs around 
the world. As conflict in the Middle East remains unresolved, the Jerusalem 
International YMCA is a beacon of hope and a model, enriched by the ethnic, 
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cultural and religious differences among Christians, Jews and Muslims, which in so 
many parts of the region are instead boundaries and sources of strife and tragedy. 
As the Jerusalem International YMCA is also the one organization in Jerusalem 
where members of the three groups all participate in programs and services, 
USAID recently awarded it a grant of $800,000 to support its work. 

Efforts to embrace and foster cultural diversity are at the core of the YMCA mission. As 
we continue to encourage these relationships, we hope more local YMCAs will consider 
how they can benefit from and contribute to international efforts. 

Older Adults 
The median age in the United States is now approximately 37, with people over 55 
making up approximately 23% of the total population and those over 65, 12.4%. This 
trend will continue to increase through the next years, with those over 55 making up 25% 
of the total population by 2010. Consequently, more attention is being paid to the needs 
of this growing demographic. 

General Trends 

The aging of the United States population is not just a health, social and economic issue 
but also a potent and present political one, especially around Social Security and 
healthcare (especially prescription drug) costs for an aging society. 

Marketing to older adults 
The older adult consumer market is a huge one that many advertisers have not yet 
fully targeted. The latest research indicates that older consumers are not as loyal 
to specific products or brands as conventional wisdom had previously had it, and 
while many older adults are concerned about retirement savings, a large number 
already do have more than sufficient savings and others have held off on large-
scale purchases but are still active consumers.  

For example, during the 1990s, ThermoSpas hot tubs advertised primarily in 
Penthouse and Playboy, with corresponding ad text and imagery, and sales were 
lukewarm. When they advertised in Arthritis Today and Christian Science Monitor, 
with images of fit and attractive older adults and text about water as therapy, sales 
rose 20% in 2003, a remarkable market performance. 

Building on the grandparent-grandchild relationship 
The grandparent-grandchild relationship is likely to change for Boomer 
grandparents and their grandchildren—while grandparents are typically older than 
before, they are more active and in many cases more likely to have disposable 
income than before. Programs for grandparents and their grandchildren might well 
be a major growth area. 

One important topic frequently missing from political discussions is how to make aging 
as healthy as possible, to mitigate the negative effects of an aging society on all these 
areas. 

YMCA Trends 

The aging population is becoming more visible at YMCAs, with membership and 
participation increasing, even as fewer YMCAs are offering discounted membership 
programs for older adults. 
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Although the aging of the United States is 
one of the major societal trends, lack of 
time and scarcity of resources will affect 
services to this group of people. 

Growing numbers 
Older adult membership was one of the few membership categories to grow overall 
during 2003. Total constituency ages 55 to 64 grew by 1.3% and those over 65 
grew 5.2%. Older adult program membership was the only program membership 
category to grow, with program members ages 65 and older increasing by 1.7%. 
Registered membership grew by 8.2% among those 55 to 64, and by 7.3% among 
those ages 65 plus. 

Increasing participation 
Nearly all older adult services 
have grown significantly between 
2001 and 2003. Older adult 
centers and social clubs, for 
example, grew by 40.3 and 
24.4% respectively. Older adult 
strength training, which is widely 
known to help support daily 
functions, grew by 7.5%, and 
many programs that are well 
suited to older adults’ needs, but not necessarily designated as older adult 
offerings, such as yoga or aquatic exercise for arthritis, have grown solidly. 

Senior discounts 
YMCAs do not want to offer discounts based on anything other than financial need, 
but discounts aren’t always easy to withdraw. Senior discounts can be particularly 
difficult, since so many for-profit businesses offer them and they are practically a 
cultural norm. YMCAs that have stopped offering them have relied on emphasizing 
the YMCA mission and on proactive communication with members. 

In order to respond to a new way of aging, YMCAs will want to examine their services, 
programming and membership policies for older adults. 

Service Learning 
Usually, older adults are perceived as the population served by, rather than participants 
in, service learning projects, but since older adults are typically interested in volunteering 
and ongoing learning (as the success of Elderhostel attests), several organizations are 
reaching out to them as participants. 

General Trends 

Service learning still takes place most frequently in organizations devoted either to 
service or learning, such as schools and social services organizations. As it matures, it is 
expanding its scope and service-learning initiatives are typically becoming more 
strategic. Many professional and graduate schools now offer service-learning 
opportunities, such as bringing services to underserved populations or to address 
community needs. 

Some colleges and universities are using service learning to build cross-discipline 
interactions, particularly between departments that don’t ordinarily have many 
opportunities to interact. For example, students from business, social services and 
language schools might partner to help immigrant communities discover and take 
advantage of entrepreneurial activities. 
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Service learning satisfies the need for 
community and belonging, as well as the 
search for meaning. 

Some corporations that have volunteer days or other formal volunteering opportunity 
programs are adding service-learning components, such as reflection or discussion 
afterwards. 

YMCA Trends 

Service learning is a powerful way for YMCAs to connect youth with developmental 
assets. Volunteer programs can be particularly telling for youth who might not have had 
experiences that show them the importance of community values or that help them 
understand that they can make 
significant contributions to their 
communities. 

YMCAs have also found service learning 
to be a valuable way of building cultural 
competence, as it not only invites 
students from different backgrounds to 
work together towards a goal, but also 
encourages reflection on how diversity 
has contributed to their efforts. 

While there is no research to demonstrate whether participants deepen their relationship 
with the local YMCA through service learning thus far, as either members, donors or 
volunteers, it seems a reasonable assumption. 

Spirituality/Spirit-Mind-Body 
The last few years have seen rising debate about religious issues or issues that, for 
many, are inextricably connected with religious faith. Several major societal concerns, 
ranging from same-sex marriages, euthanasia, transsexual operations and the Israel-
Palestine conflict, have strong religious implications for many, though the debates 
usually emerge as being about morality rather than religion. 

Similarly, many questions about scientific and technological advances, such as cloning, 
genetic engineering, or the use of stem cells, are so rooted in questions of what it means 
to be human or the nature of human thought that they reach into spiritual areas for 
nearly all participants, including those who have no religious adherence or beliefs. 

General Trends 

In early 2004, Mel Gibson’s film The Passion of the Christ was the focus of considerable 
social controversy about whether the depiction was anti-Semitic or would be likely to fuel 
anti-Semitism. Several Christian and Jewish groups have worked independently or in 
collaboration to provide resources to guide interfaith dialogue on the topic. 

While still nowhere near common, chaplains without churches are increasing in number 
in the mainstream workplace, not just among military personnel, police officers and 
firefighters. Many attribute this not to workplace spirituality, but rather as a way to 
support employees in times of high stress and worry. Also fueling this trend is the fact 
that fewer individuals are active in congregations, and thus not able to receive spiritual 
counseling from their church, temple, mosque or other religious establishment. 

Youth Safety 
The Catholic Church is under a good deal of public scrutiny over child and teen 
sexual abuse by priests and its handling of the matter. Although this scrutiny does 
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Interest in spirit and spirit-mind-body 
programming is naturally burgeoning, as 
interest grows in holistic wellness and the 
search for meaning and connections. 

not seem to have caused parents to have more than the natural and ordinary 
concerns about other faith-based organizations that have large numbers of youth 
participants, as always, it remains absolutely vital to make sure that youth 
participants are safe and that parents know them to be safe. 

As with the arts, there is growing understanding of the physical and psychological 
benefits of spirituality. For some, this raises concerns that individuals might seek 
spirituality for its usefulness rather than as an end in itself. 

YMCA Trends 

Spirit-mind-body strengthening is the one principle under which YMCAs have operated 
from the beginning. Its definitions of membership, levels of inclusion and populations 
served have all changed over time, but the connection between spirit, mind and body 
has remained constant. 

Research on connections 
The methods of supporting this 
research on connections have 
always been subject to change. 
Today’s understanding of the 
biological underpinnings of 
human nature and human 
development, as reviewed in 
Hardwired to Connect, or 
research supporting a spirit-
mind-body approach to 
wellness all help to drive 
current programs. 

The number of YMCAs with Christian Emphasis Committees grew by 20.6% during 
2003. As always, the YMCA movement shows a wide range of approaches towards 
Christianity within its operations and programs. 

Sports and Recreation 
Sports increasingly illustrate the need for strong values development, as well as 
providing a means for teaching values and developing character. 

General Trends 

Adventure and action sports (most of which were formerly called “extreme sports”) are 
among the fastest-growing sports nationwide. 

Skateboarding 
Skateboarding continues to boom, according to a 2003 SGMA (Sporting Goods 
Manufacturing Association) report. In 2002, 12,977,000 people ages six and over 
skateboarded at least once, while 3,442,000 people skateboarded on at least 52 or 
more occasions. Since 1998, there has been a 66% growth increase in 
skateboarding, which has been a beneficiary of both the overall sports action trend, 
and also parallel growth as a spectator sport, fueled by TV exposure and high 
visibility in the video game market. 
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Sports and recreation participation, especially 
in adventure and action sports, can relieve 
stress and tension. 

New sports 
Among the action sports, mountain boarding is a new hot action sport trend. 
Mountain boarding is riding down a grassy ski run or a rugged bike trail on a board 
whose wheels are bigger than a skateboard’s wheels and can handle rougher 
terrain. The mountain board wheels are tires that are six to nine inches around and 
made of tough rubber, which makes them faster and gives the rider more 
clearance over rocks. Started in 1992, the sport now has its own national 
championship and approximately 110,000 participants. 

Guided adventure travel is slowly regaining popularity, after participation and revenue 
fell off a cliff (so to speak), due to the combined effects of the recession and 9/11, 
followed soon after by SARS and then the Iraq war. 

YMCA Trends 

Character development 
With ongoing scandals in professional sports, YMCAs serve as models of valuing 
character development and having a good time over scores and anything-to-win 
competition. Many parents are drawn to this spirit, wanting their children to learn 
that competitiveness is not as important as teamwork. Adults who want to enjoy a 
friendly, low-pressure pickup game or join a team are also enjoying sports and 
recreation. 

Persons with disabilities 
Because YMCAs are typically 
community leaders in 
providing sports and 
recreation programs for 
people with disabilities, many 
are adding programs for 
adults, as well as children. 
Several YMCAs have 
relationships with Special 
Olympics programs. 

Golf is a fast-growing YMCA program (up by 8.6% between 2001 and 2003), as are the 
nontraditional core sports programs, such as lacrosse and flag football (which were not 
tracked both years). Interest in martial arts continues to grow: judo by 29%, karate by 
11.4% and tae kwan do by 41.5%. Triathlons, while still not widespread (offered at 241 
YMCAs, 10.2%), grew by 47%. A whopping 362 YMCAs, 15.3%, offer wall climbing, a 
growth of 24%. Among the adventure and action sports, skateboarding is particularly 
popular at YMCAs, many of which have added skate parks, often in collaborations. 

Teens 
Because Generation Y, the children of Baby Boomers, are quickly growing up and 
becoming part of their communities, trends concerning teenagers are becoming 
increasingly visible and important. 

General Trends 

The sheer numbers of today’s teens and their economic influence are a driving force in 
society. 
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Whether by following, reacting to or both, 
today’s teens are shaping and shaped by 
values and values-related questions. 

Volunteerism 
According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the teen volunteer rate is at an all time 
high. This is partly due to pragmatic reasons, such as schools requiring volunteer 
hours and the student need to stand out on college applications, but the primary 
cause seems to be a growing activist spirit among young people. 

Diversity 
Diversity is important to teens. One third of today’s teens are from a minority ethnic 
or racial background and almost three-quarters of them, according to the 2003 
Horatio Alger study, think that it is important to learn more about people from 
different cultures. 

Obesity 
Teens, just like the rest of the population, are more likely to be obese, with more 
than 15% classified as obese and 30% as overweight. A study by Purdue 
University found that middle-school teens (most of the decline in physical activity 
strikes around this time) are most likely to enjoy being active and have a positive 
self-image if they participate in physical activities with other supportive teens. 

Technology 
Teens are sophisticated technology users (as any parent who has asked for help 
with the computer will agree), and they tend to adopt new technologies quickly. 

Sex 
Teens were less sexually active in 2001 than in 1991, with the percentage of high-
school students saying that they have ever had sexual intercourse declining from 
54% to 46%. Those reporting that they are sexually active (have had sexual 
intercourse in the last three months) declined from 38% to 33%. 

Please also see “Character Development,” “Families” and “Service Learning” for more 
information on teen trends. 

YMCA Trends 

Like most other program member categories, teen program membership declined 
significantly during 2003, almost 7% across the movement. Growth in the number of 
registered members continued to slow, though it was still strong at 5.8%. However, since 
program members make up such a large proportion of teen YMCA participation, the total 
decline in the number of constituents was 1.2%. 

Teen involvement 
YMCAs are not only including 
more teen centers in their 
facilities, but also involving the 
teens more in planning, 
designing and raising funds for 
the centers. YMCAs are also 
giving them leadership roles in 
running their operation and 
programming. Boards and task 
forces, too, are increasingly 
likely to involve teens. Over 2003, 171 YMCAs added teen councils or advisory 
boards or included teens in governance, a growth of 88.6%. Teen clubs also grew, 
increasing by 10.5% between 2001 and 2003. 
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Day camp 
Day camp for teens did not grow significantly, after several years of major growth, 
but it is nonetheless an offering at 42% of YMCAs. 

Skate parks 
While growth has slowed somewhat, mostly because so many have already been 
built, YMCAs are still building skate parks, often collaborating with other 
organizations. Participants are usually very eager to demonstrate that skaters are 
not inherently troublemakers, a belief which is still somewhat common. 

Aside from providing a solid basis for program planning and delivery, the asset-
development approach is very successful for teen program fundraising, particularly in a 
difficult funding environment, one that emphasizes accountability and impact. 

Youth Work 
Youth are now the most likely segment of the US population to live in poverty. Nationally, 
urban children are about twice as likely to be poor as suburban children, but in the South 
and the West, the difference is far less marked, according to the National Center on 
Educational Statistics. 

General Trends 

School and dropping out 
K-12 school enrollment will continue to grow to a projected all-time high of 47.5 
million in 2005, and then remain roughly steady for the next years. However, high 
school dropout rates are high, varying by methodology and definitions (e.g., status 
of a student who leaves high school and receives a GED), from 68% (Cumulative 
Promotion Index) to 82% (Inverse Dropout Promotion Rate). Regardless of 
method, there is still a significant gap between low-income and middle- and upper-
income students and between white or Asian American and Hispanic, African 
American or Native American students. 

Youth stress 
The Medical College of Georgia has studied the effects of the 9/11 attacks and the 
Iraq war on youth and found that the stress and anxiety that youth with family 
members in the military feel have physical manifestations, such as higher blood 
pressure and heart rates. The researchers suggested that such youth might benefit 
from programs teaching skills in stress reduction. Another recent study from the 
Medical College of Georgia found that teens with high blood pressure were able to 
lower it through meditation and that the drop continued even after the program had 
ended. Parents need to feel certain that their children are protected against all 
kinds of threats, direct and indirect. 

YMCA Trends 

As the gap between rich and poor increases, with more children living in poverty, more 
youth are in need of the types of programs and services that offset the effects of poverty. 
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Cognitive science has long demonstrated 
that nurturing emotional connections is 
vital to healthy youth development. As 
reported in the Commission on Children at 
Risk study, Hardwired to Connect 
“authoritative communities,” such as the 
YMCA, can foster these connections 

Asset development 
While the asset-development approach is most often applied in teen programming, 
the Search Institute has created similar lists of developmental assets for the other 
youth age brackets. As that same asset development approach demonstrates, all 
youth programming can be youth work, as long as it takes place in an asset-rich 
environment. 

Youth programming 
Big Brothers/Big Sisters 
programming has grown over the 
past two years, by 11.3%. 
Black/Minority Achievers, Youth 
and Government and Leaders 
Clubs also saw strong growth, 
5.2%, 7.1% and 8.9%, 
respectively. Earth Service 
Corps, on the other hand, 
dropped significantly, by 31%. It 
seems likely that given the 
current political climate, 
involvement in government might 
strike youth as more urgent than 
environmental issues. 

Funding for low-income youth 
As more youth live in poverty, YMCAs typically make special efforts to reach those 
who could not otherwise participate in programs. The trend of directing funding to 
low-income populations, as well as to youth in general, is not likely to have a 
negative effect on YMCA charitable giving from foundations, though funding 
requests might emphasize the local YMCA’s services to low-income youth. 

High quality preschool can offset the negative cognitive effects of growing up in poverty. 
YMCAs that provide this service are not only benefiting the children who participate, but 
also the schools they will enter and eventually the economy of which they will be a part. 

Collaborations 
Collaborations are a valuable tool for increasing nonprofit effectiveness and efficiency; 
these partnerships have the capacity to not only save resources, but also deliver better 
services than any one organization could on its own. 

General Trends 

Within the nonprofit sector, we’ve seen the mainstreaming of partnerships lead to the 
mainstreaming of collaborations—and now we’re seeing it expand into coalitions. As 
collaborations and coalitions become more common, best practices and evaluation 
methods continue to emerge, simplifying the process of entering into and managing 
these relationships. 

YMCA Trends 

Collaborations are among YMCAs fastest-growing, most successful programs.  
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Collaborations are one of the most 
effective ways to maximize resources and 
minimize competition, as well as provide a 
multi-faceted approach to community 
needs. Federal laws in these areas are 
changing, and YMCAs must be alert to 
these changes and their implications. 

Strong numbers 
Over the past two years (between 2001 and 2003), nearly every type of 
collaboration experienced double-digit increases in the number of YMCAs 
providing them. For example, collaborations with the federal government grew by 
24.1%, church collaborations grew 21%, hospital collaborations grew 21.9% and 
library collaborations grew 
24.4%. YMCAs saw more 
moderate growth in 
collaborations with charter 
schools, at a 9.6% increase, 
juvenile court at 7.2% and 
charter schools at 9.6%. 

Areas to watch 
Community coalitions actually 
declined by 10 YMCAs, a 1.9% 
loss, and low-income public 
housing grew by only one 
additional YMCA, an increase 
of 0.3%. Although hospital 
collaborations are a natural for 
YMCAs, as ongoing industry consolidations affect local hospitals or convert them 
to for-profit status, YMCAs need to be careful to have contingency plans set in the 
collaboration agreements. 

Helping one another 
What the annual report doesn’t convey by itself is the growing depth of these 
collaborations. Most new facilities involve some kind of collaboration with some 
other organization, anything from a lease of land from the local government to a 
joint facility developed with several other major organizations. For example, during 
2003 and early 2004, many municipalities would have had to close their pools if 
they hadn’t entered partnerships with their local YMCAs to keep them open. 

One concern to be aware of is that such collaborations can be targets of mission 
challenges, especially if they involve government gifts or grants to the local YMCA. Due 
to increased IRS scrutiny of nonprofit collaborations, YMCAs are analyzing all 
collaborations much more closely. 

Facilities 
A major commitment of resources, well-planned facilities are central to the success of 
any business, especially those that serve a diverse population. By examining trends in 
technology, efficiency and design, YMCAs can, simply put, build better buildings, 
facilities that not only operate effectively, but also serve the larger purpose of satisfying 
member and staff needs. 

General Trends 

It’s a difficult time to be in the facilities business, as rising costs, changing design 
requirements and fast growth in technology necessitate huge capital outlays. 

Moving toward wireless networking 
Computer networks are omnipresent, but now with the rise of wireless networks, 
facilities have to be conducive to setting up wireless hubs without dead or blocked 
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spots. Of course, since so many organizations either cannot currently afford a fully 
wireless network or are in a state of transition, this usually means that facilities 
must allow for both wired and wireless networks. 

Creating saner spaces 
While discount retailers often deliberately retain the sense of big, warehouse-like, 
concrete boxes to give a sense of “bare bones” pricing, most other retailers are 
trying to create a refuge-like environment, in which consumers will feel less 
stressed and more likely to linger and shop. 

Building more buildings 
Sustainable building growth is still small in the US, making up about 12% of public 
construction and 2% of commercial construction, but this still represents significant 
growth over the past few years. 

ENR’s 2003 Construction Cost Index came in at a 3.3% increase and a Building 
Cost Index increase of 3.2, the largest increases since 1996. Their 2004 estimates 
are for a year-end CCI increase of 3.4% and a BCI increase of 3.0. 

Living in a renter’s market 
The office space vacancy rate is high, approximately 15%, according to Torto 
Wheaton Research, and since the 2000 peak, effective gross rent has declined 
23%, according to Grubb & Ellis. During such a market, tenants are able to 
demand premiums, such as improvements or reductions in annual expenses. 

Although companies have been improving efficiency through better facility planning, this 
trend is a particularly significant concern for organizations that are understaffed, whether 
through cost reduction or through a lack or anticipated lack of skilled workers. Also of 
increasing importance is the need to design facilities that will still meet needs throughout 
times of change, especially since the horizon for major change, particularly technology 
change, is so short. 

YMCA Trends 

Well-designed facilities are tools YMCAs can use to fulfill their missions, one of the 
largest and most irrevocable commitments of resources towards that purpose. Because 
building better facilities involves expending so much money, it’s important to plan for 
trends our members will expect their YMCAs to reflect. 

Designing member-friendly spaces 
After a period during which many YMCAs used their lobbies primarily to maximize 
efficiency, funneling members to destinations as quickly as possible, facilities are 
now using these spaces to build community, providing areas in which people can 
mingle and chat. Program participants often build their own miniature communities, 
which YMCAs can foster and integrate with larger groups. 

Planning smarter facilities 
Facilities must be able to support programs the local YMCA will be offering 
decades from now, a formidable challenge in an age of fast change. As facilities 
include more technology, the staff will need increasing levels of ongoing education 
and technology expertise. 

Increasing security 
Because building security is paramount in all YMCAs, we are working to 
supplement existing policies and procedures, building design and operations. Many 
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ADA-compliant facilities are not only 
required by law, but also a crucial part of 
fulfilling the YMCA’s mission, ensuring 
YMCAs will be accessible to the quickly 
growing population of people with 
disabilities. 

YMCAs use hand or card scanners to verify a member’s identity and access rights 
to particular areas, often using multiple checkpoints. 

Adapting for changing needs 
Many YMCAs are located in old facilities; even those that have weathered 
successfully and been well maintained over the years are not optimal for 
contemporary programs and operations. Many of the fixes necessary to make 
these older buildings compliant with 
the Americans with Disabilities Act 
(ADA) will be difficult to implement 
in buildings filled with stairs and 
narrow passageways, but because 
the majority of these old facilities 
are not fully accessible to persons 
with disabilities, immediate change 
is necessary.  

Many YMCAs, either new or 
retrofitted facilities, are using 
principles of universal design, 
which center on incorporating 
elements that are easy and convenient for all members, rather than having specific 
adaptations just for persons with disabilities. Similarly, YMCAs are adding roomier, 
more private family changing rooms, in which a parent can assist children of the 
opposite sex or a spouse can assist a husband or wife with a physical disability. 

Because many YMCA facilities are currently built in collaboration with other entities, 
planning such facilities requires that the design meet both organizations’ present and 
future needs. Good planning and communication are crucial in all collaborations, but 
especially so in such huge resource commitments as facilities. 

Government 
Obtaining and sustaining government support for nonprofits, especially in our current 
economy, has never been more critical. Although governmental spending is down in 
recent years, the YMCA movement has been weathering these changes with through 
advocacy, collaboration and contracts for government support. 

General Trends 

To no one’s surprise, reductions in spending and increases in governmental regulations 
for accountability have meant big changes for nonprofits. 

Spending 
The Fall 2003 report from the National Governors Association had no surprises: 
spending was significantly reduced in fiscal years 2003 and 2004, with a record 40 
states making program cuts. State Medicaid costs significantly outpaced revenue 
growth, with 32 states predicting deficits. Sales and income tax revenues were 
significantly below projections, with 13 states showing negative growth budgets for 
2004. These trends have been a mixed curse for nonprofits: While government 
grants are far more difficult to obtain, local and state governments are increasingly 
open to collaborations that would reduce their spending or make producing desired 
results more efficient. 
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The government both affects and is 
affected by a lack of resources and has to 
respond to fears for safety and lack of 
trust. Because YMCAs are the recipients 
of these resources, we will need to be 
careful to adhere to increasingly stringent 
governmental requests for accountability. 

Funding 
Like all funders, government agencies are increasingly stringent about proof that 
programs and services are using resources efficiently. Performance-based 
evaluations and accountability have become mandatory. 

States are allocating more federal dollars, which has generally been a benefit for 
nonprofits that find it easier to build recognition and history on a local basis. 

Technology 
Politics were abuzz with blogs, particularly during Howard Dean’s ascent before 
the Democratic primaries, but a high profile in the blogosphere (the world of blogs) 
wasn’t the magic that many declared it to be. However, in the same way that most 
businesses with solid and practical plans were still standing after the dotcom 
bubble burst, blogs are still a part of the government communications landscape 
and are likely to be for some time. 

YMCA Trends 

Although the economy is weak, with less funding allocated to public programs, the 
YMCA movement has withstood these trends by focusing on advocacy, collaborations 
and government contracts. 

Public Policy 
YMCAs are building closer ties with their local governments through collaborations and 
advocacy. Public policy advocacy was 18th in the list of fastest-growing programs during 
2003, with 80 new YMCAs adding advocacy, a growth of 56.3%. 

Collaborations 
Government collaborations 
continue to grow rapidly and to 
become more extensive. 
Collaborations with local 
government is still the most 
common—more than six out of 
10 YMCAs have such a 
collaboration—but collaboration 
with state and federal 
government are the fastest-
growing, at 18 and 24% growth 
over the past two years, 
respectively. 

Contracts 
Government contracts, at $483 million, now make up 11.6% of total YMCA 
operating revenue; however, since so many collaborations stipulate the local 
YMCA receive the free use of or an outright gift of a piece of property, this figure 
does not truly represent the true scope of governmental support of YMCA 
operations. 

As research continues to show the long-term benefits of youth programming and 
wellness programs for all ages, to name just two examples, it’s clear that this 
government support is a wise investment in the long-term health of individuals, families 
and communities. 
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Image, Marketing and Advertising 
No longer the purview of direct mail or other traditional forms of communication, 
marketing and advertising have exploded onto the Internet. 

General Trends 

As online communications become integral to marketing and advertising efforts, new 
trends are emerging in audience, regulations and image. 

Marketing to new audiences 
Authenticity is important in all marketing endeavors, but especially so for members 
of Generation Y, who have lived in an advertisement-saturated world since birth. 
Teens are gaining even more influence over family purchasing decisions. For 
example, a Yankelovich study found that more than half of all teens participated in 
choosing a family vacation destination, as compared to one-fourth 10 years ago. 

Advertising everywhere 
Advertising has long relied on creating the impression that a consumer needs the 
product or service in order to be good enough, smart enough, or to get people to 
like them. Now, even full-length and popular television shows are taking on that 
role in such shows as Extreme Makeover or Queer Eye for the Straight Guy, which 
critique one’s appearance in detail and explain how the participant should change, 
including surgery. 

Changing communications 
Crisis communication plans for nearly any likely contingency, from corporate 
malfeasance to extended loss of email capacity, are now standard at nearly all 
organizations. In an era of fears and scandals in all sectors, risk management 
grows increasingly important. 

In a time when third-party vendors often handle outsourced customer service, 
especially in electronics, communications with corporations seem increasingly 
impersonal. 

Adhering to stricter regulations 
The federal government has imposed regulations on unsolicited commercial faxes 
and emails, including those from nonprofit organizations. These regulations require 
that the recipient has either already agreed to receive the communication or has 
been provided with an opt-out option for declining to receive further 
communications. 

As organizations learn more about effective website communication, especially how it 
differs from other types of written communication, online marketing is starting to mature. 
Consumers, who expect to see simple, effective design and language, will not spend 
time at poorly designed websites. 

YMCA Trends 

Marketing and advertising—critical endeavors for recruiting and retaining members—can 
now be effectively performed online, at a much lower cost. YMCAs are taking advantage 
of this trend, using new technology to communicate better with their customers. 
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In a period of mistrust in institutions, every 
contact with the public must clearly 
convey the YMCA mission—membership 
and volunteer recruitment, online and print 
communications, fundraising efforts and 
mission challenges. 

Improving online communications 
YMCAs are making good use of their websites to communicate with members and 
volunteers and deepen existing relationships. By themselves, websites are typically 
not effective tools for new-member 
acquisition, but they are convenient 
for existing members. 

Adhering to new regulations 
More YMCAs use email 
newsletters to communicate with 
members, volunteers and donors. 
Most of these recipients have 
already opted in for these 
communications, and to comply 
with new federal regulations, 
YMCAs are including opt-in 
checkboxes on membership forms 
and other paperwork. 

Making information more available 
As YMCAs regularly post their 990 forms on their websites, making them far more 
available to the public, this information must be seen not only as reports, but also 
as tools for communicating the YMCA mission and these reports serve it. 

Because online communication is instant, conveying dynamic information to a wide 
range of people, each YMCA must continue its efforts to make every communication 
positive and reflective of its larger mission. 

Legal 
Adherence to legal requirements continues to be vital for all YMCAs. Complying with the 
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), ensuring the safety and well-being of children and 
all YMCA participants, giving attention to Sarbane-Oxley accounting requirements, 
preventing staff and volunteer misconduct and preempting and responding to mission 
challenges are all issues staff members and volunteers must consider in virtually all 
decision making. 

Accommodating persons with disabilities 
The increasing numbers of persons with disabilities who participate in mainstream 
activities are enriching the YMCA movement’s diversity and spirit of inclusion. 
However, outside of any rules of physical accessibility, serving persons with 
disabilities can call for special skills and training, whether it is being ready to 
respond to a participant experiencing an asthma attack or assisting a child with 
autism participate in social activities. 

Since the ADA concept of “reasonable accommodation” is not strictly delineated, 
YMCAs may require legal assistance in determining the legal extent to which 
YMCAs need to dedicate resources to providing additional services to meet 
member needs. 

Ensuring youth safety 
YMCA child and youth abuse prevention and safety precautions must not only go 
to all-possible lengths to protect young people, but also do so clearly and visibly. A 
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YMCA must be above suspicion in an environment where everything is subject to 
examination. 

IHRSA and mission challenges 
The International Health, Racquet & Sportsclub Association (IHRSA) continues to 
be aggressive in targeting facilities potentially vulnerable to mission challenges. 
Nearly any time a for-profit health club raises a mission challenge, IHRSA will 
dedicate time and resources to assisting it. As parks and recreation facilities add 
more amenities to attract residents and businesses, they, too, can become targets, 
as well as YMCAs. 

Even staff members or volunteers who do not play a “legal” role within their YMCA 
involvement should understand clearly the legal aspects of carrying out the YMCA 
mission. Advice and training on these topics and other legal matters are available from 
the office of the General Counsel of the YMCA of the USA. 

Nonprofit Management 
The Johns Hopkins Center for Civil Studies’ Listening Post Project regularly asks 
nonprofits how they respond to various issues. The 2003 topic was the current fiscal 
crisis, and the report title, “Stressed but Coping,” summarizes the results accurately and 
concisely. Nearly 90% of the respondents reported some fiscal stress during 2003, and 
over half reported severe or very severe stress. (Please see “Contributed Income” and 
“Earned Income and Expenses” for more details under each topic.) 

General Trends 

As scandal and dishonesty continue to flourish within corporations across the country, all 
companies, including nonprofits, are coming under close scrutiny. Nonprofit funders are 
increasing their accountability requirements, and successful nonprofits are responding 
by complying with any and all requests for information. 

Transparency 
Receiving more scrutiny in recent years, accountability is as much a concern in the 
nonprofit sector as in the for-profit sector. In early 2004, several nonprofits made 
major loans to their upper-level management, particularly executive directors. 
While many of loans were not abuses of the funds, the possibility or appearance of 
impropriety is so risky that many nonprofits plan to discontinue the practice of 
making internal loans. 

Creating codes of conduct 
In February 2004, Independent Sector released its Statement of Values and Code 
of Ethics for Nonprofit and Philanthropic Organizations, which it presented as a 
model for other nonprofits, emphasizing that every organization must create its 
code based upon its individual circumstances and that the board and staff must be 
involved in its creation. 

Complying with policies 
The IRS, who recently trained its agents on how to detect unreported executive 
perks income, is becoming more aggressive about these and other violations. 
Many nonprofits that had not already institutionalized reporting rules are creating 
and enforcing conflict-of-interest policies, ensuring the board is capable of and 
carries out financial oversight, provisions of the Sarbanes-Oxley Act. While the act 
does not apply to nonprofits, we use it as model for responsible board governance. 
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General Trends → YMCA Trends 

Societal trends always affect nonprofit 
operations, creating difficulty in obtaining 
resources, requiring evaluation and proof 
of effectiveness, mandating new and 
stricter compliance requirements and 
changing the role of technology in society 
and the workplace. 

Providing evaluation reports to funders 
Evaluation and impact are gaining even more importance among donors of all 
kinds. An increasing number of funders demand an evaluation-and-impact 
assessment plan as part of funding requests, and many grantors base continuation 
of grants upon reaching impact targets. However, it’s not just about getting to 
certain numbers—many funders look as much for a willingness to use lessons 
learned to improve programs and services. 

Although nonprofit management can be difficult terrain to negotiate, with increasingly 
complex administrative requirements 
from funders and governmental 
agencies, it is important to comply with 
any requirements set forth. 

YMCA Trends 

Although YMCAs are feeling the same 
stressors, they are coping with the 
shortage of funds during times of 
increasing needs.  

Creating more revenue 
Across the movement, both 
operating revenue and expenses 
grew by 5.2%, and at the median 
YMCA, expenses grew by 5.0% and revenue by 4.9%, though in both cases, total 
revenue still exceeded total expenses. 

Saving money with collaborations 
YMCAs seem to be more successful than other organizations in using 
collaborations and coalitions to respond to financial pressure. While there is no 
extensive and formal study documenting collaborations specifically for reducing 
costs, the growing number of YMCAs receiving resources such as token ($1/year) 
leases for land or facilities or sharing the cost of new facilities with other 
organizations indicates significant cost savings. 

Many YMCAs have had to reduce staff significantly, with one person doing the work of 
several staff members. In financial transactions, single-person operations make 
committing fraud easier; unfortunately, several YMCAs have experienced problems in 
this area. 

Risk Management 

General Trends 

In response to an age of more fear and concerns for safety, communities, organizations, 
businesses and individuals are dedicating more time and resources to crisis-response 
planning.  

Concerns about scenario development 
Scenario development is one of the most powerful tools for crisis-response 
planning, but many organizations—especially those vulnerable to sabotage—are 
concerned about the possibility of their scenarios falling into the wrong hands and 
turning into blueprints. 
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General Trends → YMCA Trends 

In an age of high fear levels as well as 
high risk, Ys need to respond proactively 
to minimize risk and to make members, 
staff, and volunteers feel safe as well as 
be safe. 

Technology threats 
Although technology helps organizations defend themselves against vulnerabilities, 
it can also create new problems. As with any threat, the weakest link is always 
human error or carelessness: 
virtually all viruses and worms 
exploit human ignorance of safety 
precautions. Even some helpful 
features can turn into threats—
many organizations have been, at 
the least, embarrassed when they 
release documents without 
disabling the option-tracking 
feature. 

Scandalous behavior 
Scandals of sexual abuse within 
the Catholic Church have driven up the cost of nonprofit insurance for all 
organizations serving youth and other vulnerable populations. 

Many communities are mapping their vulnerabilities to various natural or deliberate 
threats, in order to be more prepared to address them. 

YMCA Trends 

Just as society is becoming more aware of the benefits and necessities of managing 
risk, YMCAs are adopting policies to increase staff and member awareness about risk. 

Banning camera phones 
Camera phones in locker or shower rooms have been such a high-profile concern 
that the YMCA of the USA has recommended banning their use in YMCAs 
altogether. Members typically respond philosophically, recognizing that the 
inconvenience is for their own protection. 

Utilizing new equipment 
As automated external defibrillators (AEDs) are demonstrably effective in saving 
lives, many YMCAs have added or plan to add these units to their facilities and 
program sites. 

Adapting best practices 
As always, thorough and insightful planning and adherence to security and safety 
best practices in all areas of operation are the best responses to potential risk. 
While training all staff and volunteers in proper procedures is demanding, it is an 
absolute necessity. 

Increasing insurance costs 
YMCAs are paying more for insurance of all kinds. Personnel costs rose a median 
of 9% at YMCAs during 2003, with most of this increase due to the rising prices of 
health insurance. 

Although effective risk management can be costly—in terms of money and time—it is 
essential that YMCAs prepare themselves for potential problems. 

Technology 
Although advances in technology create more opportunities for efficiency and 
information gathering, they can also create more problems. It’s important to recognize 
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General Trends → YMCA Trends 

Technology is changing rapidly, which is 
all the more reason to make decisions 
deliberately, based on solid needs 
analysis. It can also support or interfere 
with a member’s sense of being part of a 
Y community.  

these issues and educate users about how to prevent the potential crises misuse of 
technology can produce. 

General Trends 

Technology creates a connected world, for good and bad. Although it has never been 
easier to find information, it’s harder than ever to tell whether that information is reliable. 

Protecting privacy 
Data privacy, particularly to avoid identity theft, is one of the hottest technology 
issues today. The huge amounts of data online make identity theft tempting for 
criminal organizations, not just individuals. 

Valuing education 
Other problems include viruses, worms and unsolicited email (spam). Increased 
user education can greatly reduce many of these threats, but as outbreaks keep 
demonstrating, user education is not widespread. 

Building better websites 
Websites are becoming tools for developing relationships with users, as well as 
avenues for distributing information. Site design has mostly calmed down from the 
days of adding bells and whistles “just because we can,” and many websites are 
focusing more on information than visual entertainment. 

Of course, technology helps reduce risks as well as doing a dandy job of creating them. 
Security systems are becoming more “intelligent,” better able to analyze data that 
passes through them, and information about registered sex offenders is more readily 
available. 

YMCA Trends 

Although the YMCA of the USA has discontinued development of additional in-house 
software to track and manage computer operations, YMCAs are still making good use of 
existing products, even as they search for better solutions. 

Finding software solutions 
In response to a September 2003 announcement that the YMCA of the USA has 
discontinued development of its software products (Y-Metro, Y-Vision and Y-
Ware), an increasing number of 
YMCAs have begun the process 
of identifying other operations 
software solutions. The number 
of YMCAs using the YMCA of the 
USA software products 
decreased from 500 in 2002 to 
467 in 2003, a decrease of 9%. 

The downward trend continues in 
2004, as YMCAs seek alternative 
software solutions to their current 
legacy software. A few YMCAs 
have already completed the 
migration process from the 
YMCA of the USA software products to commercially provided solutions, some of 
which Internet-based providers host.  
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Cost is a major factor for those who have delayed their decision to move to more 
current and effective business software. The majority of YMCAs (71%) continue to 
spend less than 1% of their annual revenue on technology concerns, such as 
software upgrades, hardware replacement and staff training. By comparison, 
average IT spending in service organizations represents greater than 3% of annual 
revenue. 

Providing software support 
The YMCA of the USA continues to support the YMCA of the USA software 
products for client associations. At a future date, the YMCA of the USA will give at 
least 16 months’ advance notice before discontinuing support. At the same time, 
the Technology Resource Group (TRG), a department of the YMCA of the USA, 
continues to provide client associations with technology and information 
management assistance. 

TRG is developing a program to introduce YMCAs to strategic technology 
planning, and in the second quarter of 2004 is educating YMCAs on how to select 
a new operations software application through an Operational Software Selection 
(OSS) program. TRG is also facilitating opportunities for YMCAs to network with 
other nonprofits outside the movement who are dealing with similar technology 
issues. 

Contributed Income 
Fundraising and gifting are critical for the success of any nonprofit organization, 
especially in troubled economic times. 

General Trends 

Although funds are always hard to come by, requiring much work in their raising and 
accountability, contributed income is especially critical for nonprofits, which rely on 
donations to operate. 

Private fundraising 
The 2003 Listening Post Project study from Johns Hopkins Center for Civil Society 
Studies reported that 82% of the nonprofits studied expanded their private 
fundraising, though 73% reported that they also had to increase their fundraising 
expenses. Only 55% expanded corporate fundraising, compared to 64% seeking 
gifts from individuals and 69% pursuing more foundation grants. 

Charitable contributions 
Charitable contributions grew somewhat between 2002 and 2003, particularly for 
large organizations, those that raised more than $1 million in 2003. About half 
(53%) of the charities polled by the Association of Fundraising Professionals 
actually received more contributions in 2003 than in 2002, one-fifth raised the 
same amount and slightly over one-quarter (27%) did worse. Larger organizations 
had a typical increase of approximately 9%, while smaller ones (less than 
$500,000 raised) typically declined by 0.5%. 

Foundation support 
After two years of holding roughly steady, foundation giving decreased in real 
dollars between 2002 and 2003, down to $29.7 billion. However, giving in 2004 is 
expected to increase in response to 2003’s stock market growth, and 
approximately half of foundations expect to increase giving during 2004, according 
to The Foundation Center. 



42 

General Trends → YMCA Trends 

Troubled economic times and a general 
lack of employment security continue to 
make fundraising more challenging. 
Charities that build and nurture strong 
relationships with donors and are visibly 
responsible stewards of donations are far 
more likely to succeed in this climate. 

Foundations are increasing their operating support and general/unrestricted giving, 
while capital campaign giving is declining as a proportion of foundation grants. 
Grants to serve low-income populations are increasing, which is fairly common 
during a poor economy, and grants to support the arts are declining slightly. 

Corporate funds 
Corporate giving has declined in cash giving, but gifts-in-kind are increasing, 
according to a survey conducted by the Chronicle of Philanthropy. 

Online fundraising 
Online fundraising, though still not mature, is growing. In 2003, according to the 
Association for Fundraising Professionals, almost half of charities solicit gifts 
online, compared to about one-third in 2001 and 2002. 

United Way giving 
United Way and other federated giving programs are struggling: Many local 
chapters have not met campaign goals and are thus reducing giving. Most United 
Ways are trying to increase efficiency and effectiveness by demanding rigorous 
logic models and impact evaluation plans, and many are dedicating all their 
resources to programs that respond to a particular community need, such as 
hunger, childcare or some other direct focus. 

The federal government is becoming far more vigilant about gifts other than cash to 
nonprofits, such as car donation programs and donations of patents, as many of these 
are subject to donor overvaluation. The National Committee on Planned Giving has 
proposed standards for valuing annuities, since the IRS standards are designed to 
determine the allowable tax deduction, rather than the value of the gift to the charity. 

YMCA Trends 

YMCAs are extending capital and annual campaigns in order to reach their goals, while 
others are reducing their capital plans or extending them over a longer period. 

Contributed income 
Contributed income was one of the most volatile budget items during 2003. One-
fourth of all YMCAs saw declines of 22% or more, while the top-quarter of YMCAs 
saw increases of 29% or more. At 
the median YMCA, though, 
contributed income grew by only 
0.5%, a decline in real dollars of 
1.2%. Typically, larger YMCAs 
saw the largest increases, which 
is why contributed income rose 
by 5.7% nationally. 

Campaign revenue 
Annual campaign revenue also 
saw a real dollar decrease at the 
median YMCA, rising by just 
0.6% as compared to a 1.9% 
inflation rate. Foundation grants 
and government contracts saw 
no growth at the median YMCA, and United Way giving was down 0.4% in 2003 
dollars, 2.3% in real dollars. YMCAs typically are still receiving a significant 
proportion of United Way funds, but the actual amounts they receive are shrinking. 
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General Trends → YMCA Trends 

Many of the trends that pose potential 
threats to membership, such as lack of 
time and eroding trust in institutions, also 
pose threats to earned income. However, 
since these threats can also be turned into 
opportunities, it becomes still more 
important to meet them head-on. 

Funders continue to demand proof that their financial support makes a difference and 
that their money goes to the programs and services for which it was intended. 

Earned Income and Expenses 
In Dickens’ David Copperfield, Mr. Micawber philosophizes, “Annual income twenty 
pounds, annual expenditure nineteen ninety six, result happiness. Annual income twenty 
pounds, annual expenditure twenty pounds ought and six, result misery.” Many 
nonprofits would sympathize. 

General Trends 

Costs increasing 
Eighty-five percent of the nonprofits surveyed in the 2003 Listening Post Project 
study from Johns Hopkins Center for Civil Society Studies reported fiscal stress 
during 2003, while more than half reported severe or very severe stress. At the 
same time, two-thirds of nonprofits reported increased revenue, and more than 
20% reported increases of 10% or more. However, more than two thirds reported 
increased costs, and, typically, the cost increases were larger than the revenue 
increases. 

Responses 
Particularly for organizations serving low-income populations and saw greater 
needs, this adds to such misery as postponing new hires, eliminating vacancies or 
increasing reliance on part-time staff (72%), freezing salaries, cutting benefits or 
increasing staff hours (56%), or using reserves or endowments, borrowing or 
selling property (52%). 

Less misery-inducing responses included collaborations with other nonprofits 
(56%) or with other organizations (34%). Interestingly, the three most effective (as 
opposed to the most common) responses were cutting costs (27% reported that it 
was effective), reducing program jobs (16%) and increasing fees for service and 
revenue margins (15%). 

Among the responses with less 
than 15% effectiveness rankings 
were reducing administrative 
overhead and jobs, advocacy, 
targeted marketing, coalitions, 
general marketing, productivity 
enhancements and cutting 
programs or program capacity. 

YMCA Trends 

Membership dues 
Membership dues grew by 7.6% 
during 2003, the fastest-growing 
revenue item across the 
movement, though only 3.8% at the 
median Y. Membership fees remain the largest source of earned income for 
YMCAs. (Please see the “Members” section for more information.) 
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It’s not a surprise that gains and losses on investments declined by 214.3% across the 
movement, though investment income had a more modest decline, 11.1%. 

Expenses growing fast 
Overall, operating revenue was up 4.6% between 2002 and 2003, up 4.9% at the 
median YMCA. Expenses, though, slightly outpaced that growth rate, increasing by 
5.2% overall and 5% at the median YMCA. 

Insurance 
Insurance costs had the most dramatic growth, 22.9% over 2003 overall. Health 
insurance, which is included in personnel costs rather than insurance, helped 
increase personnel costs by a median of 9%, compared to total salary costs of 
3.9%. Insurance costs are growing dramatically for YMCAs in response to several 
factors, including rising prices for healthcare and sexual misconduct scandals. 

YMCAs, like all nonprofits, need to be careful about increasing revenue streams, 
ensuring that what they do is not only mission-driven but also that it won’t provide fodder 
for a mission challenge. 
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Long-Term Trends 

This is an era of rapid change and fast-arriving consequences. Cloning changed from a 
possibility ten years ago to a reality, and brought with it countless ethical questions. 
Information passes around the globe faster than ever before. But not everything changes 
quickly and not everything should. Many investors learned this painfully when the 
dotcom “revolution” proved that essential market laws hadn’t changed; you can call 
yourself a prophet of the new economy all you like but to run a corporate business, you 
still need to make a profit at some point. 

This fast-changing arena makes planning more difficult and yet more necessary than 
ever before. Leaders who have developed the discipline of planning can create new 
plans as needed, can recognize what is a profound change and what is a surface 
change and still more importantly, create plans that are structured but flexible and that 
have enough give to respond to the unexpected. YMCAs have historically been sensitive 
to this combination of change and stability: They provide programming and services that 
can and do change rapidly when necessary but are always based on the fundamentals 
that don’t change the fundamentals of human nature and mission-based organizations. 

The trick is in recognizing what’s what, whether something is a fad or a trend, and if a 
trend is cyclical (rises, falls, and rises again, such as different attitudes towards 
feminism) or incremental (keeps growing, such as the shrinking of the gender pay gap). 

How to Use This Information 

Just like politics and weather, all trends are local, and this section is a broad overview. 
Some communities are already facing situations that are just approaching in other parts 
of the country, and others are facing just the opposite of the national trend. For example, 
a rural YMCA may continue to serve a racially homogenous population for decades to 
come, and an urban YMCA may already be serving an extremely racially diverse 
community. 

Some trends can even be mutually contradictory. For example, since the Hispanic 
immigrant population is typically younger than the existing U.S. population, a community 
that draws a high number of immigrants may have a very small percentage of older 
adults, even if the number of older adults is growing. In this, community, then, the 
political clout of the older adult population will be lower than in others. 

So our first suggested use is to treat all of this as an indication of where your community 
may be going. Use your own observations and analysis to determine what is actually 
happening now. We’re providing some tools for systematic observations and analysis to 
help you with this. 

One of the most significant and lasting changes over the past half-century was the mass 
entrance of women into the workforce, and more importantly still, their remaining there. 
Two companies had responded differently during the early 1970s. One, a manufacturer 
of sewing machines, saw that sales figures were down each year but ascribed each one 
to a blip, such as the oil crisis, the entrance of cheaper machines into the market, and so 
on, rather than seeing it as part of an ongoing change. Another company, one that 
manufactured storage containers for food, noticed that their biggest competitor was 
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losing market share. They looked at environmental factors, since the competitor’s 
product was inexpensive and high quality. The overall market for food storage was likely 
to increase, with more people working out of the home: A woman who cooked dinner 
every weeknight, once she entered the workforce, might instead cook on the weekends 
or one or two nights a week, and store the food for serving later. It was another time 
factor that was at the root of their competitor’s troubles. To make an unglamorous 
product fun and utilize social networks, their product relied on home sales, requiring all 
the time of preparing or attending a party. Women had less time for this, so if a company 
were to dominate the market, it should compete most strongly in the retail market, not 
the home party market. It did so and grew significantly in consequence. 

One company didn’t read the environment correctly, the other did. While YMCAs aren’t 
driven, like a for-profit, by product sales, the lesson remains the same: Watching what’s 
going on now and putting it into context is about the only way to guess what the future 
holds. We see these long-term trends affecting our population over the next 50 years: 

Aging 
Baby Boomers are entering their pre-retirement years but plan to remain active in 
all their pursuits and generally redefine the aging process. Older adults are 
typically more prosperous and healthier than in previous generations, living longer 
lives. 

Diversity 
The United States is more diverse than ever and even definitions of diversity are 
expanding to encompass facets beyond race and ethnicity, such as sexual 
orientation and gender identity, family composition, and learning and 
communication style. Essentially, it’s become all aspects of human differences. 

Generation Y 
Today’s youth and young adults are a huge generation, technologically savvy, 
more racially and ethnically diverse than any previous generation, and for the most 
part, engaged and activist. 

Families 
While still the bedrock of society, families are changing, becoming more varied. 
Families are facing multiple demands for their limited time. 

Time, Stress and the Hunger to be Valued 
Today’s world is a hotbed of pressure and stress, with a lot to worry about and a lot 
to be done. People want to feel personally valued in an often-depersonalizing 
world. 

Spirituality 
People are looking for meaning, often outside traditional religious congregations 
and science is revealing more about the myriad connections of spirit, mind and 
body. 

Recession, Resources and ROI 
During a time of tightened contributed and government funding and escalating 
demand for services, nonprofits are assessing their effectiveness and impact, to 
improve operations and make better cases for funding.  

Trust, Social Isolation and Communities 
Scandals have tarnished the image of religious, nonprofit, academic, political and 
corporate institutions in the United States. This isn’t disaster for the nonprofit 
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Why is this Information 
Important? 

� The programs and services YMCAs 
offer contribute to healthy aging. 

� Older adults will control a large 
proportion of philanthropic funds. 

� Retirees and partial-retirees are a 
rich potential volunteering force. 

� Older adults, however, make up a 
disproportionately small percentage 
of YMCA members in many YMCAs 
and nationally 

sector: This is an opportunity to demonstrate trustworthiness. Communities are 
changing and many people are experiencing social isolation of one kind or another. 

Collaborations 
As organizations find that generally it’s more effective and efficient to work together 
than separately, collaborations are growing, though they create some changes to 
which organizations and individuals need to adapt. 

Rate of Change 
Work, science, medicine and technology are changing so quickly that it’s hard to 
tell what just happened, let alone what’s happening now or what will happen next. 
Distinguishing between variables and constants and between trends and fads is 
vital for responding appropriately. 

Technology 
Technology is moving faster than ever and transforming many parts of our lives. 
Depending on how organizations use technology, it can depersonalize 
communications and connections or it can enhance them. 

Fears for Safety 
War, job loss and economic insecurity, crime, diseases, international tensions, and 
other threats, particularly in an era of low trust, can create an atmosphere of 
pervasive fear. 

Health Concerns 
Obesity and overweight are prevalent in the US and the health needs of an aging 
society also create a need for wellness programs and exercise that maintain 
health. 

Aging 
There are more older adults alive today than in any other time in US history, both 
numerically and as a proportion of the population. Also for the first time, there are 
substantial populations of three 
generations of older adults. Most 
demographers identify them as the Baby 
Boomers (the generation born between 
1946 and 1964), the recently retired (those 
currently ages 65-80, and the elderly 
(those currently 80 and older). Each 
generation has different needs and 
expectations about the kind of lifestyle they 
want and the services they need. 

Boomers, in particular, are redefining 
retirement and aging itself as a period of 
sustained activity. Many who reach 
retirement age are staying full- or part-time 
in the workforce, for extra income, for the 
sake of staying connected to the 
workplace, or to explore career changes, 
including volunteer work. (Baby Boomers 
also delayed most other life stages, such 
as marriage and child bearing.) The 
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Important Questions 

� How can we make our older adult 
membership numbers proportionate 
to the number of older adults in our 
community? 

� If programs are included in 
membership, does the selection 
serve older adults as well as 
families with children or young 
people? 

� Are we grooming younger people 
for leadership roles? 

� Are we capturing our older staff’s 
knowledge and experience before 
they retire? 

� Do we have meaningful volunteer 
roles for older adults? 

� Do our fundraising and volunteer 
appeals reach and resonate with 
older adults? 

� How can we increase age diversity 
within our programs and volunteer 
opportunities? 

consumer market has followed Boomers closely and now it is responding to their 
requirements by developing and marketing new products that can sustain a youthful 
lifestyle or appearance. Between 2002 and 2003, cosmetic procedures, both surgical 
and non-invasive, grew by 32 percent and fifty percent of all procedures were on 
persons between the ages of 35 and 50. YMCAs are finding that program names that 
avoid terms associated with aging and instead focus on function (e.g. flexibility, energy 
and maintaining strength) appeal to Boomers. 

Medicine is advancing not every day but every hour and as technology, 
pharmaceuticals, and understanding of the aging process and healthy aging all increase, 
life expectancy is climbing in the 
United States. This creates a new set 
of issues, including quality of life for the 
elderly with chronic or terminal health 
conditions, fiscal issues (retirees will 
be drawing Social Security for far 
longer periods than when the system 
originated, as well as in great 
numbers), and ethical issues related to 
resources and technological and 
medical advances. In 1900, life 
expectancy at birth was 51.1 years for 
U.S. females and 48.3 years for U.S. 
males. By 2000, life expectancy had 
grown to 79.5 and 74.1, respectively. 
Issues that have always existed, such 
as physician-assisted suicide and the 
expenses of extended life support, will 
come to the forefront, as more 
individuals and families will face these 
questions. 

Some future forecasts predict a labor 
shortage crisis as Boomers retire, 
since Generation X, the following 
generation, is considerably smaller. 
Some of these forecasts also predict a 
knowledge crisis, as in most 
workforces, experience and individual 
knowledge have replaced mechanical 
and standardized functions, and little of 
this institutional knowledge is 
preserved. 

Other models, however, suggest that 
since Boomers expect to remain longer 
in the labor force than previously anticipated, there will be a completely different crisis—
Gen X and Generation Y will be frustrated in their desire for upward mobility as the jobs 
that Boomers would have left instead remain filled. For the YMCA movement (as a 
whole, not necessarily for each individual association), it seems that the future will not 
fall into either of these scenarios—there are many openings for experienced staff, the 
Retirement Fund is considerably more stable than those of many for-profits, and 
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volunteer and part-time involvement will help to reduce the knowledge crisis. However, 
since either of these scenarios can affect a YMCA’s program and policy volunteer 
situations, as well as fund-raising, it’s still important to keep these issues in mind. 

While poverty is less common among older adults than before, expenses can skyrocket. 
A work-lifetime of 45 years may not always provide enough savings and investments to 
support another thirty years of life, particularly with anticipated cuts in Social Security 
benefits as the ratio of workers to retired persons declines. Health-care costs are rising 
tremendously, because of the extended lifespan, the rising cost of pharmaceuticals and 
medical technology, and more needs for long-term care. Over 40% of those who reach 
the age of 70 will spend at least some time in a nursing home. However, the number of 
affluent older households, those with incomes of $100,000 or more (usually 
accompanied by high net assets, including investment portfolios and home value), will 
grow by more than 60% by 2007, to over six million such households. 

In 2000 (and remember, this is before the peak Baby Boomer retirement years, with only 
35 million retirees), the United States spent $120 billion directly on long-term healthcare. 
The economic value of informal care giving is approximately $200 billion a year. These 
numbers are only going to increase; by 2050, there will be 80 million retirees. 

Many economists predict that this creates a potential crisis for the US and global 
economies, as more resources of time and money will have to be allocated to older adult 
care, with fewer workers providing the time and money. The direst scenarios include 
huge increases in Social Security taxes, depleted government and private funds, an 
economy with no capital for investment, and overburdened workers. On the other hand, 
the most optimistic scenarios predict that Baby Boomers will remain active in the 
workplace and volunteer sectors, that medicine, research, and technology will create an 
era of healthy and productive aging, and point out that the US economy weathered the 
“reverse pyramid” of workers supporting a huge non-working generation when the Baby 
Boomers were children. If, for example, a cure for Alzheimer’s alone were to be found in 
the next 10 years, disability rates would drop correspondingly. While the truth almost 
certainly lies somewhere between the utopian and dystopian scenarios, it remains clear 
that healthy aging is an economic and societal necessity. 

Many for-profits may continue offering senior discounts, though some are finding this a 
fiscal and ethical challenge. Mission-driven nonprofits will have to consider whether 
discounts support or act counter to their missions. Most YMCAs have decided that all 
subsidies should be based solely on financial need rather than age. 

Continual learning is a way for older adults to explore interests, including business as 
well as personal interests, and studies have repeatedly shown that adults who remain 
active mentally sustain benefits in their physical as well as their emotional health. With 
advances in distance learning, even rigorous college-level courses no longer require 
physical access to a campus. 

Intergenerational programs are quite likely to thrive with retiring Baby Boomers. There’s 
relatively little of a generation gap between most Boomers and most of today’s youth 
and Boomers typically enjoy associating with young people. 
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Why is this Information 
Important? 

� Diversity affects membership, 
financial development, volunteers 
and staff. 

� A record proportion of the future 
workforce will be people of 
Hispanic, African-American, Asian-
American, Native American or multi-
racial origin. 

� Sensitivity to diversity issues is a 
best business practice, regardless 
of the field. 

� Definitions of diversity are 
expanding. 

� Organizations that fail to reach a 
diverse audience are limiting their 
possible impact because they will 
be serving an increasingly smaller 
population segment, while those 
that promote diversity will find 
opportunities for growth and lasting 
impact. 
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Diversity 
Not only is the United States becoming more diverse in the traditional sense of the word, 
the ethnic/racial sense, the 
concept of diversity itself is 
becoming diversified. It now 
routinely includes areas such as 
faith, sexual orientation and 
gender identity, and family 
composition.  Diversity is even 
branching out to include all 
aspects of human differences, 
such as personality and learning 
style. 

Similarly, ethnic groups that were 
often treated as monolithic (such 
as Asian Americans) are now 
more frequently regarded as made up of 
sub-groups (such as Korean Americans, 
Japanese Americans, Chinese 
Americans), each with their own group 
and individual differences. 

Ethnic and racial diversity is most 
widespread in the younger population 
segments and in urban areas, but the 
suburbs and rural areas are also 
becoming more diverse, though typically 
at a slower pace. Immigrants make up 
almost 13% of the US population and 
almost half of the US population growth 
during 2002 was due to immigration, not 
childbirth. Over half of all foreign-born 
US residents are from Mexico, Central 
America, or South America and 
approximately one-fourth are from Asian 
nations. 

By 2010, as many as 70% of new 
entrants into the workforce will be non-
white or women. The number of those 
who speak a language other than 
English at home rose by almost half 
between 1990 and 2000, to almost 20% 
of Americans. Spanish is the 
predominant language in these 
households (60%) but Asian languages 
are rising particularly quickly, to almost 
15% of that total. 

YMCAs have historically provided many 
services to immigrants and several, particularly those in communities with a high 
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Ask Yourself… 

� Does the composition of our Y’s constituency 
reflect the diversity of the community? If not, 
what actions can we take in marketing, 
outreach, programming, financial assistance, 
and collaborations? 

� Are our staff and volunteers equipped with 
language skills and cultural knowledge that 
help them serve the whole community through 
our Y? 

� Is our YMCA considered a place for everybody 
in the community, or mostly for one or two 
demographic groups? Is our YMCA considered 
a place where differences are respected? A 
place where people interact with those of 
different backgrounds? 

� Does our YMCA actively promote inter-group 
and inter-cultural understanding and harmony? 

� Do our diversity policies and practices embrace 
all aspects of diversity, including cultural, 
racial, ethnic, lifestyle, physical and economic? 

proportion of immigrants, continue in that vein. In periods of low unemployment, 
immigration is typically not a controversial topic, but in slow or declining economies, it 
can spark tensions. 

Another socially significant factor in contemporary US diversity is an increase in 
interracial and interethnic marriages. As many as 20% of all Americans may have a 
close family member who is not of the same race, and 3% of all marriages are interracial 
or interethnic. Interfaith marriages are increasingly common as well, in a more 
secularized and pluralistic society; over 20% of married and domestic partner couples 
surveyed in 2001 are married or involved with a person with a different faith. 

Diversity affects not only staff, volunteer and membership areas, but also philanthropy. 
For example, in many Latin American countries, churches and the government are the 
primary providers of social services, and the nonprofit sector outside of church 
institutions plays a much smaller role than it does in the United States. African American 
donors have a long tradition of providing support to organizations and individuals for 
emergencies or operating support, but typically, there is less of a tradition of 
endowments and planned giving 
than there is among Americans of 
European descent. Even more 
fundamentally, organizations that 
stereotype minorities primarily as 
beneficiaries, rather than 
supporters of charities, not only 
have an inaccurate worldview, 
but are closing themselves off 
from a significant portion of the 
donor pool. 

Persons with disabilities are able 
to take more active parts in public 
life, thanks to advances in 
medicine and technology as well 
as a national commitment to 
inclusion. Asked to name the 
most intelligent person alive, 
many would name physicist and 
author Stephen Hawking, who 
has been able to publish and 
teach by using assistive 
technologies. Born even twenty 
years before he was, he might 
not have been able to do so, as 
he requires advanced computer 
assistance to speak and write. 

In a sign of how rapidly times 
have changed, same-sex 
marriages are now in the 
forefront of national debate, and 
while the legality of such marriages is under national investigation, same-sex couples 
can marry in some cities. While marriage itself is controversial, a 2002 survey found that 
a majority of Americans support partner rights for same-gender couples, with 71% 
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saying they approve of hospital visitation rights, 66% approving of emergency health-
care authority, 59% supporting estate inheritance rights, and 48% supporting Social 
Security survivor benefits. Young persons (ages 25 to 29) are most likely to support such 
rights, and as teens move into voting age, there may be strong support for legislation 
affecting these issues. A growing number of cites, counties, and states are mandating 
equal treatment for persons who are gay, lesbian, bisexual, or transgender. 

As obesity and overweight are more common in the US, fat acceptance is another 
controversial issue, though it has only occasionally reached headlines. In 2002, 
Southwest Airlines, stating that it frequently receives complaints from passengers who 
say that they were crowded by overweight adjoining passengers, actively enforced its 
policy that passengers who take up more than one seat can be required to purchase two 
seats. The National Association to Advance Fat Acceptance (NAAFA), formed in 1969, 
has a Fat Activist Task Force that advocated strongly against this decision, saying that it 
is discriminatory. Since genetics or other factors outside an individual’s control can play 
a causal role in obesity, as well as exercise and eating habits, the issue can become a 
polarizing one, often portrayed as either “lack of personal responsibility” or “the last legal 
discrimination.” 

Generation Y 
Today’s youth and young adults (slightly fewer than half prefer the term “teen”), 40 
million strong, are either the second-largest or largest generation in US history. 
Generation Y (often defined as the generation born between 1980 and 1995), includes 
more than just young adults, but the greatest impact of this population swell has been 
driven by those thirteen and older. Between 1990 and 2000, the number of young adults 
ages 12 to 19 soared to 32 million, an increase of nearly 4.5 million. That’s a 17% 
increase in one decade, which far outpaced the growth of the population as a whole, 
13%. 

Many commentators have noted that in contrast to the Baby Boomers, their parents, 
there is not an institutionalized and pervasive generation gap between today’s youth and 
their parents, those self-same Boomers. Many young adults are amazed to find their 
parents enjoying their music or worse, finding they enjoy their parents’ music. Some 
television shows, particularly remakes, are being written for both young adults and their 
parents and feature multiple generations, with roughly equal focus on both. Nostalgia is 
another entertainment trend, with remakes of 60s and 70s television shows, particularly 
popular as cross-generation entertainment. 
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Why is this Information 
Important? 

� Volunteerism and social awareness 
is up among young adults, making 
them an excellent potential resource 
for YMCAs. 

� Youth growing up today may face 
more ethical questions and 
challenges than any generation 
before them has, with advances in 
medicine and technology 
outstripping society’s capacity to 
adapt easily. 

� Healthy habits established during 
young adulthood can have a lifelong 
positive effect on health behaviors. 

� This demographic group represents 
a large proportion of the US 
population. 

� Young adults are more likely to 
involve their own families in YMCA 
activities if there is continuity in their 
YMCA experience through 
adolescence and young adulthood. 

� Baby Boomers, Generation X and 
Generation Y typically have different 
attitudes toward work; as 
Generation Y enters the workplace, 
these differences will manifest. 

One of the strongest differences between today’s teens and their parents is that during 
the time when they were forming their values about sex and their sexual identities, they 
knew that unprotected sex could kill them. Many of today’s teens and young adults are 
cautious about sexual involvement—
more than half of all high school students 
have not had sexual intercourse—but of 
those that are active, 42% did not use a 
condom during their last intercourse, 
according to a 2001 CDC survey and 
half of all sexually transmitted diseases 
are found in teens and young adults, 
also according to the CDC. 

Youth volunteering has grown over the 
past years to approximately 30%. This is 
partly because Generation Y shares 
some of their parents’ activist traits and 
partly because of the growth of service 
learning as part of school curriculum. 
Many youth volunteers are forming their 
own charities or projects, and most 
expect to have a significant role in 
leading volunteer activities. 

Generation Y is the most diverse 
generation in United States history: One 
out of three young adults today is a 
member of a minority group, and a 
majority of Generation Y members say 
that they regularly socialize with people 
of other racial groups. They are also 
exposed to new definitions of diversity, 
including faith and sexual orientation. 

For most young adults, though not all, 
diversity is such a natural thing that they 
find it difficult to believe it is not the same 
for all: One out of five college bound 
young adults says that racial 
discrimination is no longer a major 
problem in America. 

While there are still many instances of 
teen homophobia, tolerance and 
acceptance of homosexuality are much 
higher; many high schools have clubs for gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender 
students, something that was rare for Generation X and almost non-existent for Baby 
Boomers. Additionally, many television shows with a high young-adult viewership 
provide serious and positive portrayals of homosexual relationships. 

Generation Y is notoriously aware of and suspicious of marketing, particularly marketing 
that tries too hard or seems exploitative. This generation grew up with television and has 
been constantly bombarded with advertising, so to a great extent, this is pure self-
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Ask Yourself… 

� Do we market our mission to young 
adults as well as activities? Does our 
teen marketing reflect teen diversity? 

� Do we show the community that we 
value teens? 

� Are we making the best use of the 
asset-development approach to 
young adult development? 

� Do we encourage young people to 
think of YMCA work as a possible 
career? 

� Are our pricing structures and 
programs sensitive to the 
circumstances of low-income teens? 

defense. Accordingly, evidence-based programs are the most effective substance abuse 
programs, according to a 2002 study from University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill and 
the Pacific Institute for Research and Evaluation. 

Teen crime, while definitely a problem, is typically over-reported, to the extent that many 
adults have distorted views of the proportions of substance abuse and other crimes 
among youth. Even though the predictions of a generation of “super-predators” and a 
boom in teen crime with the boom in the teen population have failed to bear fruit—in fact, 
youth crime rates are down—the media and politicians often portray teen negative 
behavior as something that is common to adolescence. According to Mike Males’ Kids 
and Guns, 90% of fatal murders and suicides are committed by adults, but the press 
gives disproportionate coverage to teen crimes. While the phrase “teen crime” is a 
common one among news commentators, “middle age crime” isn’t a term associated 
with perpetrators who fall into that age category. 

Parents are concerned about their teens’ safety and are generally aware that 
unsupervised time is associated with more risky behavior. This is another factor behind 
the growth in teen day camps and adventure programs—parents want their teens to be 
in a safe, supervised program with appropriate role models, but know that young adults 
will fiercely resist anything that is too reminiscent of childcare programs. 

Generation Y grew up during the huge layoffs of the 1980s and 90s and for them, there 
is a difference between job security (knowing that one is secure in one’s current job) and 
employment security (knowing that one 
has marketable skills). Few of them 
believe in company loyalty; they’ve 
seen their parents laid-off from what 
seemed like secure jobs and rarely 
believe that employers will choose 
keeping staff over profits, so they 
rarely feel that an employer will 
reciprocate any loyalty staff might feel. 
Young adults still value security, but 
seek it in their skills and themselves, 
rather than in the employer, so jobs 
that provide a chance to learn new and 
marketable skills appeal to them. In the 
Drexel Futures Poll, 84% of Generation 
Y rated security as highly important to 
their future careers. This doesn’t mean 
they want to work at a routine job, 
though; 74% said that creativity was 
highly important and 72 rated 
individuality as highly important. 

They also recognize the importance of 
the “soft skills.” In the same poll, 57% 
said that the ability to get along well 
with other people was highly important 
and relating well with people from different racial or ethnic groups was extremely 
important to 49%. By contrast, being able to use a computer came in at 46%. 
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Why is this Information 
Important? 

� Family structures and attitudes 
towards families, even definitions of 
families, have changed dramatically 
over the past decades. 

� Families today face pressures that 
YMCA involvement can greatly 
alleviate. 

� While family composition and 
demographics have changed, family 
needs have not. 

� The “sandwich generation” has to 
meet the needs of both their own 
parents and their children. 

Like adults, many teens do not engage in consistently healthy eating practices. Teen 
girls are likely to skip meals, either because they are too busy (35%) or they want to lose 
weight (22%). However, 34% say that they prefer to snack on healthier foods such as 
fruits and vegetables. Family dinnertime isn’t as common as it used to be: 21% of girls 
and 13% of boys say that they typically prepare their own dinners. Another common 
youth health risk is bicycling or skating without a helmet, with 80% of high school 
students saying they rarely or never wear one. However, only 15% of teens say that they 
rarely or never use car seatbelts. 

Most young adults engage in positive behaviors. In the UCLA national survey of 
incoming college first-year students, conducted in 2003, 80% of males and 85% of 
females attended religious services in the past year; 76% and 85%, respectively, 
performed volunteer work; 65% and 70% socialized with someone of another racial 
group; and 56% and 62% visited an art gallery or museum (this includes for school 
purposes). Naturally, a survey of those entering college is not representative of all high 
school seniors’ experiences but it does represent a large and influential body. 

The same survey showed some other interesting gender differences. Among males, 
69% said their drive to achieve was above average and among women, 72% responded 
the same way. In physical health, men were far more likely to rate themselves above 
average, 68% of many saying they are above average, versus 47% of women. 

Families 
We’re all familiar with the standard child’s drawing of a family: Mom and Dad and two 
kids, usually with a house in the background. That still represents a huge number of 
families, but an increasingly smaller 
proportion. 

In 1970, 40% of households 
consisted of two parents with 
children under 18 and by 2010, that 
percentage is expected to decline to 
20%, though likely to stop at that 
level. More persons are choosing to 
have children without marrying, many 
without a partner living in the same 
household. For the first time, the 
2000 Census included questions 
about families headed by 
grandparents. Families are getting 
smaller as many parents decide, for 
reasons varying from time and 
money to environmental concerns, to 
have only one child. Additionally, 
according to a 1999 Maritz poll, 
about 15% of American adults say 
that they don’t have a love life, and 
5% of the total respondents reported 
that they aren’t interested. 

In many areas, however, the family 
of two married parents with children under 18 represents a considerably larger share of 
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the population. Hispanics in the US are likely to be in the peak years for marriage and 
childbirth, and so it’s no surprise that the highest percentages of such families are in 
areas with a large Hispanic population. For example, of the 15 metropolitan areas with 
between 30% and 40% of households consisting of traditional families, six are in Texas 
and three are in California. 

While most television families are still portrayed as loving and nurturing, it’s a far cry 
from Ozzie and Harriet to The Osbournes. Even the families that do follow the traditional 
model of a married heterosexual couple and their own children are changing. The 
median age at a time of first marriage is rising, as is the time for the first childbirth. 
Families are more likely to want to have established careers for both partners before 
giving birth, a decision further enabled by medical advances that allow for childbirth later 
in life for women as well as men. 

There is a childfree activist movement, whose adherents’ demands range anywhere 
from increased acceptance of the choice not to have children to equity in benefits that 
appear to favor families with children to the abolition of tax breaks for parents with minor 
children. Ironically enough, during the same time that child-free activists claim that 
society and business unfairly favor families, family activists claim that society and 
business do not do enough for families with children. Both use the existence of the other 
group as evidence for their case. 

As Generation Y gets older, the number of married-couple households without children 
under 18 will continue to increase, though many Generation Y children live at home after 
college, either because of joblessness or high cost of living. Most are waiting until their 
30s to have children and many are deciding not to have children at all. 

Families are pressed for time, with both men and women reporting pressure for work-life 
balance. One 2003 study even found that men are more likely to consider quitting their 
jobs because of work-family balance. This actually isn’t as counter-intuitive as it might 
seem; as men share more family responsibilities beyond the role of breadwinner, they 
are becoming conscious now of work-life balance, something to which women are 
already accustomed. 

Inter-racial and inter-faith marriages are growing, partly due to the attitudes that young 
people absorbed from their Baby Boomer generation parents, including pluralistic faith. 
Forty years ago, a mixed-race marriage was a statement; today, for many it’s hardly 
given a second thought. Same-gender couples are now considerably more likely to 
cohabit openly and many advocate for marriage. It’s not at all rare for same-gender 
couples to have children as well, either through birth or adoption. 

From nearly every socio-political and ideological group, organizations and events have 
risen to combat various threats to the family. While there are fewer widely publicized 
events such as the huge Promise Keepers rallies and the Million Man March than there 
were in the mid-’90s, both sides of the political spectrum are declaring that families are 
threatened, although, with a few exceptions such as poverty and unemployment, societal 
factors that one side calls a threat are ones that the other side might well declare 
beneficial to families. 

Many of today’s adults of childbearing age are the first generation to have grown up 
during a time when contraception and abortion was not only legal but also socially 
acceptable in most communities. They were also raised in an era of two-career families, 
rather than mothers staying home during the children’s entire childhood, and during the 
formation of the Zero Population Growth (ZPG) movement. 
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Ask Yourself… 

� Do we have plans for potential challenges 
to our family definition? 

� How do our services reflect the diversity of 
family structure in our community? 

� How will the growth of families without 
children under 18 affect our YMCA? 

� Do we leverage other community 
resources to support families? 

� Do our membership and program policies 
accommodate non-traditional families? 

� Are our services and programs designed to 
maximize family time? Are we supporting 
time-pressed parents and youth? 

While the majority of children still live with their mother, more children are living with 
households headed by a grandparent or a single father. One greeting card manufacturer 
estimates that as many as 45% of Mother’s Day cards are given to someone other than 
a biological mother—a grandmother, stepmother, godmother or even a teacher. 

The gap between intent and action wasn’t that wide for those who decided, after the 
events of 9/11, to spend more time with their families. Of parents with children, surveyed 
in 2001 (immediately after the attacks) and 2002, while 40% said they intended to carve 
out regular weekly time to spend with their families in 2001, by 2002, 35% said that they 
had done so. (For contrast, only half of those who said they planned to write or rewrite 
their wills had done so, and less than half of the people who said they planned to attend 
religious services more regularly actually did so.) While the economy doubtless played a 
part, 25% of Americans said they spent more on food to prepare at home since the 
attacks, and among adults with children, the percentage rose to 30. 

Because of the delay in childbirth and advances in geriatric medicine, many parents are 
caught in what’s called the “sandwich generation,” managing their careers as well as 
responsibilities for their parents and 
their children. Particularly for 
families with few financial 
resources, this is a tremendous 
drain on time as well as energy and 
a major cause of stress. One 
significant change, largely brought 
about by Baby Boomers’ social 
attitudes and the high proportion of 
working women: Men are taking on 
a greater proportion of care for 
elderly parents. In the past, this 
was considered an almost 
completely female responsibility 
and a wife could expect to provide 
care not only for her own parents 
but for her husband’s. 

Boomers are also facing the 
emotional toil of elderly parents’ 
illness and mortality or the strain of 
knowing that their illness and 
mortality are approaching. In many 
cases, this also means the distress 
of making alternate living 
arrangements for a parent who can no longer live by him or herself. Some Boomers’ 
mothers, who very likely took care of their own aging parents in their homes, find it 
difficult to understand the demands of a career, particularly in today’s job world, putting 
more stress on the relationship. 

Pets are becoming more numerous and owners are spending more on them. For many, 
possibly even most pet owners, a pet is as much a member of the family as another 
human might be. Research even shows that the presence of pets has a beneficial effect 
on health, particularly blood pressure and other stress-related areas, something that 
cannot always be said about human children. In fact, while there have been insurance 
programs for pet healthcare for quite some time, the industry has started moving into the 
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Why is this Information 
Important? 

� YMCA staff, members, program 
volunteers and policy volunteers all 
need and expect convenience and 
time efficiency in their dealings with 
YMCAs. 

� Time crunch and related stress 
have serious health consequences. 

� YMCA involvement can be a way to 
maximize time for families and 
individuals. 

� Luxury doesn’t have to be plush 
surroundings and expensive 
equipment, but instead, something 
that makes people feel valued and 
good about themselves. 

� Personal, caring service is a form of 
luxury. 

employer-provided area, so pets can be covered just like a human family member. 
Additionally, animal rights are taking on greater importance; cruelty to animals is 
considered a felony in more states and a small but growing number of activists are 
calling for at least some animals (particularly apes and chimpanzees) to be accorded 
legal rights. 

Time, Stress and the Hunger to Feel Valued 
No wonder superhero stories have been revived in the 2000s as big Hollywood 
projects—we feel like we need super powers to get through an ordinary workday, not to 
mention home and family obligations. (Which means saving the world will just have to 
wait.) Even though some studies show that Americans are working fewer hours than in 
previous decades (though others show just the opposite, the variations are based on 
impressions and use different definitions of work hours), it’s the rare person who doesn’t 
at the very least feel pressed for time, whether the demands come from work, family, 
household tasks, more demanding leisure occupations, or all of the above. Hallmark 
even has a line of cards for time-
pressed parents, “Sorry I had to miss 
your recital,” “Sorry I can’t tuck you in 
at night.” Would the term “Type A,” 
however medically questionable, with 
its implications of constant work and 
stress, even have gained popular 
currency in any other time? 

While it’s hard to tell what effect an 
economic recovery will have, many 
Baby Boomers who suffered heavy 
stock market losses now believe they 
might have to delay retirement or 
supplement their income during 
retirement through part-time work. 
Others want to continue to work 
regardless of economic need, though 
relatively few of the economically 
secure plan to work full-time, rather, 
they intend to explore new avenues or 
volunteer. With the Boomer thirst for 
travel and experiences, as well as their 
remaining in the workforce to at least 
some extent, retirement won’t be a 
matter of finding ways to pass the 
hours, but of ways to get the most out 
of those hours. 

Not all of this time pressure is new. 
Tocqueville commented in his 1835 classic commentary on life in America that 
Americans always seemed to be in a hurry. In the 1960s, economist Sebastian De 
Grazia declared that America was a country that had deliberately deprived itself of 
leisure, and 1996 even saw a national conference at the University of Iowa on the time 
crunch. However, in 1986, almost half of Americans said that they did not feel pressed 
for time; by 1992, this was down to one in three, and by 1999, one in five. An additional 
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irony: In the United States, life expectancy is longer than ever before, so we literally 
have more time than previous generations. 

Instead of increasing our leisure, as the technology revolution was supposed to do (in 
the 1960s, a social concern was how will future generations deal with twenty-hour work 
weeks and retirement at 40), technology lets us take work home constantly, through cell 
phones and lap tops, and increases our expectations of when things will be done. With 
email ubiquitous and people carrying laptops and cell phones wherever they go, the next 
logical step is time travel, for when it absolutely positively has to be there yesterday. 

In many organizations, particularly technology, legal, and finance, working late hours 
and overtime is a sign of commitment; somebody who comes in at nine o’clock and 
leaves at five may be regarded as less dedicated. 

Even though the number of hours worked per week has actually declined slightly over 
the past decades, not many people would believe it. Activities that feel like work but 
happen outside work hours are common, whether it’s professional reading to keep up 
with advances in a field, continuing education, or, for the many under-employed or those 
otherwise dissatisfied with their jobs, job hunting. 

Work life and home life have blended together more than ever, too—even on vacation, 
many people will use technology to stay in touch with the office and for the office to stay 
in touch with them. In a 2002 survey, while 70% of the respondents said they would 
prefer to minimize office contact during vacation, almost 10% said they expect to 
communicate regularly, slightly over 40% check in, and almost 30% send office-related 
email or faxes while on vacation. For many, this is at least partially motivated by self-
interest, hoping to reduce the workload that will be waiting for their return, or fear, 
thinking that if they are completely out of touch and not working for even a short period 
of time, somebody will decide they aren’t absolutely necessary and downsize them or 
that they might miss a crucial event in office politics. 

Work is also affecting attitudes toward time spent at home. The notion of “quality time” 
not only uses terminology most associated with work, but also implies a standard of 
measurement and even a schedule for completion of various tasks. Parents of young 
children, in particular, often feel as though they are paying off only the interest of time 
they owe to their children, accumulating time debt just like consumer debt. Parents often 
multi-task at home as well as work, in the interest of efficiency but often creating more of 
a sense of a crowded to-do list and less of a sense of relaxing with family. 

Many families now hire professionals and coaches to help their children’s’ chance of 
admission to the most selective colleges or universities. Part of this is a growing 
competitiveness—the number of applicants is at an all-time high while few colleges have 
expanded their capacity to serve students—but another part is that many families are 
cash-rich, time-poor, and parents prefer to spend the costs, which range from $500 to 
$29,000, rather than spend the time themselves assisting their children. About 6% of 
high school graduates use these services, compared to 1% in 1990, and this is expect to 
grow to approximately 15% by the end of the decade, when the number of college 
applicants will reach its peak at approximately 3.2 million, compared to 2.6 million in 
1990. The overall competitiveness puts tremendous stress on youth and their families—
anecdotally, after a rejection letter, parents are much more likely than the teen to call the 
admissions office to plead or to vent anger. 

The food industry is responding by cutting steps in food preparation and the time needed 
to eat, let alone to cook. More frequently, foods are advertised as saving time, 90-
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second oatmeal and cookie dough ready to bake, and so on. Even the restaurants that 
prided themselves on creating a leisurely atmosphere over a business lunch have 
conceded the fact. Le Bernadin, one of the ultra expensive Manhattan restaurants has 
created a meal designed for ordering and eating in just 30 minutes, and says that this 
has increased lunch sales by about 30%. More grocery stores are packaging complete 
or near-complete meals, for the people who want convenience but also want freshly 
cooked food rather than frozen dinners. The fast food industry has begun to add express 
lines—fast food even faster. 

While our lives are full of modern conveniences that save time, we rarely regard them as 
creating a time break—since I saved 30 minutes by calling for pizza instead of cooking, 
I’ll relax for 30 minutes—but as something that enables us to get on to the next task or 
creates a new set of demands. For example, a family that buys an extra car often finds 
that they all spend as much time in a car as before, since they feel able to run more 
errands in the same amount of time. 

Even leisure creates time demands, particularly leisure that involves technology. 
Robinson and Godbey, in their seminal Americans’ Use of Time survey, found that while 
leisure time actually increased overall between 1965 and 1995 (decreased for women, 
increased for men), time spent watching television filled the gap that was created. And 
today, with more channel choices than ever before, even television viewing can seem as 
though there’s more to watch than one has time to watch. Viewers habitually 
underestimate the time spent watching television, so they literally often do not know 
where the time went. Studies since then of Internet use and television show that while 
many people decrease television use in favor of the Internet, their Internet use takes up 
more time overall. 

Family obligations can be made even more demanding by the increase in programmed 
activities for children, many of which require transportation. Additionally, many Baby 
Boomers are in the “sandwich generation,” taking care of their children and assisting 
their own parents with various life activities. According to the most recent census, there 
are 4 million homes with at least three generations living together. The most common 
arrangement – grandparents, parents and children – increased in the 1990s at twice the 
rate of the overall population. Some of the increase was due to economic factors, with 
two households combining to save money, but a growing number are to provide support 
for older adults. 

Even children and teens participate in more extracurricular and other programmed 
activities, so they feel increasingly busy and pressed for time, as do the parents who 
take them to all those activities. In a 2000 Roper report, one quarter of youth between 6 
and 17 said that they don’t have enough free time. For teenagers, it’s even worse; a 
TRU survey found that the most prevalent complaint teens had about their lives was that 
they felt pressured for time. Whether it’s cause (harder to get a team together) or effect 
(a need for unprogrammed time), individual sports participation is rising faster than team 
sports. (Basketball lies somewhere in the middle, since two can still play a competitive 
game.) 

Even for teens who don’t have summer jobs, there’s little time for goofing off, whether 
they’re occupied by enrichment programs and experiences intended to give an edge 
during college admissions or simply programs to keep the teens out of harm’s way while 
their parents are at work. Summer camps are becoming more heavily programmed and 
more specialized; instead of hanging around by the lake, campers participate in 
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Ask Yourself… 

� Do we provide volunteer opportunities for 
those with varying or very short time 
available? 

� Does our programming include awareness of 
stress and both physical and spirit-mind-body 
ways to respond to stress? 

� Do we visibly treat member and volunteer 
time as valuable? 

� Do we position ourselves as a better time 
investment than television and other passive 
forms of entertainment? 

� Do we do what we can to reduce staff time 
pressure and stress? 

� How does our YMCA make our members 
feel good about themselves? How do we 
show that we care about cleanliness, service 
and other elements of the member and 
volunteer experience? 

� While providing pleasant surroundings, do 
we distinguish ourselves as a mission-based 
charity, not a health club? 

� Do we promote physical activity as 
something that helps people feel good, not 
just something that’s good for you? 

economics courses, fencing, rocketry, musical theater, web design or other challenging 
programs. 

In 75 metro areas studied in 1982, total rush hour time (the number of hours during 
which roads were so congested that traffic slowed) lasted approximately 4.5 hours. 
Twenty years later, the figure almost doubled to eight hours. Los Angeles led with 10.8 
congested hours, and even Anchorage, Alaska, had congested traffic 1.4 hours daily. 

While Baby Boomers are driving the market for cosmetic surgery that reduce the signs of 
aging, MTV’s reality television show, I Wanna Have a Famous Face, features teens 
undergoing cosmetic surgery in 
order to look like celebrities and 
other shows such as Extreme 
Makeover and The Swan 
feature participants in their 20s, 
30s, and 40s. In a fast-paced 
world, people often feel that 
first impressions, which are 
mostly visual, are even more 
important, as there’s less time 
to get to know people, or even 
decide to get to know them. 

We’re working more than 
ever—or at least it feels like it—
and we’re consuming more 
than ever. Sometimes it seems 
as though the adage “you are 
what you eat” doesn’t go far 
enough and it should be 
phrased, “you are what you 
consume.” While actually 
buying the best of everything 
would be impossible for most, 
the “near-luxury” market is 
strong, as is the market that at 
least has a name that suggests 
luxury. If you can’t afford to go 
to the world-famous restaurant, 
you can at least buy the 
restaurant’s canned soup or 
frozen dinners, and if you can’t 
afford gold jewelry from a 
prestigious name, you might be 
able to afford one of their 
sterling silver pieces. Nearly 
every food has its premium 
counterpart, such as microbrew 
beers, extra-rich ice creams, specially imported coffees and teas, designer water, and so 
on, and most of these premium or luxury food items are available in almost any grocery 
store, even the chains not typically associated with luxury and premiums. 
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In the economic downturn of 1991, 44% of Americans said they had or will cut down on 
luxuries to cope with high prices. In 1975, 62% gave the same answer, but in 2001, only 
33% planned to cut back on luxuries. Many consumers consider that they deserve 
luxuries, and so to cut back on such purchases can affect not only lifestyle but also self-
image. 

For most people, this isn’t driven as much by the belief that the luxury labels are that 
much better, but by the sense that it creates of doing something nice for oneself or 
giving oneself a long-deserved reward. Additionally, in a time of high depersonalization 
and mistrust, many people decide, “If I don’t do something for myself, nobody will.” 

Self-indulgence is also a frequent, if unconscious response to stress, particularly stress 
over things more or less out of one’s control. A trip to a spa or a deluxe restaurant (or 
even chowing down on boutique-brand gourmet chocolates rather than something you 
can pick up in the grocery check-out line) or driving a car that does more than meet 
one’s basic transportation needs can promote at least a temporary sense of well-being. 

Several major and thriving companies are distinguishing themselves from the 
competition not by price or product quality, but by service, a form of luxury in an 
increasingly isolated and depersonalized world. For at least that moment, a customer 
feels that somebody is doing something for them. British Airways pulled itself out of a 
tailspin that nearly destroyed the company by finding out what mattered most to airline 
passengers. The answer? After safety, friendliness was the most important criterion, far 
outranking food, quick check-in or other factors. So to establish themselves as a luxury 
flight option, they first trained staff in customer satisfaction techniques and set up 
procedures that let front-line employees make decisions that would affect interactions 
with customers. It wasn’t until that had taken firm root that they added the extras: 
footrests, seats that become flat beds, and expanded menus. The retailer Nordstrom is 
known for going to almost any lengths to provide individualized customer service. 

As social isolation, fears of external dangers, entertainment technology and work-at-
home schedules result in more leisure time spent in the house, people are making them 
as comfortable and attractive as possible. Of course, another factor is the growth of 
second homes; between 1980 and 2000, the number of second homes doubled to 3.6 
million. 

Even organizations not in the luxury business can build loyalty by providing a sense of 
“doing something nice for myself” or of being fussed over by attentive people, creating 
the same satisfaction that comes from a material luxury. 

Spirituality 
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Why is this Information 
Important? 

� Spirituality in the United States is 
increasingly diverse and pluralistic. 

� The growing interest in spirituality 
should lead to more and higher 
levels of interest in YMCA 
programming, though the growing 
plurality and diversity will call for 
varied approaches. 

� Contemporary spirituality and 
plurality can create conflict as well 
as lead to reconciliation. 

� Medicine and psychology are 
continually learning more about the 
connections between spirit, mind 
and body. 

The United States stands alone in the industrialized world in the extent to which citizens 
consider religion to be important. In a 2002 Pew study, 59% of American adults said that 
they consider religion to be “very important” in their lives, a rate much closer to those in 
the developing world than the industrialized world. In Great Britain and Canada, two 
countries where outlooks are usually somewhat similar to the US, the percentages were 
33 and 30, respectively, and even 
lower in most other industrialized 
European and Asian countries. 88% of 
the U.S. respondents reported some 
religious affiliation and 84% of the 
national sample agreed somewhat or 
agreed strongly that religion was very 
important in their lives. Fewer still were 
actually members: 58% of the national 
sample were members of a local 
church, synagogue or other religious or 
spiritual community. This doesn’t mean 
that they don’t participate in some form 
of worship or spiritual development; in 
a study conducted in early 2003, 
during any given month, more 
Christians use Christian media (radio, 
television, books) than attend church, 
141 million to 132 million. 

The divide between spirituality and 
religion has grown dramatically during 
the same time. According to the 
General Social Survey (GSS), between 
1974 and 1991, the number of people 
who said they had no religion did not 
change significantly, but between 1991 
and 2000, it grew by more than 15 
million, from 7% to 14% of the total adult population. However, among those adults who 
say they have no formal religion, the percentage of those who say, “I know God really 
exists and I have no doubts about it” more than doubled, from 13% to 29%. In a 1999 
survey of business executives, 30% reported favorable opinions of both spirituality and 
religion but 60% reported favorable opinions of spirituality and unfavorable opinions of 
religion. 

The United States remains, as noted above, one of the most religious and Christian 
nations in the developed world. Approximately 75% of the adult population describes 
themselves and their outlook as either very or somewhat religious, compared to 16% 
answering that they consider themselves very or somewhat secular. While between 
1990 and 2001, the percentage of those identifying themselves as Christian dropped 
from 86% to 77%, this still represents three in four of all Americans. Another 2001 
survey found that one-third of all Hispanics, and half of all blacks and whites consider 
themselves to be “absolutely committed” to Christianity, though typically fewer than half 
of each group consider their faith’s moral truths to be absolute. 

This also coincides with a time of strong growth in typically conservative denominations. 
A 2000 study found that conservative Christian churches are the fastest growing in the 
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Ask Yourself… 

� Does our YMCA have a position 
on questions about the role of 
Christianity in the YMCA 
movement and in our individual 
association and are staff and 
volunteers prepared to articulate 
that position? Is the “C” in YMCA 
seen as a force for inclusion or for 
exclusion? 

� How can we make all our 
programming and services 
promote spirit-mind-body? Do we 
compartmentalize them or 
integrate them? 

� Do people of all faiths feel 
welcome at the YMCA and that 
YMCA involvement enhances their 
spiritual well-being? 

United States, some growing almost 20% since 1990, in a period when other faiths were 
losing adherents. However, Quakerism, strongly associated with liberal and pacifistic 
social views, more than tripled between 1990 and 2001, from 67 thousand to 217, and 
Wicca (earth-based witchcraft), also strongly associated with liberal social and political 
views, grew more than sixteen-fold, from 8,000 to 134,000. 

Both attendance at religious services and self-identification as a member of a 
congregation have declined sharply over the past decade. Almost 40% of people who 
identify themselves as being of a particular religion are not members of a congregation, 
as mentioned above, nor are any 
members of their households. Many 
scholars suggest that this is because 
religion is becoming more of a private 
and highly individualized and 
autonomous part of spiritual life and less 
a function formed around participation in 
worship with a congregation. This ties 
into another societal trend, that of 
increased social isolation and decline in 
the sense of being part of a physical, in-
person community. Additionally, 
approximately 16% of the adult 
population identifies with a religion into 
which they were not born, and among 
couples, 22% come from mixed-faith 
marriages, again an indication of 
autonomy over community. 

Study after study confirms the 
connection among spirit, mind and body. 
While many of these studies have so 
many variables that all cannot be 
corrected for or other inherently 
unquantifiable aspects (e.g., how does 
one successfully define all the many 
aspects of a “positive attitude” or 
separate social from spiritual elements in 
group worship?), some studies are more 
definitive. For example, a 2003 study of meditation found significant difference in brain 
activity and immune function after a program in “mindfulness meditation” that indicates 
that meditation indeed has a positive and measurable physical as well as psychological 
effect on humans. 

Almost half of all Americans have attempted some form of faith healing or prayer, 
according to a 2001 American Demographics survey. By contrast, one in three have 
attempted chiropractic or massage therapy and one in four have tried herbal or vitamin 
therapy. 

Research continues to show that meditation has measurable positive effects on physical 
health; studies have found particular benefits in cardiovascular health and in pain 
reduction. 
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Why is this Information 
Important? 

� In an age where people have far 
less trust in institutions, YMCAs can 
be community and nationwide 
models of trustworthiness through 
carrying out the core values in all 
areas of operations. 

� Trustworthiness is rarely assumed 
as a default state—it must be 
earned. 

� Communities today face 
considerable pressure from time 
crunch, social isolation, technology 
and lack of trust. 

� Community doesn’t necessarily 
require a physical space. 

� YMCAs are built on social adhesion 
rather than social isolation. 

� Many people would get more deeply 
involved with their community and 
with organizations if they were 
asked. 

The Georgia Institute of Technology recently created a “meditation chamber” which 
provides a 15-minute virtual reality program, instructions for muscle-relaxing exercises, 
and monitors for bodily functions including respiration, pulse and perspiration, to provide 
biofeedback. Meditation in a box! Whether this has the same physiological effect 
remains to be seen. 

Belief in the paranormal (ghosts, current contact with extraterrestrial life, channeling, 
etc.) continues to grow. Many scholars suggest that these beliefs become more popular 
during times of anxiety—if that is the case, then we can well expect this trend to 
continue. The increasing complexity and unpredictability of science and technology, as 
well, may be contributing to this growth. 

Trust, Social Isolation and Communities 
Trust in institutions and individuals has suffered in the past years in nearly every sector: 
big business, academia, nonprofits and religious institutions. When the nation mourned 
the death of Mister Rogers, most 
commentators noted that his personal 
behavior was consistent with his public 
persona. Many of them commented on 
this with a tone of surprise, as though 
this was far from normal. 

While of course the businesses whose 
books are checked and reveal no 
pattern of deception don’t make 
headlines, it seems as though just 
about every big business which is 
investigated has fabricated or 
manipulated its figures to show profits 
where there were none, and stories of 
greedy executives hiding the truth fill 
the news daily. 

Religion and nonprofit institutions, from 
which one expects a higher code of 
conduct, have also suffered declines in 
public esteem. The Catholic Church 
has been subject to a series of 
scandals about sexual abuse by 
priests and subsequent high-level 
cover-ups. Local and national high-
profile charities have also been 
accused of deceiving the public about 
finances and practices. In the world of 
the mind and academia, noted 
historians and other scholars have 
been accused of plagiarism. 

Youth workers have been particularly 
hard-hit by this in their operations. 
Formerly ordinary practices such as 
shutting a door to let an upset teen spill out his or her troubles to a teacher or counselor 
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in privacy or giving a child a hug have become so risky that many organizations do not 
allow them. 

A 2003 Maritz poll found that one-third of American workers disagreed or strongly 
disagreed with the statement that “senior management’s actions are completely 
consistent with their words.” Only 55% agreed or strongly agreed. These results look 
even worse compared to the 2002 survey, when 22% disagreed that management was 
consistent and 71% agreed. In a 2002 survey of likely voters, more than six in ten 
respondents said that deliberately misleading or fraudulent financial reporting is 
commonplace, and in another, 71% of likely voters are “very angry” about CEOs 
receiving large compensation packages while their companies were losing stock value. 

The current emphasis on branding is partially driven by a lack of trust. Even if a brand-
name product or service is virtually indistinguishable from a lower-priced one, it’s the 
trust in the brand that makes the consumer willing to pay a premium for that particular 
product. There are other factors, such as the lack of time to read the label or comparison 
shop as well as the sense of greater luxury associated with a brand, but trust is a major 
issue. 

Arguably, the increase in lawsuits, particularly against businesses and government, is 
partially caused by eroding trust; somebody who experiences a minor injury or loss is 
more likely than they were a few decades ago to assume that it was due to negligence 
or lack of caring, rather than thinking “they’re human, humans make mistakes,” “maybe I 
used it wrong,” or simply “accidents and bad luck happen.” 

However, people still look for trustworthy institutions. Among the companies that appear 
on the major “best place to work” or “most admired” lists, the ratio of applicants to 
openings is typically in the triple digits and some companies have ratios in the 
thousands. Some of this is due to the company’s typically competitive salaries and fiscal 
stability, but a lot of it is because people feel that they can trust these companies as 
employers. 

It’s not surprising, in this climate, that trust in individuals is declining, too. The National 
Opinion Research Center (NORC) found that when asked whether most people can be 
trusted, in 1964, 53% agreed, 49% in 1971, 44% in 1980, 39% in 1991 and 35% in 1992. 

Increasing social isolation and lack of time feed upon a lack of trust. If the bank president 
isn’t somebody you run into at the YMCA, church, Rotary Club or PTA, you’re less likely 
to trust her than if you knew of common interests and activities and felt part of the same 
group. 

More people live on their own than ever before; fewer people are members of affiliation 
organizations and congregations; and lifestyles support staying at home more than they 
involve being out in one’s neighborhood. Socializing or working with neighbors is difficult 
to manage when even scheduling time with one’s family calls for advanced mathematics 
and strategic skills. We certainly spend less time interacting in our physical communities, 
and for many, this has resulted in a sense of social isolation. 

Connection with a neighborhood has often been replaced with bonds built at the 
workplace or online. As work hours become longer and many people work second jobs, 
the workplace is in many ways replacing the neighborhood as the central place to make 
friends and interact with others. About 12% of Americans say that they met their spouse 
at work and about 20% of 35 to 44-year-olds, according to a Maritz poll. (Probably the 
reason younger workers don’t report a higher rate is that they are less likely to be 
married younger than 35.) 
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Ask Yourself… 

� How does our YMCA promote community 
building and building friendships as part of 
programs and activities? 

� Do all our communications have a 
distinctive YMCA voice that makes them 
seem personal? 

� How can we promote the attractiveness of 
involvement as opposed to staying home? 
Do we consider the television and home 
exercise equipment as rivals for members’ 
time and involvement and build our 
responses accordingly? 

� Do we make our operations and finances 
as transparent as possible? 

� How do we assess and report program 
outcomes? 

� How often do we evaluate our financial 
systems for the possibility of misuse, and 
how do we act to close any potentially 
exploitable gaps? 

� Are we perceived as an organization that 
says what it means and does what it says? 

� How do we show our constituents that we 
are trustworthy caretakers of their 
children? 

One interesting factor: while telecommuting is still an option at many companies, and 
some in high-rent areas request it, demand by workers has not grown nearly as much as 
many employers expected. While we all grumble about meetings, it seems that there’s 
something about interacting face to face with colleagues that can’t be replaced by 
technology. Even some workplace connections, though, are threatened as more people 
become entrepreneurs, working for themselves and often by themselves, and people 
don’t stay as long at one job. 

Technology does make it possible to strengthen or keep up with existing social bonds in 
a shorter period of time (one can call a friend while on the bus or send email late at 
night), but it also makes it possible for people to have a social circle almost exclusively 
made of people like themselves. 

While certainly living with others 
does not necessarily mean 
companionship any more than 
living alone means isolation, the 
percentage of persons living 
alone has risen steadily over the 
past decades. In 1950, according 
to the Census Bureau, one in 
eleven households consisted of a 
person living alone, in 1970, one 
in six, and in 2000, one in four. A 
good deal of this is by choice: A 
2002 survey asking about best 
friends found that while three out 
of four adults would gladly lend 
their best friend $1,000, and over 
70% said that they would risk 
their lives for their best friend, 
only 56% said that they would 
live with their friend. 

In a survey taken after the 
terrorist attacks of 9/11, 42% of 
adults said they planned to 
become more involved in their 
communities as a result, but in a 
follow-up survey in June 2002, 
only 20% said that they had done 
so. 

Eighty-eight percent of the US 
respondents reported some 
religious affiliation and 84% 
agreed somewhat or agreed 
strongly that religion was very 
important in their lives. Lower 
levels of respondents were 
actually members: 58% of a 
national sample were members 
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of a local church, synagogue or other religious or spiritual community, and of those, 
fewer still attend services. 

Sixty percent of the world’s population will live in cities by 2030 and most of this growth 
will take place in developing countries. By 2015, there will be five “megacities,” cities 
with populations of 20 million or more, and only one of those, Tokyo, will be in a 
developed-industrialized country. The others will be Mumbai (Bombay), India; Lagos, 
Nigeria; Dhaka, Bangladesh; and Sao Paolo, Brazil, all countries that many Americans 
wouldn’t be able to find on an unlabeled map. Urban growth is no stranger to the United 
States, of course. Residential sprawl continues in most parts of the country, and the 
effects are magnified by the tendency for new houses to be bigger than older ones, 
though actual lot size varies by region. 

Rural growth has reversed the trend in the 1980s of shrinking rural populations; fewer 
rural inhabitants are leaving and more urban and suburban residents are moving to non-
metropolitan areas (places without a center of a city with 50,000 or more people). Almost 
three out of four rural counties gained population between 1990 and 2000, compared to 
less than half between 1980 and 1990. During those years, rural areas lost almost 1.5 
million people, but between 1990 and 2000, they gained 3.5 million. Many of these new 
rural residents are attracted by the sense of space and solitude, almost a deliberate 
avoidance of physical community, except when they go to seek it out. 

Some of the problems previously thought to be urban have moved into the suburbs, 
particularly homelessness, and others, such as substance abuse, are growing in rural 
areas. Even if crime rarely happens in certain areas, “if it bleeds it leads” media 
coverage of crime creates a sense of its nearness. Similarly, while people in rural areas 
are less afraid of being direct targets of terrorist attack than those in large cities, the 
sense that it could happen anywhere in this country creates additional fears. 

Concepts of place, which dominated most thinking about community throughout the 
ages, have crumpled. People don’t have to be physically near friends to communicate 
daily, at little expense. Cell phones allow them to converse from nearly any location, and 
email and other web communication tools not only eliminate location differences but time 
zones and other synchronization matters. 

Robert Putnam made it famous, but the concept of social capital and its decline has 
been around since 1916. Social capital is a term used to designate networks of 
interconnectedness and affiliation, such as membership in a church or other 
organization, sense of community, a sense of shared norms, mutual interdependency, 
and so on. Putnam argues that social capital is in decline, symbolized by the decline of 
bowling leagues and the growth in the number of people bowling alone (the title of his 
landmark essay and later of his book). Some agree with his contentions, but others claim 
that social capital is as healthy as it has always been and that the measures Putnam 
uses for involvement, particularly membership organizations, are outdated, that formal 
involvement in some types of activities is declining. However, informal social capital, 
created in venues such as support groups, pickup basketball games and book clubs, is 
doing just fine. 

At the same time, we understand more of the importance of community aspects of social 
and economic health, as well as the necessity for communities to include all its 
components—schools, families, business, charities, government—to address community 
problems. Several cities have mobilized around unifying models such as developmental 
assets or character development and are creating a working partnership among all the 
different parts of a community. 
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Why is this Information 
Important? 

� YMCAs will need to prove that they 
provide a high return on 
investments of time and donations 
and that the YMCA is a real asset in 
the community. 

� The need for social services is rising 
while money to fund those services 
is hard to come by. 

� There will be increased competition 
for contributed support from all 
sources. Organizations that 
engender trust, use resources 
effectively, and report the results will 
have a better chance. 

� States will be directing increasing 
amounts to the prison system and 
want to find viable alternative 
sentencing and recidivism-reduction 
programs. 

Researchers keep coming up with different conclusions about how the Internet is 
affecting individual sense of community. Most agree that people devote spare time to the 
Internet that might otherwise have been spent with others in a physical space. But 
whether that time actually would have been spent with friends or acquaintances or not, 
and whether online interactions (chat rooms, email, discussion groups, instant 
messaging) are as emotionally and socially beneficial as face-to-face interactions is still 
wide open for debate. Studies go both ways and each set of findings seems to have 
some flaw or to exclude a significant population or activity. What is clear is that online 
communities play an important role in many peoples’ daily lives. 

Geographic mobility is rising—people are less likely to stay in a physical community than 
before. In a given year, approximately 16% of the population moves, though half of the 
moves are to another location within the same county, usually as a housing upgrade or 
empty nest. Part of the increase is because people are increasingly less likely to stay 
settled in one occupation, let alone one job, for more than a few years. Of course, this 
discourages developing lasting bonds with a new community, which in turn, makes it 
easier to uproot and move to the next job. High geographic mobility has also been 
correlated with more academic and social problems among children. 

Both Generation X and Generation Y are interested in serving their communities, but on 
their terms. In a 1987 Gallup poll asking about voluntary national service opportunities 
for young adults, 86% of Gen X, the 
highest approval rating of any 
demographic group, approved of the idea. 
However, they were the least likely to 
approve of compulsory service, with 38% 
thinking it a good idea, compared to almost 
60% of Baby Boomers and more than two 
thirds of the World War Two generation. 

Recession, Resources 
and ROI 
While the US still has a lot of people in 
good financial shape, most of them were in 
better shape a couple of years ago. In 
2001, the median household income 
(inflation adjusted), shrank for the first time 
since 1991. That, combined with the 
psychological impact of the bursting of the 
dotcom bubble, the 9/11 attacks, 
revelations of corporate fraud, war, and 
widespread layoffs, has made nearly every 
household, even well-to-do ones, nervous 
about their financial status. Even people 
who are well off are likely to feel some 
economic insecurity. 

Even in 1835, de Tocqueville noted that 
the United States excelled in “the art of 
association,” forming associations for 
everything from entertainment to 
addressing the serious social, political, and 
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Ask Yourself… 

� Does our fundraising material show that 
YMCA membership, volunteering, and 
donations to the YMCA are a good 
investment in one’s health and one’s 
community? Do we regularly assess and 
publicize our effectiveness? 

� Are we visibly increasing efficiencies in our 
spending, particularly of contributed income? 
Are we perceived as good stewards? 

� Do we build a sense of co-ownership with 
members, staff, volunteers and funders? 

� Does everybody in our community know 
about financial assistance for YMCA 
membership and program participation? 

� Do we have plans set for the possible loss of 
funding from one of our major sources? For a 
general decline in contributed income? 

� Are there possibilities for our YMCA to 
support alternative sentencing programs or 
to provide services to prevent recidivism? 

economic issues of the day. The same holds today, but in the association sector, the 
supply of resources is generally outstripped by all the demands. In times of economic 
troubles, of course, the supply grows smaller as the demand becomes stronger, as food 
banks, shelters, and other organizations serving low-income populations know all too 
well. 

While, according to a 2002 poll, 80% of Americans (even higher among Hispanics and 
African Americans) believe that they are the same better off financially than their own 
parents, only 65% believe the next generation will be the same or better off than they. 

Somebody looking for societal problems to solve needn’t look very hard. Crime; 
entrenched poverty; racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic inequalities and tensions; disease 
and disability; the environment; energy sources; substance abuse; the increasing prison 
population; and many other 
pressing problems are apparent 
just to those who look 
domestically, and these and 
myriad others present 
themselves to a global view. 

Most grant-making 
organizations, like social 
service agencies, are feeling a 
double pinch—fewer dollars 
and more requests. Many 
foundations saw their 
endowments’ value decline 
dramatically (in 2001, 
foundation endowments lost a 
median 10% of their value and 
nine of the ten top foundations, 
just in the first quarter of 2002, 
lost a collective $8.3 billion) and 
the founders, who saw the 
same thing happen to their 
personal stock portfolios, were 
not in a position to make up the 
shortfall. Some high-profile 
foundations, such as the 
Packard Foundation (which lost 
65% of its market value in one 
year), have even gone through 
layoffs, something rare indeed 
among foundations. 

Grant-making organizations, 
then, are facing questions that few had to face before. Historical or new grantees? 
Exploratory or proven programs? Infrastructure or expansion? During good economic 
times, many foundations could choose both, but now the picture is very different. 

State governments are seeing budget deficits for 2003 of around $85 billion total. In 
particular, states are spending huge and growing sums on the prison system. Nearly 6.6 
million people were on probation, in jail or prison, or on parole at yearend 2001—3.1% of 
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all US adult residents or one in every 32 adults. Of these, approximately 1.5 million were 
actually in jail or prison. While any family is put under a strain by having a member in 
prison, the growing number of women in prison—women are the fastest growing 
population in prison—means particular stress on families where the mother is 
imprisoned, especially if she is a single mother. Approximately two million children have 
a parent in prison and estimates are that over 10 million children have had a parent in 
jail at some point during their childhoods. 

Prisons are also incubation grounds for deadly infectious diseases, including HIV/AIDS, 
hepatitis C and tuberculosis. The HIV rate in prison is approximately 10 times that of the 
general population and one study of Illinois prisons found the new infection rate is 0.3% 
(three in every thousand) in jail while the statewide infection rate is one-tenth of that. 
One estimate puts the hepatitis C infection rate in prisons at 40%, compared to less than 
2% in the general population. The tuberculosis rate of infection is one in four persons in 
prison, compared to one in 10,000 in the general population. With an approximate half 
million inmates released each year, the possible public health consequences are 
staggering. 

The timing of corporate scandals is unfortunate for nonprofits—many of the disgraced 
companies which might have declared unbounded caring for charity and tried to donate 
their way back to grace simply don’t have the funds. However, cause-related marketing 
may benefit when the economy recovers, particularly as one of the most desirable 
demographics, Generation Y, has a tendency to consider a company’s social impact 
when making a purchasing decision. But given Generation Y’s marketing savvy, 
companies that use philanthropy as relatively cheap self-promotion may find this 
ineffective. Additionally, if cause-related marketing and philanthropy become a 
bandwagon, companies will have to demonstrate commitment to philanthropy, rather 
than handing over a check and showing up for a photo op and interview. 

Not surprisingly in light of the gap between supply and demand, funders and volunteers 
are asking for proof that their donations are being used in the best and most effective 
manner. It’s not just the supply/demand discrepancy driving this—after the light-
headedness of the dotcom bubble, the pendulum swung back to stern attention to return 
on investment. 

As quality evaluation and improvement spread in the for-profit sector, it grew in the 
nonprofit sector as well. The economic boom of the late 1990s, with a good deal of new 
investment in the nonprofit sector, also brought with it a new emphasis on organizational 
effectiveness and performance assessment, including the concept of social 
entrepreneurship. Professional organizations supporting individual or organizational 
effectiveness and quality increased, as did their enrollment. Program and operations 
evaluation became standard expectations for grant recipients. 

While this presented challenges, particularly for programs where it was impossible to set 
up a control group and difficult to quantify many of the desired results, nonprofits did find 
ways to create feasible evaluation methods. The asset development model provided a 
way to determine the impact of youth development programs. Benchmarking spread as 
a way to evaluate operations standard to many nonprofits or subgroups in the nonprofit 
sector. 

Aside from being valuable in its own right, this focus on proving impact came in 
particularly useful during the time of scandals, since it easily enabled the honest and 
effective organizations to demonstrate that they remained good stewards. 
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Why is this Information 
Important? 

� Collaborations are an important way 
to maximize resources and produce 
greater results. 

� Many projects that are too ambitious 
or expensive for one organization to 
handle alone are feasible for 
collaborating organizations. 

� Many funders give preference to 
projects that involve collaborations. 

� Collaborations encourage cross-
organization exchange of 
information and best practices. 

� Collaboration skills—flexibility, 
communication, fostering 
relationships—will be core 
competencies for most 
organizations. 

Collaborations 
Even in the stronger economic years, collaborations increased greatly in scope as well 
as in number among all participants in the nonprofit sector. The seeds were already 
planted and growing when tougher 
economic times came along and made the 
case for collaborations still more compelling. 
With tightened budgets, state and local 
governments wanted to maximize the impact 
of their spending, so they became even 
more open to collaborations on offering 
services, maintaining facilities, and so on. 
The IRS continues to look askance at 
collaborations between nonprofits and for-
profits, but nonprofits should have no 
problems finding other nonprofits as 
prospective partners. 

The public lack of trust in organizations is 
another factor driving this growth—it’s 
harder to imagine that multiple organizations 
are committing malfeasance than to imagine 
that one or two independently operating bad 
seeds are. 

Part of the emphasis on nonprofit 
collaborations also stems from the growing 
emphasis on proving effectiveness. 
Collaborations promise—and for the most 
part deliver—less overlap among nonprofits, 
cross-fertilization of creativity and innovation 
among the collaborating organizations, more 
effective deployment of resources, and more 
comprehensive solutions to community 
problems than disparate agencies with disparate strategies and services. 

One example might be the recent collaboration boom in the nonprofit home ownership 
down payment assistance sector. (These are organizations that give down payments for 
a home to individuals or families otherwise unable to afford it.) Some of these 
organizations collaborate with local lending institutions to create a more extensive 
funding pool, some formed a lobbying group when HUD called for an end to the practice 
(not only was this proposal not acted upon, but President Bush also proposed creating a 
federal program for the same purpose), and others commissioned studies on the 
effectiveness of these programs and disseminated their findings to similar organizations. 
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Ask Yourself… 

� Do we know all the other potential 
nonprofit collaborators in our 
community and are they aware of 
our YMCA? Are we perceived as a 
potential partner or as a stand-
alone? 

� Have we built relationships with 
other nonprofits that can develop 
into collaborations? 

� Do we actively avoid duplications of 
effort through our collaborations with 
other nonprofits? 

� Do we develop collaboration skills in 
our staff and volunteers? 

� Is our board active in promoting our 
YMCA to other nonprofits as a 
potential collaborative partner? 

Local governments became central to many nonprofit collaborations as a corresponding 
search for increasing government efficiencies led to more semi-privatization of services, 
particularly community programs and recreation. The government belt-tightening 
increased this, since local governments were eager to provide recreation, youth 
development and health programming without up-front and ongoing investments in staff 
and facilities. YMCAs with a history 
of reliability and efficiency became 
ideal partners. As small nonprofit 
collaborations succeeded and 
became increasingly common, that 
fueled the development of larger-
scale and more ambitious 
collaborations; now, it’s rare for any 
new YMCA facility to be constructed 
without some kind of collaboration, 
particularly with local governments or 
hospitals and often as ambitious as 
entirely shared facilities. 

Health collaborations are growing 
quickly. Aside from the improved 
efficiencies, an increased 
understanding of the holistic nature 
of wellness needs has encouraged 
collaborations. YMCAs and nonprofit 
hospitals, in particular, have 
complementary needs. For example, 
the specialized facilities and staff in 
hospitals are ideal for the more 
intensive and complex aspects of 
physical or cardiac rehabilitation, but 
for the later or maintenance stages, a 
YMCA’s equipment is perfectly 
suitable, the attending staff may not 
need to have specialized hospital training, and the social aspects of membership help 
physical recovery. Such collaboration thus provides services to the individuals, members 
to the YMCA, and lessens crowding and scheduling problems in hospital rehabilitation 
facilities. 

A Nonprofit Sector Research Fund 2000 survey of rural organizations that had been 
involved in collaborations found similar results in terms of leadership. Strong and visibly 
committed leadership was vital, as were developing interpersonal connections and 
relationships among staff and volunteers. Other critical success factors include multiple 
forms of communication to keep all stakeholders informed, face-to-face communications 
between staff and volunteers, building trust and understanding, flexibility and 
adaptability, both during the outset and the rest of the collaboration’s lifecycle, and some 
kind of early and tangible evidence that the collaboration is working. Some challenges 
were more easily handled by rural organizations, such as building interpersonal 
connections, while others were typical of the challenges rural organizations face, such 
as geographically dispersed populations and difficulty recruiting staff. 
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Why is this Information 
Important? 

� Even in the seemingly sleepiest 
communities, change presents 
threats and opportunities at a faster 
rate than ever before. 

� Members anticipate faster and 
faster responses. 

� The basic human needs that 
YMCAs meet are constants—it’s the 
methods that change. 

� YMCAs need to be perceived as up-
to-date but not fad followers. 

� It’s easy to get caught up in the 
latest buzzword when they’re 
coming by so quickly. 

Rate of Change 
The entrance sign to the 1933 World’s Fair in Chicago declared, “Science explores: 
Technology executes: Man conforms.” While we might want to contest this statement, 
we’d be hard pressed to refute it. 

While nobody is still certain about the recent impact of the Internet, let alone the future 
impact, it is by far the fastest-growing technology to date. It took radio 38 years to reach 
50 million listeners. It took television 13 years to reach an audience of 50 million. It took 
the Internet four years. With the incessant and rapid pace of science and technology, 
humanity is conforming faster than ever and the adaptation time between changes is 
slowing dramatically. From Pony Express to telegraph to widespread overnight delivery 
took decades, or arguably, as long as a century. Compare this to the relatively miniscule 
gap between widespread overnight 
delivery, faxes and widespread email. 

These technical responses are both 
effects of change and causes. Before 
FedEx, only a small, though vital, 
proportion of business documents 
needed to be sent overnight. Before 
faxes, almost nothing had to be sent 
(as opposed to communicated 
verbally) immediately. Before email 
and remote connectivity, almost 
nothing had to reach a person 
instantaneously wherever he or she 
might be. Because we can do things 
faster, we do. 

A process, such as sending photos of 
a grandchild, which might have taken a 
week just ten years ago might take ten 
minutes today. Even in 1993, it might 
have involved taking the picture, 
getting the film to the developer, 
getting the film back (possibly even 
retaking the picture if it didn’t come out 
right), putting the photo in an envelope, 
including a note, getting the letter to 
the post office, and the final arrival of the letter at the recipient’s house. Today, the steps 
are usually taking the picture with a digital camera (as many shots as you want until you 
get it just right) and emailing the image file. The slow way would be taking the picture 
with a camera that uses film and having it digitized at the corner store, adding, perhaps, 
an hour to the process. 

Entertainment is paced more quickly, in response to a shrinking attention span and to 
the ubiquity of the remote control—it’s so easy to change channels after even a fraction 
of a second. We also try to cram more into the same stretch of time. The idea of 
installing video screens in elevators to distract people from the length of time they spend 
simply moving and not working would have seemed ludicrous even twenty years ago; 
now, these video screens are commonplace, so that people don’t see elevator time as 
entirely wasted. 



75 

Ask Yourself… 

� Does our YMCA actively anticipate 
and prepare for likely changes, 
both short-term and long-term? Do 
we usually respond to changes 
after they occur or are we 
prepared for them ahead of time? 

� Does information flow quickly to 
everybody involved in making 
decisions at the YMCA or slowly, 
through only a few channels and 
only to a few people? 

� Before responding to a change, do 
we assess its likely duration and 
plan our response accordingly? 

� Is our planning flexible around 
factors that have a high likelihood 
of change but firmly based on 
constants? 

We’re also increasingly sensitive to time, not just pressed for it, as discussed earlier. 
GPS satellite signals have to be extremely sensitive in order to provide accurate 
readings. Positioning is so sensitive that just ten billionths of a second can make the 
difference between telling whether a piece of equipment is in one building or in the 
adjoining one. We’re increasingly measuring time in increments that have no real human 
meaning. 

Tiny increments of time are important in 
the financial world. With the rise of day 
trading, timing a sell or buy to the right 
minute, even, can make a significant 
difference in the profit or loss, not just to a 
professional trader, but also to somebody 
in an entirely different occupation taking a 
lunch break and checking her portfolio. It 
shouldn’t be long before, with still-faster 
transmission of information, seconds, not 
minutes, count for day traders, and 
thousandths of seconds for professional 
traders. Instinct has to become almost as 
important as information—there is little 
time to analyze or make a conscious 
prediction about a stock’s movement. No 
wonder, then, that trading causes stress, 
as more people are making more 
decisions faster with sometimes far less 
information. 

In 1980, the phrase “real time” appeared 
four times in the New York Times over the 
entire year. In 1990, it appeared 31 times, 
often in the quotation marks that indicate a 
neologism. By 2000, it appeared in every 
issue, often in several different contexts. 

Technology moving faster makes most 
people automatically move faster to adjust to it. Even in the 19th century, Thoreau 
noticed this, saying, “Do they [people] not talk and think somewhat faster in the [train] 
depot] than they did in the stage [stage coach] office?” 

Information moves faster, so decisions made from information are made faster. In 
theory, this means we could spend less time figuring out that there’s a problem and 
more time trying to solve it, but in practice this usually means that we solve (and create) 
more problems in a shorter period of time. The process of receiving news used to be in 
the morning and evening paper, with extra editions or even phone calls marking 
extraordinary events. Now, we can get breaking news from around the globe within 
minutes after the event happens. 

There’s also less time to recall a decision. Even ten years ago, if you wrote an 
injudicious letter, you might have time to grab it back before it went to the mailroom or to 
pause between printing it out and faxing it. Now, with email, there’s not even time to 
think of just how to apologize for unwise comments before the recipient gets the mail. 
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Why is this Information 
Important? 

� Technology is moving faster than 
ever before. 

� For many, particularly younger 
people, email and the web are 
default methods of communications. 
At the same time, there is still a 
significant proportion of the 
population that doesn’t have access 
to or doesn’t want to use them. 

� The ethical questions that 
advancing technology brings make 
character development more vital 
than ever. 

� Privacy is a major issue in 
technology. 

� The gap between the information-
rich and the information-poor is 
increasingly more of an economic 
and societal stumbling block. 

Today’s immigrants are as likely to come from one country to another by plane instead 
of by boat, a matter of 48 hours at a maximum, compared to the months that the slow 
sea trip across the Atlantic or Pacific could take. This means that cultures are subject to 
more frequent change through a widening diversity of influences. This geographic 
mobility has its biological drawbacks; in the past, SARS might never have left a small 
geographic region, but in the modern world, travelers spread it worldwide in a matter of 
days. 

The knowledge needed for many jobs changes so rapidly that even in a relatively low-
tech field, an employee’s knowledge may be completely outdated after five years, unless 
he or she has devoted time to learning about changes and new developments. 

Technology 
Technology has always been a transforming force in societies, economies and 
communities. In recent years, it has become infinitely more pervasive, infinitely more 
promising and infinitely more ominous. 

Every advance seems to bring troubling 
ethical questions in its wake. From the 
Industrial Revolution through the first half 
of the 20th century, the question was 
about whether or not to take advantage of 
technological advances to replace human 
workers with machines. By the time that 
question was moot, the next question was 
whether or not to take advantage of 
technological advances to outsource high-
paying knowledge jobs such as systems 
programming to nations where salaries are 
considerably lower. 

On the other hand, the vast majority of 
technology developments will fizzle out, 
something that those who watched the 
dotcom bubble or the anticlimax of Segway 
can easily understand. For a development 
to be commercially successful, it has to 
reach often-unpredictable standards of 
price, quality, usefulness and ease of use. 
If even one of those standards is not met, 
the hope for reaching a mass market is 
practically nonexistent and even reaching 
a specialized market will be uphill. 
Inventors developed plans and even 
prototypes for videophones during most of 
the 20th century, but when the first one 
emerged in 1960, it was too expensive and 
didn’t really provide huge benefits. Later, there were several phones that could transmit 
still pictures during a conversation, and that technology, too, was a relative commercial 
failure. However, the idea of mobile video communications is still around, as witnessed 
by the combined camera-cell phones, when all the elements came together. 
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Developments in genetics raise the strong possibility of prevention of or cures for many 
inherited conditions. Few object to this. Questions that we will face in the future, such as 
whether to allow genetic engineering to enhance normal mental and physical abilities or 
whether to abort a fetus that shows likelihood of developing an incurable genetic 
condition, are not easily answered. 

While human cloning and major genetic engineering are still some distance in the future, 
humans may soon be able to achieve much the same effect with pharmaceuticals. 
During the 1990s, “designer drugs” were supposed to make people smarter, faster, need 
less sleep, and otherwise maximize human performance, though they rarely had such 
effects. In the 2000s, medicine is getting much closer to these results, with greater 
understanding of the mechanisms of the human body, and it seems likely that within the 
next few years, we will know how to make drugs that can make people at least 
temporarily smarter or need less sleep. Questions of who, if anybody, should have 
access to these drugs, if and how their use should be regulated, and the social equity 
problems that they create are still heavily polarized, with neither side seeming to capture 
general public sentiment. 

These developments only highlight the need for developing character and developing 
ethics. The children who observe the actions today’s leaders take will be molded by the 
results of those actions, not just in themselves but in the solutions they develop for 
tomorrow’s questions. 

Today as nearly always, technological advances allow deeper understanding of 
medicine and biology, understandings that many find difficult to assimilate with religious 
beliefs. For example, scientists recently discovered that temporal lobe epilepsy causes a 
sensation nearly indistinguishable from a religious vision. For some, this could mean that 
religious experiences are actually due to a brain malfunction rather than the divine. For 
others, this means that some vision-like experiences are caused by temporal lobe 
epilepsy, while the genuine religious visions stem from a divine cause that happens to 
arouse the same type of brain activity. 

Technology drives or accelerates many other trends, largely because it is developed by 
people who are trying to respond to a trend. If people are spending more time at home, 
the market develops more home theater systems, which in turn keep people at home 
longer. 

Access to technology and technology education are vital for the workforce. Of the ten 
fastest-growing occupations for 2000 through 2010, eight are directly related to 
computer technology, such as systems administrators and database analysts. While 
access to technology (using regularly in school or having a computer at home) has risen 
among all income levels over the past years, low-income children still have less access 
than middle- or upper-class children. 

Privacy is a significant and controversial issue in the United States. Technology has 
entered just about every form of communication, so legal and illegal access to personal 
information is increasingly easier. Nobody could sort through all the USPS mail without 
being obvious; it’s quite possible to search through millions of emails for suspect 
phrases or patterns. It’s also possible to pull together more pieces more quickly; if a 
systems administrator finds a suspicious term in an email message, the admin can 
easily find out what websites that person has visited, who else he or she has mailed to 
or received mail from, and with a bit of additional work, a spending and employment 
history. All this could occur without the individual even knowing what the admin was 
doing. 
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Ask Yourself… 

� Do we use technology 
appropriately? Do we suffer from 
technophobia or from “shiny toy 
syndrome?” 

� Do we develop technology skills 
and comfort level in our staff and 
volunteers? 

� Does our technology use make our 
communications more or less 
personal? 

� If there is a have/have not 
technology gap in the community, 
what resources can we bring to 
address it? 

� Do we have policies about the 
privacy of membership data and 
make sure that the data is secure? 

According to a 2002 report from the Consumer Electronics Association, only 15% of 
Internet users said that they are very knowledgeable about electronic devices. 
Consumer behavior doesn’t change 
basic shopping habits: Most buyers 
rely on word of mouth to make 
decisions, asking friends, family and 
co-workers, believing that their social 
and work circles will give them honest 
advice. 

Entertainment technology will get more 
sophisticated in delivering advertising. 
Digital techniques allow for more 
customized product placements—a 
broadcast that shows a cereal on the 
kitchen counter in the original showing 
might show oatmeal during a winter 
rerun. Ads might be even more 
targeted with the advent of video on 
demand; a cruise line might buy air 
time for one ad, but in a zip code with a 
high proportion of older adults would 
feature one showing activities to 
appeal to that population, and in 
another with a high proportion of 
families with young children show 
different types of activities. Rental 
videos might include trailers for 
different titles, based on the population 
of the area near the store, or even by 
demographics of individual renters—to 
get a discount on videos, a customer might provide information on preferences and 
demographics, and be given a rental copy targeted to the market he or she falls in. 

Technology makes it easy to be rude. According to a 2002 survey, almost half of all 
Americans say they often see people talking excessively loudly on cell phones or 
otherwise being impolite with them, and almost 20% of Americans confess to 
perpetrating this rudeness. Email and web discussion groups make it easy to be rude 
and insulting, “flaming” other users, largely because one can hide behind an electronic 
identity and one doesn’t directly see the effect of one’s insults. Businesses aren’t 
exempt—spamming and tangled voice mail systems, which declare, “your call is 
important to us” while wasting callers’ time—are ways for organizations to be rude as 
well. 

Fears for Safety 
Disease, terrorism and crime are major safety concerns. Aside from persistent memories 
of 9/11, the fifth anniversary of the murders at Columbine High School is a reminder yet 
again of how possible it is to become the randomly chosen victim of a killer, despite the 
low likelihood. As the now over-shadowed Oklahoma City bombing also demonstrated, a 
single individual or small group need not possess significant financial or technological 
resources in order to kill in mass. 
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Why is this Information 
Important? 

� Safety is a prime consideration for 
staff, members and volunteers, not 
just at YMCA, but at program and 
event venues. 

� Crisis planning and contingency 
plans are mandatory for any 
organization. 

� People will avoid locations that don’t 
feel safe. 

� YMCAs will have to assure 
constituents that personal data they 
provide is kept confidential and 
secure. 

Similarly, while none of the diseases that might have turned into fast, widespread 
epidemics have, many health researchers warn us that conditions are ripe for new 
viruses or drug-resistant bacteria to emerge. Their warnings point out that should any of 
these combine the severity of Ebola, 
the latency of HIV/AIDS, and the 
quick mutations of influenza, such a 
disease could wipe out significant 
numbers of the world’s population. It 
would have a high fatality rate, 
remain hidden in infected people’s 
systems while it spreads, and be very 
difficult to develop a vaccine for. The 
likelihood of such features combining 
is difficult to predict—estimates range 
from almost inevitable to extremely 
unlikely—but that almost makes it 
more alarming. 

These fears relate to uncontrollable 
events and are unpredictable, factors 
that can cause the most paralyzing 
type of fear. 

Security devices and personnel, 
except for those intended to deter 
theft, have typically been low key, to 
avoid creating a sense of 
surveillance and potential insecurity. 
Some space and building designers 
are changing this, surmising that visible cameras and personnel will make people feel 
safer. In many cases, public architecture is being designed to incorporate more visible 
security features. 

Crime is equally headlined in news and in entertainment, which creates overestimates of 
its pervasiveness. The media isn’t the only cause: Placing pictures of missing children 
on milk cartons, which began in the 1980s, is a daily reminder that children are 
kidnapped, albeit in far smaller numbers than commonly estimated and far more 
frequently by a parent than by a stranger. 

The debate over privacy in the computer age has come to the forefront with issues 
related to the Patriot Act and Total Information Act, as well as identity theft, one of the 
fastest-growing crimes in the world. 

Personal privacy is a relatively new concept, rising about the time of the Industrial 
Revolution. People moved from rural areas, where everybody knew everybody, to urban 
areas, which were more anonymous. Housing away from one’s family became a norm 
rather than an exception, and spreading literacy and a postal service meant letters could 
be written from person to person with an expectation that they would remain unopened 
in between. Fewer families had servants constantly present. It’s quite possible that this 
new privacy concept will dissolve as security issues and the possibilities of near-
constant technical surveillance, online and in-person, are further realized. 

After 9/11, nearly every business and organization considered or reviewed their 
continuity and contingency plans for the possible loss of a facility, data or key 
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Ask Yourself… 

� Is our facility not only safe, but visibly 
safe? 

� Do we have the necessary emergency 
and contingency plans? 

� Are we involved in community safety 
planning? 

� Is our staff prepared for crises, but 
aware of the realistic risk of various 
threats? 

executives. While many businesses had these plans before 9/11, the events of that day 
and realization of total vulnerability made nearly every organization develop one. In the 
past, most disaster plans were 
focused on accidents or natural 
disaster, rather than terrorism, and 
except for a few specialized areas, 
didn’t even contemplate biological or 
germ warfare. 

While youth are more likely to 
perceive cell phones as just 
something you have or as a sign of 
growing adulthood, much like a car, 
many parents feel safer knowing 
their kids have them (something most 
parents might not say about a newly-
licensed teen). Many teens treat cell 
phones almost like watches, 
something always to be kept within 
reach. 

Health Concerns 
Nearly all of the most prevalent health conditions and a large proportion of illnesses in 
the United States stem from lifestyle factors. Obesity is more common than ever before 
in US history, a fact compounded by increasingly inactive lifestyles. These conditions 
lead to an increase in heart disease and diabetes and increase the risk of some types of 
cancers. 

Mental health manifests itself physically, as well. Some researchers estimate that 
between 70 and 90% of visits to general practitioners are stress-related. An estimated 
6% of men and 10% of women are undergo at least one episode of severe depression in 
any given year. (Most doctors believe that part of the gender discrepancy is biological 
but another part is under-diagnosis among men.) Whether or not depression is occurring 
at a higher rate, depression is being diagnosed—and treated with medication—with 
increasing frequency. While most hail this as vastly improving the quality of life for 
people with depression, others fear that people are turning to medication for problems 
that are not necessarily biochemical in origin and that pills are being dispensed for 
moods rather than for depression or that the depression can be treated equally or more 
effectively without pharmaceuticals. 

While AIDS drugs have improved considerably and can extend both lifespan and quality 
of life, there still is no cure available and many people still do not practice safe sex. The 
recent increase of syphilis infections after a decade of decline is one indication, since the 
risk behaviors are similar but syphilis has a much shorter incubation period than 
HIV/AIDS. AIDS is also becoming more prevalent in rural areas and in the South, where 
many communities are less prepared. 
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Why is this Information 
Important? 

� Obesity is a major threat to health 
and will contribute to rising health 
costs. 

� Many factors in today’s lifestyles 
contribute to overweight and 
obesity. 

� Inactivity is widespread and its 
health consequences are equally 
extensive. 

� YMCAs are extremely well 
positioned to reach the inactive. 

� Collaborations are excellent ways to 
reach people with different health 
needs. 

� An aging population will have 
different health and fitness needs 
and wishes. 

Currently, almost 50 million Americans are obese, according to the Body Mass Index 
(however, the BMI has some margin for error with certain physiques—a very muscular 
person who actually has a low body-fat percentage may count as obese), making almost 
one in five obese. Among African-Americans, the figure is almost one in three. Many 
factors contribute to the rise of obesity: less leisure time for exercise, more desk jobs 
and fewer physical ones, more consumption of convenience foods, more stressful lives 
leading to more comfort eating, less access to healthy food in low-income 
neighborhoods, and larger restaurant 
portions. Other theories include factors 
such as super-skinny models (while 
some develop eating disorders such as 
anorexia in response, others shrug and 
have another candy bar, since they’ll 
never look like that); more people living 
alone; fewer and shorter family meal 
times; and more diverse standards of 
aesthetic weight-height proportions. 
With all these factors, sometimes it’s a 
wonder that we’re not even heavier. 

Youth obesity is pandemic in the 
United States. Almost 15% of children 
ages five through 18 are severely 
overweight or obese and an estimated 
30% are overweight. Children are 
increasingly likely to be diagnosed at 
young ages with serious obesity-
related medical problems, such as 
diabetes, hypertension and kidney and 
liver problems. The damage isn’t just 
physical—according to a 2003 survey, 
such children are five times as likely to 
self-report a low quality of life as 
normal-weight healthy children are, 
and they report a level similar to that of 
pediatric cancer patients on 
chemotherapy. The hospital costs of 
childhood obesity are approximately $127 million annually. 

One complicating factor is that attitudes towards food, particularly in developed nations, 
are inconsistent. Look at the cereal aisle of a grocery store. Some of the boxes are so 
densely packed with health information, charts, recommendations, and so on that you 
might need a degree to get through them. But right next to them, often by the same 
manufacturer, are ones with extra cocoa, marshmallows, sugar or other unhealthy 
additions. Additionally, food and food consumption have moral mental associations. Fat 
people are often assumed to have no self-control and many people themselves feel 
guilty about their weight. It’s not just coincidence that eating or abstaining from certain 
foods is often described as purifying or cleansing. 
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Ask Yourself… 

� How does our YMCA attract 
people on every segment of the 
fitness scale, from inactive to very 
active? 

� How can we reach inactive youth? 
Inactive adults? 

� How do we promote wellness as 
something everybody can 
participate in, not just the young 
and muscular? 

� Do we approach inactivity and 
overweight as a community health 
problem? 

Only 14% of Americans surveyed in 2003 considered themselves fit. Asked to rate their 
physical appearance on a scale of 1 to 10, almost half scored themselves at five or 
lower, and almost 9 in 10 would change at least one body part for cosmetic reasons. 
Many of the parts they want to change are most affected by exercise and nutrition: 65% 
said that they’d like to change their 
stomachs, 20% would like to change 
their behinds and 17% would like to 
change their legs, compared to only 
15% wanting to change their hair and 
5% wanting to change their nose. Men, 
however, are more likely to say they 
wouldn’t change their bodies, 18% 
saying this compared to just 10% of 
women. 



83 

Closing Thoughts 

While many things change, quite a bit remains the same, and some remain well nigh 
immutable. Fashion changes constantly, commerce and business models change 
frequently, economic underpinnings change less frequently, culture changes over 
decades, and if you want to start a good fight, bring together a few cultural 
anthropologists, psychologists, or historians, and ask them whether or not human nature 
changes and if so, to what extent. 

Perhaps the most telling indication of continuity is in one of the most basic human 
emotions: happiness. In the United States and Western Europe, quality of life has, by 
most measures, improved for the majority of people over the past 50 years. People are 
healthier by most, measures, though not all, live longer, and have more material goods. 
However, the levels of happiness and satisfaction, as measured by the Gallup Poll and 
the General Social Survey in the United States and Eurobarometer in Europe, have 
remained almost unchanged since the 1950s. 

YMCAs have seen some long-term trends and changes in their history in the United 
States. Trends such as railroads and western expansion, the rise of the automobile, and 
woman’s suffrage, to name just a few, have dramatically changed life as YMCA 
volunteers, members, and staff have known it, and doubtless some YMCAs, looking at 
those trends and not certain of the outcome, wondered not just how, but if, they would 
remain relevant assets to their communities and constituencies. But by responding to 
those changes while remaining true to their course, they’ve proven again and again that 
they have, and their responses to today’s changes give us every reason to believe they’ll 
continue to do so, as long as they provide support for building spirit, mind and body. 

 


