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How healthy is civic life in North Carolina? Unlike testing blood pressure, or logging exercise

time as measures of physical health, making a measure of civic connectedness and activity is tricky. The NCSU Institute
for Emerging Issues took on this effort by producing the NC Civic Health Index, 2015. The report identifies “broad
lessons” based on comparing North Carolina’s civic health to national data. It highlights “trends and divides” for subgroups
– especially youth and racial and ethnic minority groups — having lower measures than older, Caucasian NC residents,
and concludes with a “Call to Action.”
Since the Index surveys the whole state, there are certain to be varying results from community to community. Just
because some things may look better than the national average, we probably still have plenty of areas to improve (i.e., get
out and exercise more!). The four kinds of measures in the civic index are:
interaction with neighbors
volunteering and donating
confidence in institutions and
group participation.
Notice that the index looks at different things ranging from individual activities (e.g. charitable donations) to group
connections. It also measures confidence in institutions, which is a complex way to measure civic health. While we may
want to have confidence in certain institutions, it is a two-way street. It is hard to overlook media or government poor
performance or big errors. Confidence will suffer.
How to think about civic health
Civic vitality depends on trust, activity and connectedness. Part of our U.S. history celebrates individual liberty, and people
not being constrained by the crowd. In the best of circumstances, civic opportunities or obligations do not infringe on family
and personal values.
The 2015 NC Civic Index provides an interesting look at civic health and economic health.
“What is civic health? It is the social and economic vitality that results when citizens interact productively with their
neighbors, involve themselves in community institutions, and actively engage in public issues. Communities with high
levels of civic health benefit from strong social networks characterized by trust and common purpose. These networks
offer essential advantages, including an enhanced innovation capacity that bolsters economic resilience and increasingly
drives wealth creation. Improved civic health has proven to be a powerful potential economic differentiator.”
http://iei.ncsu.edu/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/NC-CHI-Executive-Summary-FINAL.pdf
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Here’s some more background about NC and other civic indexes.
State-level civic indexes
The National Conference on Citizenship (NCoC) launched the creation of Civic Health Indexes in 2006 because of a lack
of information about the civic vitality of communities. The Civic Health Indexes use a set of indicators that measure actions
and behaviors such as the rates at which people vote and volunteer as well as some of the emotional levers of civic
participation, like trust and connectedness.
North Carolina is one of 20+ states that have created civic indexes. All state-level indexes are very recent: the earliest one
was Minnesota in 2009. Nearby states with civic indexes include the South Carolina , Virginia, and Georgia . Here is the
full list of states.
NC Civic indexes: 2010 and 2015
North Carolina conducted a civic health index in 2010, supported by several groups: Democracy North Carolina, North
Carolina Campus Compact, North Carolina Center for Voter Education, North Carolina Civic Education Consortium,
represented by Kelley O’Brien, and Western Carolina University.
Comparing the two indexes, the biggest similarity is concern about young people’s civic engagement. In 2010, they were
the least engaged of any age group. In 2015: same concerns, including a call to support government “youth councils.”
Here’s an example from Concord about what youth councils do.
Similarly, the higher levels of involvement come from older, wealthier and whiter NC citizens. Both reports call for more
outreach and development of involvement by Hispanics, African-Americans and lower income people.
The 2015 Index has recommendations for individuals, community-based organizations, public officials, media, companies,
schools and researchers. The current index focuses more on “online and mobile platforms for civic engagement” such that
people who do not come to public meetings can still have their voices heard.
Finally, a point echoed in other blog posts, the 2015 NC Civic Index calls on public officials to “Create and empower
neighborhood-based organizations to provide meaningful input on local issues.”
For digging further, here is the 2010 report and a PowerPoint presentation from the October 2010 NC League of
Municipalities Youth Summit. In addition, the IEI Civic Commons offers an online method for raising important issues and
seeking input. The intent is “to help citizens work together to better understand the issues that matter most, contribute
innovative solutions, and make North Carolina the best it can be.”
What do you think about these results from North Carolina? Does it seem to fit with your impression of the civic
“muscles” in your city, community or county?
John Stephens is a School of Government faculty member. A version of this post first appeared on the Community
Engagement Learning Exchange bloghere.
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