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What this change means to young people’s interpreta-
tion of the social contract remains to be seen, but clearly, 
changes are on the horizon.

By all accounts, youth were galvanized in this election, with 
a disproportionate share (66%) of the under-30 vote going 
to President Obama. And, despite the racial and ethnic 
diversity of the younger generation, the youth vote in every 
racial and ethnic group went for Obama. The youth vote 
reflected a clear preference for the Democratic presidential 
ticket but also a generational gap in partisan preferences 
that had begun in 2004 and widened in 2008: Compared 
to earlier eras, today’s under-30 voters show a clear pref-
erence for the Democratic party. They identify as liberals, 
more so than the other cohorts when those groups were 
first-time voters. 

The political attitudes and policy preferences of Millennials 
reinforce their liberal self-concept. They are far less likely 
than their elders and than the other generations when 
they were young to feel that the government wastes a lot of 
money. They had more progressive attitudes than the gen-
eral population on federal aid to schools and were just as 
likely as the eldest respondents to say that the government 
should provide universal health insurance. Not only do 
these positions reflect progressive sentiments, they also are 
relevant for discussions of a new social contract. The first 
item asks about federal aid to schools, not specifying k-12 or 
higher education. Nonetheless, support for schools should 
be salient to youth insofar as they are more likely than their 
elders to be in post-secondary education or to be recent grad-
uates from the k-12 system. Furthermore, more than older 
Americans, youth should be painfully aware of the rising 
costs of education as they (and in many cases their parents) 
weigh questions of college affordability and personal debt 
associated with attendance. With respect to views on uni-
versal health insurance, the young are less likely than their 
elders to face health care problems. Yet they were as likely 
to endorse universal health care as was the oldest age group 
who should be much more likely to be dealing with chronic 
health concerns. However, young adults are disproportion-
ately represented in the uninsured. In 2006 one-half of all 
uninsured adults were between the ages of 18–34. 

Contrary to the generally liberal pattern, a lower propor-
tion of the Millennial generation endorsed the belief that 
society should do anything necessary to guarantee equality 
of opportunity. This item refers to “society” and not the 

to be adapting to a less predictable labor market by con-
sidering stable work less central to their identities. Trends 
point to a decline since 1990 in the importance high school 
seniors attach to job stability and intrinsic rewards of work 
(jobs that are interesting), although the importance of 
extrinsic returns (jobs that provide the chance to earn good 
money) have remained stable.16 

Meanwhile, as the figure below shows, since 1990 there has 
been a steady increase in the institutionalization of commu-
nity service with high-school seniors who expect to go on to 
college responsible for most of the increase.17 Taken together, 
these trends suggest that, at least for college- bound youth 
at the brink of adulthood, a sense of purpose and direction 
for their lives may evolve out of community service experi-
ences as youth adapt to changes in the labor market. In turn, 
it is likely that community service leads to voting and other 
forms of political engagement, at least when political leaders 
encourage youth to make that transition. 

Summary and Implications
What do the Millennials’ attitudes toward government, 
volunteer service, and social values portend for the future 
political landscape and the terms of a new social contract? 

Our analyses show a dramatic shift in political attitudes 
among young Americans. They are more liberal, more 
Democratic, more tolerant of others and more trusting of 
American institutions than their elders. It appears that we 
are witnessing a ‘cohort change’ in this new generation. 
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shows that people develop a long term interest in public 
affairs once they engage in the political fray.

We feel compelled to say something about the role of 
“hope” in this election. It was the definitive theme in the 
Obama campaign and it was framed as a collective aspi-
ration--together creating a better world and assuming 
responsibility for one another and for the world we inhabit. 
Trends during the decades of the 1980s and 1990s among 
college freshmen and the general population pointed to 
increases in self-interest and materialism and declines in 
public interest goals. 

We are not aware of any studies suggesting that youth are 
less materialistic than their elders or pointing to declin-
ing materialism. However, as the Monitoring the Future 
trends suggest, this generation has grown up during a 
period when community service has become institutional-
ized. Since the early 1990s more and more high school 
seniors are reporting that they have engaged in service. 
The institutionalization of volunteer service since the 
early 1990s means that engaging in some form or forms 
of community voluntarism has become a more normative 
expectation about growing up. Trends in work values sug-
gest not that work is unimportant but that youth may be 
adapting to an unpredictable labor market by considering 
stable work less central to their identities, at least at the 
tender age of 18. 

One panel study of a representative community sample 
found that engaging in community service strengthens 
intrinsic work values and causes youth to rethink their 
vocational priorities.18 In light of the protracted period that 
young adulthood has become, discussions of a new social 
contract should include new models for combining edu-
cation, paid work, and voluntary service. Such opportuni-
ties in early adulthood should have a payoff in increasing 
the likelihood that young people will choose careers in, 
for example, public service. Given the trends in volunta-
rism and the research on it, there is every reason to expect 
that youth will respond to the call to service in President 
Obama’s inaugural address when he urged us to “find 
meaning in something greater than ourselves” and “boldly 
enter a new era of responsibility”.

It seems noteworthy that, despite the crisis of confidence 
on Wall Street and the seemingly intractable war in Iraq, 
the theme of hope resonated—a kind of public hope in the 

government or state. Nonetheless, it is difficult to square 
with the Millennials’ otherwise progressive dispositions. 

On civil liberties (support of free speech for gays, racists, 
and opponents of religion), Millennials reflect the increas-
ing tolerance that has characterized successive cohorts 
of Americans. Likewise, public opinion on gender roles, 
racial equality, and civil liberties has been shifting since 
the mid 1980s in a more liberal direction. Cross-sectional 
studies also point to the greater tolerance and openness of 
youth: Compared to their elders, they are more accepting 
of homosexuality as a way of life, more supportive of affir-
mative action for minorities, and more likely to feel that 
immigrants strengthen the country. Compared to older 
Americans, the young express more confidence in the gov-
ernment (the Executive Branch and especially Congress), 
in major companies, financial institutions, and much 
more in unions.

So does the Millennials’ enthusiasm for Obama and their 
more liberal attitudes outlined in this report portend a sea 
change in the future political landscape? Although people 
tend to become more conservative as they age and settle 
into roles (steady job, marriage, family), where they stand 
in young adulthood is a good barometer of their political 
views later on. The trends discussed in this paper suggest 
that, as the Millennials replace their elders, we should 
expect a greater openness to the role of government in pro-
viding services and addressing public problems, more con-
fidence in the branches of government, increasing support 
for the civil liberties of diverse groups, and an increasing 
identification with service to the community as an integral 
aspect of personal identity.

For the past decade, concerns have been raised that the 
younger generation had written off electoral politics. 
Whereas many were donating time in the volunteer sector, 
fewer were showing up to vote. However, the momentum 
among younger voters that was evident in the 2008 elec-
tion had been building over the past few election cycles 
with upticks in youth participation in the 2004 presiden-
tial election and even in the mid-term election. In the 
2008 election, the campaigns invited youth to the table 
and those youth responded by taking advantage of many 
old and new ways of participating—canvassing, building 
voter databases, blogging, and taking a gap year to work on 
campaigns. Not only are these youth now in the political 
party databases, life-span research on political engagement 
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possibilities for a better world rather than a private hope 
about one’s own prospects. According to analyses of trends 
in the Monitoring the Future study, a sense of public hope 
tends not to co-exist with beliefs, to paraphrase an earlier 
president, that government is the problem. Based on the 
opinions of high-school seniors surveyed between 1976 
and 2005, at times when youth hold out hope for the world, 
they also trust the government to do what is right.19

Results from a representative sample of American adults 
conducted in the late 1980s suggests that the presidential 
election of 2008 and the historical events surrounding 
it may have particular resonance in the formation of the 
political identities of the youth of this era. Schuman and 
Scott asked respondents to report “the national or world 
events or changes over the past 50 years” that seemed to 
them especially important. Across generations, respon-
dents were most likely to report events or changes that had 
occurred when they were adolescents or young adults.20 

The late adolescent and early adult years are a formative 
time with life long consequences for political attitudes 
and action. This is a time when individuals take stock 
as they make decisions about their futures--reflecting on 
their own beliefs and values, a direction for their future, 
and a purpose for their lives. In the process, it is inevita-
ble that they also take stock of their society—its opportu-
nities and constraints, the principles of the social contract 
that bind members of that society together. As younger 
generations replace their elders as a share of the voting 
public, the beliefs and behaviors, the very identities of 
these younger generations, will shape the tenets of the 
social contract. 

About the Next Social Contract Initiative
The New America Foundation launched the Next Social 
Contract Initiative (NSC) in 2007 to design and advance 
the framework for a 21st-century social contract, along 
with a detailed policy agenda to support it. The premise 
of this initiative is that, given the unimaginable changes 
of the last half-century, we should think from scratch 
about the appropriate roles of each sector of society—
government, employers, individuals, and civil society. 
The programs and policies of a new social contract should 
be designed to support entrepreneurship and risk-taking, 
encourage long-term growth and broadly shared prosper-
ity, and support individuals and families not as employ-
ees, but as citizens. Perhaps most importantly, NSC oper-
ates on the belief that economic security and opportunity 
are not mutually exclusive alternatives.

NSC draws on the strength of existing domestic policy pro-
grams at New America including the American Strategy, 
Asset Building, Economic Growth, Education, Fiscal 
Policy, Health Policy and Workforce and Family programs, 
as well as its own staff, to fulfill this mission. In the tradi-
tion of New America, NSC strives to develop innovative, 
principles-based solutions for a 21st Century economy and 
society. If individuals are to take advantage of the opportu-
nities inherent in a dynamic economy, they will need the 
security provided by social insurance, individual assets, 
and portable benefits. In doing so, they will fulfill their 
own goals and bolster our collective faith in the continued 
vitality of the American Dream.

In the course of our research, analysis and outreach, it has 
become apparent that deeper, macroeconomic forces are 
also undermining the social contract. Indeed, one lesson 
from the growing financial crisis is that finding the proper 
balance of rights and responsibilities among the various 
sectors—including the proper allocation of economic 
risk—is not a philosophical luxury, but essential to a healthy 
economy and a stable society. This has led to an increased 
focus on developing policies that promote growth, innova-
tion, and the reestablishment of the reciprocal connection 
between increases in productivity and higher wages.
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