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Abstract 

Taglit-Birthright Israel was created in 1999 to be an impactful experience that would awaken a 

sense of Jewish heritage and identity in young Jewish adults over the course of a ten-day trip to Israel. 

Birthright has been shown to have significant long-term impact on the identity of those who go on the 

trips but "only a modest and inconsistent impact on [participants'] Jewish behaviors" (Sasson et al., 

2007, p. 5). In the past ten years, there has been increasing recognition of the need for engagement 

efforts that harness the impact of Birthright and extend it into the lives of young Jewish adults after 

they return from their trips. These engagement initiatives exist in a variety of Jewish communal settings 

and are led by professionals that have developed unique approaches to bringing the meaning of 

Birthright into their local Jewish communities. 

In this thesis, I use existing literature combined with my original research to illustrate the 

strategies that are in current use for engaging Birthrighters in Jewish communal life in eight North 

American communities. These strategies include programmatic approaches, relationship building, and 

leadership development activities and feature innovative programs such as Jewish communal 

"concierge" services and engagement fellowships. I also examine how engagement professionals are 

working to develop formal practices through these initiatives and are facing challenges such as sharing 

information, securing funding, evaluating progress, and developing professional networks. Through 

interviews with engagement professionals in a variety of positions of leadership with these engagement 

initiatives, my research also shows how such engagement work is gaining momentum and informing 

the Jewish professional field. The examination of current strategic approaches to engagement and the 

growing infrastructure of Birthright-centered engagement initiatives offers a useful case study of trends 

in Jewish communal work and brings up larger questions of communal interaction and ownership for 

"the Birthright Generation." 
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Introduction 

In the winter of 2011, I had the opportunity to staff a Taglit-Birthright Israel trip (henceforth 

referred to as "Taglit" or "Birthright") through the Jewish Federation of Greater Los Angeles. I had 

never been on a Birthright trip myself but had visited Israel many times and had spent six months living 

there as a participant of a MASA internship program. Because I had not qualified for Birthright myself 

and had heard so many friends describe the wonderful experiences they had on Birthright, I was excited 

to go as a staff member and share my lmowledge and love for Israel with a new group of people. 

The trip itself was as magical an experience for me as it was for the participants; I found myself 

seeing Israel anew through their eyes and was thrilled to see how deeply some of them connected to 

Israel in so short a time. Many chose to postpone their flights and stay in Israel longer after the trip was 

over; several returned within weeks or months for long-term stays through MASA programs or simply 

by taking the plunge and deciding to live there for a while. Those of us who returned to Los Angeles 

stayed in touch through a Facebook group, and one participant organized and hosted a Shabbat dinner 

reunion with my help. Now nearly three years later, some participants are still living in Israel, and the 

occasional post is still shared through our Facebook group, alerting the group to updates and 

achievements in the participants' lives. 

The Federation staff member who organized the trips stayed in touch with me in the weeks and 

months after the trip to see how the group was doing and to monitor any follow-up that was happening. 

He had made it clear to me that if I saw the potential for continued learning or more programming that 

my bus participants would be interested in, the Federation would be more than happy to partner and 

ftmd those efforts. At the time I worked in informal Israel education and was motivated and inspired by 

the momentum that my group seemed to have to keep exploring Israel and their Judaism after the trip. 

With the Federation staff member's help, I organized a screening in Santa Monica of a film about Israel 
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and spread the news through Facebook and word of mouth. When the day came, however, I was 

extremely disappointed when only a small handful of my own participants came and the overall turnout 

was very low. I was embarrassed by the failure of the event and could not explain to the Federation 

staff member why it had not been a success. Some of my own participants had conflicts that day or 

cited the inconvenient location as their reason for not coming, but others simply seemed to have 

disappeared back into their regular lives. 

Through this experience I came to comprehend the immense challenge of engaging unaffiliated 

young Jewish adults in Jewish life, even in the wake of an inspiring and potentially transformational 

Jewish experience such as Birthright. Jewish professionals across North America have similarly 

struggled with this challenge and have established programs or even dedicated their careers to finding 

ways to help Birthrighters build lasting connections to their Judaism and to Jewish life in their local 

communities. Such work involves not only finding ways to connect with the population and sustain 

their interest, but providing meaningful experiences in comfortable settings that allow Birthrighters to 

both make sense of and take ownership of their Jewish identity. This thesis seeks to explain the ways 

that this. work is currently being done, and how Jewish professionals are building a professional 

discipline around the concept of Birthright-centered engagement. 

Terminology 

A major theme that commonly emerged in my conversations with engagement professionals is a 

desire to formalize engagement work as a professional discipline within the field of Jewish Communal 

Service, complete with its own professional language specific to the field. Out of respect for these 

efforts and the professionals who are working towards their vision of a formalized discipline, I use 

several of these terms throughout the body of this thesis and will explain the meaning of them here. 

The first term, over which there is a fair amount of controversy, is Birthrighter, which refers to 



anyone who is going or has been on a Birthright trip and is therefore a candidate for participation in a 

Birthright-related engagement program. Such individuals are alternatively referred to as Birthright 

alumni, to which there is increasing resistance among engagement professionals who feel that this is a 

misnomer for several reasons. The most practical reason is that the use of the word "alumni" excludes 

those who have not yet been or are currently on a trip, and engagement initiatives are not exclusive to 

those groups. On a more ideological level, the use of "alumni" is controversial because it connotes an 

isolated experience that one has had in the past, or prior belonging to a community of which the 

individual is no longer fully a part. 

Many engagement professionals believe the use of Birthright alumni sends the wrong message 

and is counterproductive to the goals of their work. Some say it overestimates the connection that 

Birthrighters build to their bus-mates or to the experience itself by likening it to the affinity someone 

might have for a school they attended for four or more years. Others believe that it sends a message of 

finality: that the Jewish experience that Birthrighters connected to as a result of the trip is isolated to 

those ten days in Israel and cannot continue once they return home. Others still feel that it assigns a 

certain uniformity to this group and makes assumptions about their experience and the way they relate 

to it. Whatever the reason, there is often a quick and visceral reaction to the use of the term, followed 

by the suggestion of alternatives, usually Birthrighter or the slightly more cumbersome past 

participants. Birthright alumni is still used by some and is even built into the names of many 

engagement initiatives. Where this is the case, I still make use of the term, but for the most part I use 

the more flexible and less controversial Birthrighters. 

The second term worth introducing at the outset is engager, which refers to a professional, 

fellow or volunteer who works to engage Birthrighters or other young Jewish adults in Jewish 

communal life. This term was created and put into use by the professionals at NEXT and is part of an 

9 
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effort to build a professional community for those who are committed to engagement work. I use 

engager to refer to people in both professional and volunteer roles, and I use engagement professional 

when referring specifically to professionals. 

Finally, because of the wide variety of entities that are involved with engagement work-some 

are entire organizations or programs within an organization, while others are unofficial, grassroots 

efforts that have grown out of individual communities-I use the blanket term engagement initiatives, 

or simply initiatives. For the most part I specify the type when describing an initiative in depth and give 

context of the umbrella organization and location. 

Research Methodology 

My research for this project consisted primarily of interviews, website reviews, and document 

reviews pertaining to engagement initiatives in eight cities across North America. The majority of 

interviewees were engagement professionals who lead engagement initiatives in their local 

communities, as well as some higher management professionals from associated organizations such as 

NEXT and Moishe House. I also interviewed several Birthrighters who have become volunteer leaders 

fo their communities to gain their perspective on how they have experienced some of the programs 

described here. While my original intention was to focus on engagement initiatives in my immediate 

community of Los Angeles, I quickly found that an examination of engagement strategies in other 

communities would be useful for comparative purposes. I began by reaching out to professionals in Los 

Angeles and other communities with whom I already had relationships and asked them to suggest 

others they knew of in the field who could contribute to this project. As a result of the enthusiasm of 

each of the professionals I interviewed and their willingness to connect me with their colleagues in 

other communities, I was ultimately able to speak with at least one professional from eight North 

American communities: Los Angeles, San Francisco, Denver, St. Louis, New York, Toronto, Boston, 
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and Washington, D.C. These locations were chosen for their diversity in size and culture, but all share a 

commitment to addressing the needs of Birthrighters and development of successful engagement 

initiatives. 

Except for a small minority of interviewees who I was able to meet with face-to-face in Los 

Angeles, all interviews were conducted by phone. All interviews lasted between forty-five minutes and 

one hour and were guided by questions that were based on a common interview guide but customized 

to the interviewee. A total of sixteen interviews were completed with a total of eighteen individuals; 

two of those interviews were conversations with two individuals. 

My research also consisted of extensive review of existing literature relevant to the topic, 

including books and articles related to Jewish affiliation, communal identification and involvement, 

relationship building, and young Jewish adults, focusing on Millennials. I was also careful to closely 

monitor Jewish news outlets and professional forums such as the Jewish Journal and eJewish 

Philanthropy, which kept me updated with current news pertaining to my topic. eJ ewish Philanthropy, 

an online resource for Jewish professionals, was especially helpful in that the frequency of articles 

posted that related to this topic indicated to me the importance of the topic to the current Jewish 

professional community and the timeliness of this research. 

This study is intended to present current trends in the Birthright-centered engagement field 

primarily from the perspectives of the professionals that populate it. While I included several 

Birthrighters as interviewees to gain insight on some newer engagement models, their perspectives are 

not intended to represent the larger population of Birthrighters, nor does this study evaluate the success 

of specific engagement strategies from the perspectives of the participants. Considerable research on 

the experiences of Birthrighters has already been published, and that existing literature was used to 

support the understanding of their needs for this project. As the field continues to develop, a greater 
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understanding of the impact of these models from the perspectives of participants will become 

necessary, arid the research presented here will hopefully be useful for informing that further research. 

Background 

The Impact of Birthright 

Although Birthright has been around for only fourteen years, there is already a significant 

amount of research and literature about the success of the Taglit-Birthright Israel program and its long

term impact on participants' connections to Israel and understanding of their Jewish identity. A 2008 

ethnography of the "Ten Days of Birthright Israel" provided a glimpse into how the trip engages 

participants through education and "how its effects seem to last far beyond the time that participants 

spend together in Israel" (Saxe & Chazan, 2008, p. 3). A second ethnographic study by Shaul Kelner in 

2010 examined the way that Birthright uses "diaspora Jewish homeland tourism" to create a lasting 

sense of transnational Jewish belonging and connection in trip participants (p. xvi). 

A number of quantitative studies support the long-term effects of Birthright on Jewish identity 

and connectivity as well. A survey of Jewish young adults in the United States who had applied for 

Taglit trips found that participants were significantly more connected to Israel, had a stronger sense of 

Jewish identity and peoplehood, and were more likely to belong to a synagogue than applicants who 

had not participated in a trip (Saxe et al., 2012). The 2013 Pew Research Center study of American 

Jews found that nearly half of American Jews ages 18 to 29 had been to Israel, and a vast majority of 

the same age group felt that caring about Israel is an important part of being Jewish (Pew Research 

Center, 2013). 

But in spite of the positive data about connections to Israel and Birthright's long-term impact on 

Jewish identity, a 2007 study by The Steinhardt Social Research Institute consisting of focus groups 

with Birthrighters in five major cities found that the trips have "only a modest and inconsistent impact 



13 

on [participants'] Jewish behaviors" (Sasson et al., 2007, p. 5). Participants expressed a broad range of 

interests and a general feeling that the Jewish organizations in their communities did not meet their 

Jewish needs (Sasson et al., 2007). The conclusion that Birthright "produces a desire to be part of the 

Jewish community" (Saxe, as quoted in Sharon, 2013, p. 1), coupled with the fact that few Birthrighters 

are acting on those desires, led to investments in initiatives that would continue reaching Birthrighters 

and make the connection between Jewish identity and Jewish life beyond the trips. Birthright Israel 

NEXT was launched in 2007 by the Birthright Israel Foundation as a programmatic initiative to 

provide alumni with Jewish communal connections with their peers in their home communities (Golan, 

Petersen & Wechsler, 2010). At the same time local organizations were becoming increasingly focused 

on Birthrighters as a target population for outreach and began to develop their own engagement 

programs as well (Sasson et al., 2007). 

A 2010 program evaluation of Birthright Israel NEXT, conducted by SRI International for the 

Jim Joseph Foundation, found that NEXT participants in five metropolitan areas were overwhelmingly 

satisfied with events they had attended, which included interest-based events, Shabbat meals, holiday 

celebrations, and Birthright trip reunions (Golan, Petersen & Wechsler, 2010). Another study, however, 

found that among a sample of Birthright alumni in four major metropolitan areas, of which only one 

overlapped with the SRI International study, a majority expressed a desire to be more involved in 

organized Jewish life, yet 44 percent had still not attended a single Jewish program after their return 

from Israel. The study also indicated that respondents were fairly well aware of programs available to 

them in their cities and were able to pinpoint obstacles to their participation such as accessibility and 

feeling that events for Jewish young adults tended to be overt "meat markets" (Chertok, Sasson & 

Saxe, 2009, p. 20). 
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In addition to, or perhaps as a result of, these conflicting results about its effectiveness, the 

expensive and labor-intensive Birthright Israel NEXT initiative faced trouble gaining support from 

private donors and has suffered significant funding cuts by the Birthright Israel Foundation. Funds have 

been diverted from follow-up programming to support the continuation and growth of the trips 

themselves, for which there is much greater interest (Berkman, 2012). NEXT has gone through several 

structural incarnations in recent years and is currently pursuing a model that includes acting as a 

"concierge" to connect Birthrighters to local engagement initiatives and Jewish activities hosted by 

other outlets rather than providing its own original programming (Berkman, 2012, p.1). 

According to CEO Morlie Levin of NEXT (now officially called NEXT: A Division of 

Birthright Israel Foundation), the organization's new model uses "choice and ownership" as a guiding 

philosophy to offer "a do-it-yourself approach ... that enables young Jews to create authentic Jewish 

experiences on their own terms" (Levin, 2012, p. 46). The new model also includes a greater focus on 

professional development for community-based engagement professionals and consultation services to 

help local initiatives grow their programs and refine their approaches. 

Millennials and Affiliation 

Since Birthright serves Jews ages 18 to 26, and has been doing so since 1999, the majority of 

Birthrighters are currently in their 20s and 30s and are considered part of the generation referred to as 

"Millennials." Millennials are a large and widely diverse group and have been written about 

extensively both in Jewish and non-Jewish contexts. Some of the most common characteristics 

associated with the generation are a propensity for digital communication ( often in place of face-to

face ), associations with multiple or "hyphenated" ethnic and sociocultural identities, and a tendency to 



settle into careers, marriage, and children later in life than previous generations (Caldwell, 2001; 

Putnam, 2000; Winograd & Hais, 2011 ). 
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Another phenomenon that is associated with American society in general today, but especially 

with younger generations, is a tum away from traditional communal affiliation and the tight social 

connectedness that once defined our social interactions. Membership and participation in political, 

religious, civic, and social groups has declined steadily in recent decades, and Jewish organizations 

have not been immune as evidenced by the recent Pew study. The study showed that the number of 

U.S. adults who identify as "Jews by religion" has declined by half since the 1950s, and Millennials are 

the least likely of the living generations to identify as such. Thirty two percent of Jewish Millennials 

say they have "no religion" and are "much less connected to Jewish organizations and much less likely 

to be raising their children Jewish" (Pew Research Center, 2013, pp. 7-8). Within the Jewish 

community there is widespread concern about declining Jewish literacy and observance, which was one 

of the reasons for the creation of Birthright (Solomon & Saxe, 2011). 

As Jewish commtmal institutions have come to grapple with these issues, they have focused 

particularly on how to engage young Jewish adults to ensure that they will make the choice to lead a 

Jewish life as they move into different life stages. Many have realized, however, that the unique needs 

and interests of Millennials mean that they will not necessarily tum to traditional institutions like 

synagogues and JCCs, and new approaches are required to engage them. "In the past decade there has 

been an explosion of effort to engage young Jewish adults (YJAs), from Birthright Israel (a free ten

day educational trip for those eighteen to twenty-six who have never been) to Moishe House (self

directed hangouts)," wrote Ron Wolfson in his book Relational Judaism (2013, p. 115). 

Engagement initiatives have emerged in various forms and have gained traction on college 

campuses through Hillel and among slightly older cohorts through Moishe House and other young 
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adult-centered programs. Birthright itself is viewed by many as an engagement tool, but as evidenced 

by the research described in the previous section, there is a recognized need for engagement efforts that 

harness the impact of Birthright and extend it into the lives of young Jewish adults after they return 

from their trips. Now as Birthright-centered engagement initiatives gain momentum, they turn to these 

other areas of Jewish engagement for strategies and partners to accomplish their goals as a related niche 

of this growing field (Wolfson, 2013). 

Relational Judaism and Social Capital 

Rabbis and communal professionals are discussing the rise of and the need for "Empowered" or 

"Relational" Judaism, particularly among ymmg Jews in the United States (Kaunfer, 2010; Wolfson, 

2013). Both of these recent works focus on addressing the trend of declining membership of 

institutional organizations and the difficulty of engaging young Jewish adults in the communal model 

that remains from the 20th century. They make the suggestion, as have a vast array of authors both 

within the Jewish community and without, that community is no longer a one-size-fits-all prescription 

but needs to be based in quality relationships and mutual interests (Kaunfer, 2010; Wolfson, 2013). 

Relational Judaism is about a "people before programs" approach, where the focus is on building 

individual relationships from which the connection to Judaism follows (Wolfson, 2013, p. 22). In many 

cases, the environments where those connections are best made are not in institutions or through 

traditional programs, but in informal settings where participants create the experiences for themselves. 

In Bowling Alone, Putnam asserts that while both formal and informal group membership has 

generally declined in the United States, it has the potential for overwhelming comeback if we embrace 

the value of social capital as we ride out the trends that are causing the decline (2000). In many ways, 

Birthrighters are doing just that; they are engaging with their Jewish identities through informal cultural 
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and social activities, as individuals and with one another (Saxe et al., 2012), but they are doing it on 

their own terms rather than through the formal institutions that have been the traditional yardsticks for 

Jewish communal involvement. In this sense, "relational Judaism" has taken root and the "do-it

yourself approach" championed by NEXT and other engagement initiatives is right on target with 

providing Birthrighters the tools to engage with one another and strengthen their networks. 

There are, however, two types of social capital; "bonding" capital and "bridging" capital, both 

of which play a role in engagement (Putnam, 2000, p. 22). "Bonding" capital reinforces ties among 

homogeneous groups of people who choose to interact with one another; "bridging" on the other hand 

is the result of turning outwards to build connections among diverse groups for a more interconnected 

society. The empowerment of Birthrighters to engage informally with one another is doing much to 

strengthen their "bonding" social capital, but the greater challenge is to build bridging capital towards a 

broader sense of Jewish communal identification. Engagers have identified strategies that allow them to 

make use of both types of social capital to build connections with Birthrighters, and they are 

simultaneously working to build individual relationships as well as relationships toward a broader 

sense of Jewish communal identification. 

In Taking Hold of Torah, Arnold M. Eisen describes three levels of community that can engage 

unaffiliated Jews: local, face-to-face community; global community, also known as the idea of Jewish 

peoplehood; and a middle-range that lies somewhere in between and has to do with commitment to a 

shared cause (Eisen, 1997). Through the focus on Birthright "community trips," where all participants 

are from the same home community or campus and can therefore engage locally with one another after 

the trip, engagement initiatives are automatically exposing Birthrighters to the first level of community; 

through building an understanding of Israel as a central place for all Jews on Birthright, they are 

connected to the second. The third is more elusive and specific to the individual, and engagement 



initiatives are focusing on exposing Birthrighters to the many aspects of Jewish life to give them the 

opportunity to find the third aspect of community that speaks to them in their own ways. 

Engagement as a Professional Discipline 
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As engagement initiatives have developed and gained traction within the landscape of Jewish 

communal organizations in the past decade, they have begun to form certain professional standards and 

practices. According to Suddaby and Viale, there is a direct causal connection between advancements 

made by specific professionals in an area of work and the development of that work into a recognized 

professional field. Professional projects carry a power for institutional reform that is accomplished 

through the use of expertise, social capital, introduction of new rules and boundaries, and 

reestablishment of social order (Suddaby & Viale, 2011). Engagement professionals in many ways are 

both consciously and unconsciously using these skills to establish the field of Jewish engagement and 

influence the existing structure of Jewish organizations to include engagement as an important element 

of their work. 

A vital necessity for operating as such a field is employing social capital, bridging social capital 

in particular, to "link the silos" and build connections between the communal initiatives that seek to 

engage Birthrighters (Wertheimer, 2005, p. 2). This goal has already been identified by some and has 

begun to take shape through local partnerships, professional development networks, and most notably 

NEXT, which organizes virtual and in-person opportunities for engagement professionals to share best 

practices and establish a professional community (Levin, 2012). In a similar approach, Moishe House 

has invested significantly in building such a professional development community for its residents and 

serves as both a model and partner for NEXT to develop a Birthright-centered network (Horwitz, 

2013). 
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The field of engagement, much like the field of experiential Jewish education, has in some ways 

been characterized by a lack of uniformity in goals and practices that results in a field that is difficult to 

assess and evaluate. As Shuki Taylor explained of experiential Jewish education, the lack of uniformity 

of initiatives stems not from a lack of direction, but from a hesitancy to standardize programs that 

create experiences of personal meaning making, which by definition are specific to the individual 

(2014). Taylor explains that a study of experiential Jewish education conducted by Yeshiva University's 

Center for the Jewish Future found that programs are run by what he dubs "bakers" and "cooks." The 

"bakers" run their programs according to very specific, recipe-like formulas, ensuring consistent 

results, whereas the "cooks" approach their work as an art and are influenced by the nature of the 

ingredients that produce unique results every time. The same is true of those working to engage 

Birthrighters; some programs have been deeply planned and perfected over time, while others vary 

depending on the participants and their desires. What they have in common, however, is that their work 

is intentional and has taken on defining characteristics that may not be uniform, but have been deeply 

thought-out and are closely tied to their underlying goals which in tum contribute to the advancement 

of the field. 

In this thesis, I use existing literature combined with my original research to illustrate the 

strategies that are in current use for engaging Birthrighters in Jewish communal life in eight North 

American communities and how such engagement work is informing the Jewish professional field. The 

examination of current strategic approaches to engagement and the growing infrastructure of 

Birthright-centered engagement initiatives offer a useful case study for examining trends in Jewish 

communal work that bring up larger questions of commtmal interaction and ownership for "the 

Birthright Generation." 



Goals of Birthright-Centered Engagement 

Specific objectives vary by program, but engagement initiatives share a common goal of 

prolonging and deepening the connection made to Jewish life by Birthrighters while on the trip. The 

idea is to expand the Birthright experience from a ten-day trip into something sustainable and much 

more impactful as a journey over time. 

Birthright as an entry point 
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While Birthright was created to be an impactful experience that would awaken a sense of 

Jewish heritage and identity in young people over the course of ten days (Solomon & Saxe, 2011), 

engagement professionals agree that it serves better as an entry point to a journey that occurs over a 

longer period of time. "It's unfair to the trip to peg the future of the Jewish world on a ten-day Jewish 

experience. I think often what I hear and what I see .. .is that expectation," said Ezra Shanken, Director 

of Emerging Leaders and Philanthropists at the UJAFederation of New York. "I think that it's the 

organized Jewish community's job to ensure future vibrancy of Jewish life, not a ten-day experience in 

Israel. It's our job to support the ten-day experience as a tool to be used in conjunction with many tools 

to create a journey." 

Adam Pollack, Western Regional Director of NEXT, describes the trip as something that 

disrupts the pattern of a Birthrighter's regular routine, like a car suddenly swerving into your lane on 

the highway. 

Many folks go on the trip expecting a trip to Israel, and they have an experience that's 

meaningful to them, and they start to look around in a different way. So when they're looking 

around during their zero to 6 months post-trip, we want to make sure there are opportunities for 

them to connect Jewishly and to continue that exploration. We know that it opens a door, but 



there needs to be something on the other end after the trip to continue that journey and to 

continue making meaning out of Judaism, and a relationship with Israel. 

21 

The role that engagers aim to serve is to be available as a resource when Birthrighters return from 

Israel, to "give [them] the desire and the tools to engage themselves over the course of their lifetimes," 

Adam explained. Liz Fisher, Managing Director of NEXT, explained that Birthrighters are often 

changed by their experience in Israel, but not necessarily transformed into engaged, committed Jews. 

The ultimate goal is not to serve up Jewish life on a platter, but to give young Jewish adults a taste for it 

that will motivate them over the course of their lives. "It's about capturing that spark that we believe is 

triggered for many people on Birthright, and using that spark to help people understand that the 

community can have meaning for them. If you can make that shift, then people will continue to look for 

it themselves throughout their lifetime." 

While some professionals see involvement with their initiatives as an end in itself, many see 

their initiatives as a "bridge" or "pipeline" from Birthright into broader communal involvement. Their 

goal is not to gain membership or retain participants, but to guide them through to something else that 

will provide that meaningful long-term experience. "We're not a membership organization, we're not 

trying to build lists and keep growing, we're always trying to pass people through to other 

opportunities, events, and programs," said Rebecca Sugar, Director of The Alumni Community in New 

York. 

Building a comprehensive experience around the trip 

There is common agreement among engagement professionals far and wide that the key to a 

lasting experience is to build infrastructure around the trip itself, where every element contributes to a 

holistic experience that is intrinsically connected to the Birthright participant's home community from 



22 

the start. Follow-up is seen by many as inextricable from the trip itself: Josh Furman, Director of 

JConnect Seattle, is quoted in Ron Wolfson's Relational Judaism as saying, "I only do Birthright trips 

where I can follow up on relationships I've created throughout the trip" (Wolfson, 2013, p. 118). Ezra 

Shank.en echoed that sentiment, saying "We don't need to be doing birthright trips through UJA 

Federation New York unless we're going to do great follow-up." In the best scenarios, engagement 

professionals are able to be involved even before the trip begins through orientations or individual 

contact with the Birthrighters who will be traveling with them. 

A number of elements are identified throughout this thesis that contribute to the building of 

these holistic experiences, the most important of which is the foundation of a community-based trip. 

Research has shown that community trips, sponsored by a local organization that takes participants 

who are all from the same community, are a key element of a comprehensive and impactful Birthright 

experience (Sasson et al., 2007). Engagement professionals, organizers, and participants agree that 

community trips are "where the magic happens." Birthrighter and community leader Jeff Finkelstein of 

Washington D.C. described how his community trip through NEXT DC at the Jewish Federation of 

Greater Washington impacted his experience, and led to "exponential growth" of his involvement with 

the Jewish community: 

Having gone through this extraordinary experience together ... we had an opportunity to not just 

build bridges and connections with people while we were in Israel, but we realized that this is 

our community. So when we came back to the states, we had already developed a foundation for 

the community that would become ours. I would liken Birthright to an on-ramp to the Jewish 

community, and when you get on it together. .. I think there's something to be said for doing that 

together. 

One element that makes community trips so successful is that local organizations are able to use their 
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before the trip. Ezra Shanken explained: 
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When you're actually running the bus you have the opportunity to create a message of what is 

available when people come back, versus when they're just on a general Birthright trip and 

they're getting that Israel shot-in-the-arm feeling, but coming back and really having to navigate 

on their own the possible opportunities for engagement within the organized Jewish world. We 

can actually fast-track that by being on the trip with them, and we have two staff members that 

are with the individuals on the trip as they're having this transformational experience, so that 

we're able to really route them. 

Jeff Finkelstein explained how that aspect of his trip made a difference in his experience and motivated 

him to continue to be involved: "The madrichim are more than just staff members on the trip, they're 

really there to help you navigate and kind of find your place and what you want to do. Birthright meant 

a lot to me, so I wanted to be involved in the kind of capacity where it has some sort of impact on 

Birthrighters." 

Jewish ownership 

A key objective expressed by many interviewees was that participants feel an increased sense of 

ownership of their Jewish identity, and become comfortable not just with experiencing Jewish life, but 

being an active participant and creator of it as· well. Liz Fisher explained that NEXT's work focuses not 

just on showing Birthrighters the possibilities for involvement in the Jewish community, which often 

still feels foreign to them, but to show that "there's a Jewish lens through which they can look at their 

everyday experiences." Shauna Waltman, Director of Toronto's Community Connect, echoed her: "We 

see ourselves as educating young adults as to how our community functions, and they can actually be 
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active participants and actually build community with and for their peers." 

"People of this age, of which I'm also of this age, they want to generate their own activities, 

their own programs. They want to do it themselves, that's the culture. That's a fact. So we're just 

figuring out how to provide programming like that within the confines of being a large institution," said 

Margalit Rosenthal of the Los Angeles Federation. Part of that exploration involves listening directly to 

what Birthrighters are looking for, and understanding that while they may lack some of the tools, they 

do have enormous capacity for creating meaningful Jewish experiences of their own. 

"There's always this misconception that this generation is a bunch of slackers and that they 

don't care about the world," said Joelle Berman, Communications Manager of NEXT. "There's actually 

more evidence than ever that this is one of the most driven and most creative generations, that has 

access to more information and know-how, and frankly, more access to getting things done than any 

other generation before because of the internet. So the idea is that all these young people have 

everything they need at their fingertips, to be able to find what they're looking for and be able to 

execute on what their dreams are." The role of engagement initiatives then becomes providing a 

context for that execution and providing guidance along the way for Birthrighters to channel their 

interests and realize their visions for their community. 

Managing expectations 

It should be acknowledged that such initiatives are designed to be available to those who find an 

interest in a more extensive journey, and engagement professionals are realistic about the fact that not 

all Birthrighters will feel this way. One interviewee expressed that a major mistake that she has seen 

made is assuming that Birthrighters are interested in Jewish communal life and are just "waiting for an 

invitation." 
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... And even after their Birthright trip, they're still not waiting for that invitation. And even if 

they get the invitation, if they don't know people who are going to be there, they're not going to 

go. They've never been in that building before. So the assumption that a lot of people around 

the Jewish community make about Birthright, that the kids are just sort of raring to go after they 

get back, we've just not found that to be true. We have found that once you get them past that 

first moment, then you really have an opportunity and there's enormous potential. But you can't 

underestimate that initial challenge. 

This understanding was put most succinctly by Joelle Berman of NEXT: 

We know that not every single Birthright Israel alumni is going to take advantage of all these 

[post-trip initiatives]. There are plenty of people who go on a Birthright Israel trip and that's it. 

That's all they want out of it, and that's fine. But our job is to be here in case they get back and 

they're like, "Wow! I have all this great energy from the trip, all these questions, I want to look 

into this more ... maybe the trip was yet another chapter in this ongoing connection I have with 

the Jewish community, or to Israel, or to my heritage, or to whatever it is, and I want to continue 

building on that." We want to be here to make sure you know exactly how to do that. In 

whatever way makes sense for you and in whatever way is comfortable for you, and regardless 

of where you live. 
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Engagement Strategies 

From my conversations with engagement professionals there emerged three distinct strategic 

approaches to engagement, which I describe with examples below. Engagement professionals employ 

these strategies in different ways depending on the specific population and community, and most 

engagement initiatives involve more than one or a hybrid of these strategies. In developing these 

strategies, engagement professionals have discovered best practices or found iimovative ways to 

engage young Jewish adults, and by sharing them they are contributing to the advancement of their 

field. 

Programmatic and "Concierge" Approaches 

The engagement approach that is most familiar to a Jewish communal institution, and was the 

backbone of the earliest initiatives through Birthright Israel NEXT, is the programmatic approach. 

Programmatic initiatives are most successful when they speak to and engage the specific interests of a 

group, which is made easier when that group carries a particular affinity or identity (Wertheimer, 2011). 

Since Birthright is, among other things, a Jewish program in itself that builds a sense of identity around 

a common experience, the logical progression comes that a way to extend the Jewish journey that 

started with this experience is to provide more programs for Birthrighters to attend with one another 

after they have returned home. These programs cater to a wide variety of interests and take many 

shapes and forms, but a key element they provide is bringing Birthrighters back together with their 

peers that they experienced the trip with, as well as introducing them to new Jewish peers with whom 

they can then continue the experience of exploring Jewish life. 

Engagement professionals emphasize strongly that the programs they put on are not simply for 

the sake of programming, nor do they fall into the trap of putting on events where the appeal is purely 
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social and often aided by the presence of alcohol. This is something that young adult engagement 

initiatives have been criticized for far and wide (Wertheimer, 2011), and engagers are working 

consciously to move away from that stereotype. Many stated that if the program does not have an 

identifiable purpose that will lead to further engagement, they will simply not endorse it. They also try 

not to replicate programming that may exist elsewhere through another outlet, and instead focus on 

targeted programming that fills gaps they identify in their particular communities. One director of an 

engagement initiative shared that all their programs are required to have three elements: they must be 

content-driven; they must be driven in part by members of the community; and they must connect 

participants to some other aspect of the local Jewish community. 

Some of the most successful organizations may put on as many as 160 events per year that 

reach thousands of participants, through a combination of their own efforts and partnerships with other 

organizations. UJA's Community Connect in Toronto, for example, organizes events that provide 

professional networking opportunities, arts and culture, holiday and Shabbat celebrations, Holocaust 

education, and Israel advocacy. Many initiatives provide educational events on "big topics" such as 

environmental issues, teach a Hebrew language series, or organize charity or fundraising events for a 

Jewish or Israel-related cause. Most try to provide a range from within each of these areas of interest, 

and they often draw from the motivation of participants for inspiration to create new and exciting 

programs. 

Charity events in particular often arise from the passion of a particular individual or group of 

people, and because of this they tend to become major motivators of engagement for those that feel 

especially inspired or connected to the cause. "We don't do fundraising as a means of fundraising ... our 

fundraising is purely a means of engagement," Toronto's UJA Community Connect Director Shauna 

Waltman stated. Fundraisers are often ways for young people to be involved with something that 
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speaks to them and are a powerful vehicle for engagement through empowerment. Birthrighters in 

Toronto initiated a charity basketball tournament called Hoops for Israel, which has turned into a major 

annual event over the past seven years and has raised over $550,000 to support Ethiopian families in 

Israel (www.hoopstoronto.com). A group of Birthrighters involved with the Kahn Fellowship through 

the Los Angeles Federation came up with the idea of a casino night fundraiser during a brainstorming 

workshop, which became one of the first events they put on with the program. The group chose to 

donate proceeds to Cafe Europa Tel Aviv, a social community for Holocaust survivors living in Tel 

Aviv. The event drew a considerable crowd that then became engaged with other events put on by the 

fellows and by the local Moishe House, which served as a partner for the event. 

Some organizations exist simply to provide a certain type of programming; for example, E-3 in 

Denver was created by three individuals (all with the first initial 'E') who wanted to provide Jewish 

"cultural gatherings in 'safe and nonthreatening' settings" (Shanken, as cited in Wertheimer, 2011). The 

organization was created in 2008 in the wake of severe budget cuts as a result of the economic 

downturn, which meant a major reduction of young adult programming at the Colorado Federation. The 

three founders saw an opportunity to create something unique and independent that would fill this 

newly created gap and continue "the flow of young [people] into the organized Jewish community." 

The unique factor they identified as missing from Jewish life was a focus on cultural events that 

incorporated Jewish themes: art, music, film, and more became the vehicles for Jewish identification 

and connection. The goal was to build events around content that was intrinsically interesting to young 

people in Colorado, that had the added appeal of "turning out to be Jewish." 

There was always a goal, however, of building a connection to organized Jewish life, which 

was achieved by having organizations such as the Federation co-sponsor events and becoming involved 

wherever possible. "We created single opportunities, single moments in time for people to feel a sense 
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of connectedness, with the goal of having the organized Jewish community being the backbone of all 

life," Ezra Shanken, one of the three "E's" and now the Director of Emerging Leaders and 

Philanthropists at the UJA Federation of New York, explained. Even as the economy has recovered and 

young adult programs have been re-established, E-3 continues to provide cultural events with a Jewish 

connection that bring young Jewish adults into communal life in unexpected ways. 

As the above examples illustrate, different types of events appeal to different individuals. 

Initiatives that take a programmatic engagement approach recognize this and provide events in a range 

of styles in addition to a variety of topics. One such variation involves the level of "barrier" of the 

program, or the extent to which someone feels that the program is accessible and enjoyable with a 

relatively low level of knowledge or expectation (Putnam, 2000). It is important for the barrier to be 

lowest in a program that may be engaging someone for the first time, and especially when it is 

immediately following a Birthright trip. 

This can be challenging when it comes to Birthrighters who may not be as inclined to attend 

Jewish events, but an important tool for bringing people in are the buses themselves. Most Birthrighters 

are attracted first to the "reunion factor" and are more eager to be involved with their own bus at first 

than anything else. So for many programming models, the first step involves bringing a Birthright bus 

together and introducing them to the idea that the connections they made can continue, and expand, 

with their Jewish community at home. 

Sara Weiner, Young Leadership Associate at the Jewish Federation of Greater Washington, 

explained that with their post-Birthright engagement initiative, called NEXT DC, there are "different 

levels to our programming, and the Birthright alumni programming is sort of like freshman year ... the 

only obligation of being involved in a NEXT DC program is that you show up for a volunteer program 

[or] a Shabbat program [for example] ... everything is very inexpensive, everything is educational and 
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fun. We try to keep it very low-barrier." From that point, Birthrighters can feel free to explore and seek 

out what piques their interest or allows them to continue their Jewish exploration. 

Others, however, disagree with the idea that initial programming should be low-barrier in the 

sense that it keeps the experience on a surface level and doesn't acknowledge the deep emotional and 

intellectual curiosity that some Birthrighters feel motivated to explore. Rebecca Sugar, Director of The 

Alumni Community in New York, feels that programming for young Jewish adults should not hesitate 

to delve deep from the start and may in fact fail to capture the interest of many Birthrighters if it does 

not do so. The Alumni Community provides "high-level educational events" for Jews in their twenties, 

partially because this was identified as a gap in available programming but also because it helps people 

"feel like insiders, not outsiders" of Jewish life. "We stress that these are people who are very 

intelligent and sophisticated in their regular lives; they're educated and they're in important professions 

and they're smart people. And they don't want to hear it stripped down; they want to get information at 

the level they're accustomed to getting," Rebecca explained. 

Other variations include the scale of the event, which can be just as important as the topic or 

activity to Birthrighters. In many cases, organizations assume that large-scale, "sexy" programs tend to 

attract young people best, and they assume they need to be able to produce such events themselves in 

order to gain the interest of young Jewish adults. Some engagers have realized, however, that smaller 

scale programs that are targeted to more specific audiences also have significant appeal, particularly for 

Birthrighters who may be seeking answers to questions about Jewish identity that have arisen from 

their experiences in Israel, or simply for those who prefer that type of atmosphere. It also tends to be 

more conducive to relationship-building and leads to more meaningful engagement, and it is often 

reminiscent of the group engagement style of a Birthright bus, which makes the experience familiar and 

enjoyable. 



31 

Shauna Waltman explained how Community Connect came to this conclusion: "As we were 

talking to a lot of different people, we realized that it was much better to go after small, targeted, very 

focused events, than having these huge social events that were sexy and looked good, but not 

necessarily ... having an engagement component." Many other engagement initiatives, most notably 

NEXT, have similarly concluded that these large, "sexy" events are already being produced by other 

partners who may be better suited to do this type of work, and they should focus their efforts on 

building the connections in the spaces between these large events. The more sophisticated approach 

that has developed is to include these partner events as one of the many offerings of a networked 

community, but not for every organization attempting to do outreach to reproduce the same thing, 

which can be expensive and difficult to sustain. 

The Jewish Communal "Concierge" 

Beyond this initial point of entry where participants may find an interest through a more general 

type of program lies the complex arena of guiding a Birthrighter through his or her interests and 

affinities to a more specialized path of Jewish involvement. This approach has often been described as 

a "concierge" style, where individuals are guided in various directions based on their needs or interests 

by someone who holds substantial knowledge of the surrounding area or community (Levin, as cited in 

Berkman, 2012; Wolfson, 2013). 

The concierge approach is most useful for guiding those whose interest in Jewish involvement 

has already been piqued and they have become motivated to explore the ways in which it can become 

meaningful for them. While the goal is to connect individuals to specific programs or activities that 

satisfy their needs and interests, there is often a bit of exploration that needs to be done, both in terms 

of the engager learning what makes someone tick and the individual being able to identify what they 
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relational approach, which will be discussed later as its own section. 
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Sara Weiner explained how NEXT DC acts as a community concierge: "One of the things that 

DC does so well is offer so many different wide and varying opportunities for people; whether it's with 

us, whether it's with [a synagogue] or a different organization, there's just so much out there. I think the 

biggest challenge is to not get overwhelmed by it and to help people find their niche and what works 

for them in terms of engagement. It's a lot about meeting people where they are and appropriate follow

up. We definitely see ourselves in that way as a concierge to the community, and I think we're doing a 

pretty decent job of it." 

For organizations that are also in the business of providing Birthright trips for their community, 

the concierge approach, and engagement in general, is enhanced when it is integrated with sending 

engagers as madrichim on the buses to begin making those connections while on the trip (Sasson et al., 

2007). It is also key in terms of infrastructure for reaching a large and ever-increasing number of 

Birthrighters returning from community trips, where they are already learning of the many forms in 

which Jewish communal life is available to them before they come home. 

In the context of NEXT, for example, this approach became more relevant, and even necessary, 

for scaling its in-house programming model to serve a larger population with diverse interests and 

needs it could not meet alone. Now NEXT has grown to a point where it trains locally-based 

engagement professionals to use the concierge model with their own initiatives, using the more specific 

knowledge they have of the Jewish landscape in their home communities. Other initiatives have 

similarly found it a useful and effective way to reach a larger audience while simultaneously meeting 

the diverse and complex needs of the population. E-3, for example, maintains a quasi-independent 

status (it is now formally a subset of the JCC Meisel Arts and Culture Center) but closely partners with 
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many other Jewish organizations in the community, and it views itself as a concierge or portal into 

other Jewish opportunities in Denver. For E-3, the neutral space in which it defines itself lowers 

barriers for young Jewish adults but provides the entree into a host of other opportunities should that be 

what they are looking for. 

The concierge model tends to involve thinking not just locally, but also outside of the individual 

community and looks at the broader possibilities of experience that Birthrighters seek. The concept is 

used by some initiatives as a direct link to Israel and provides services for individuals who want to 

spend more time there and need help navigating their experience while on the ground. The Alumni 

Community in New York employs an engagement professional who is based in Israel and spends time 

with New York-based Birthright groups while they are there. Her job is both to introduce what The 

Alumni Community has to offer back home and to serve as the "Israel concierge," connecting people 

with an ulpan program, a kibbutz experience, or even the universities in Israel. 

Others, like Joel Frankel at the Federation of St. Louis, have discovered that they can help 

Birthrighters who are in a transitional period of life connect to Jewish life in surrounding communities 

as well as their own. Joel explained that many of the Birthrighters he comes into contact with have 

graduated from college and are contemplating a job in a larger community like Chicago or New York, 

and he can help them make those connections through a larger engagement referral network. One 

Birthrighter who went on a St. Louis community Birthright trip and subsequently moved to Chicago 

now sits on the Birthright alumni committee there, which to Joel is part of the success of his work. "It's 

really about long-term strategies and long-term thinking that is, let's build a community that's engaging 

and welcoming and as inclusive as possible, and [Birthrighters] will have a touch point with the 

Federation in St. Louis for the rest of their lives, and they'll connect it with their trip. So while the 

emotional attachment is to Israel, they'll understand we're here for them as well." 



34 

Who Creates the Programs? 

Engagement professionals agree that a programmatic approach is only successful when it 

involves deep attention to the interests and ideas of Birthrighters themselves and a commitment to 

building the ideas of participants from the ground up into new programs when they don't already exist. 

This understanding ties the programmatic approach into both the relational and leadership approaches 

some initiatives have taken, which will be reviewed in greater depth in later sections. 

As with the previously discussed examples of charity events, when a Birthrighter is inspired by 

a particular topic and has a vision for an event, engagement professionals will usually go out of their 

way to help make their idea a reality. In New York, a Birthrighter who went on a trip to Europe 

returned with an interest in a town in France that came together to save its population of Jews during 

the Holocaust. He researched the town, found a documentary about the subject, and proposed an event 

to share the story, which the Alumni Community happily sponsored. Rebecca Sugar explained that they 

found this to be a worthwhile endeavor because it provided a learning opportunity for the community 

that was realized by the inspiration and motivation of one individual who wanted not just to create an 

event, but to share something he felt was important. Such events are often put together with the 

guidance and oversight of engagement professionals to ensure that the experience aligns with the goals 

of the initiative. 

Another popular concept is "do-it-yourself' programming, where an organization, often a larger 

entity like NEXT, provides funds, materials, and informational resources to allow Birthrighters to 

produce programs for themselves and their peers. The most successful and well-known example of this 

is NEXT Shabbat, where a Birthrighter can sign up to receive a "Shabbox" full of the essentials to put 

on a Shabbat dinner for a group of friends, and then submit receipts to have the cost of the dinner fully 
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subsidized by NEXT. This concept has increased in popularity because it is cost-effective and enables 

Jewish life to flourish in places where engagers may not be able to reach young Jewish adults. More 

importantly, it aligns with the idea of empowering young Jewish adults to create Jewish experiences on 

their own terms and encourages building of micro-communities, or small, informal communities that 

emerge out of social networks and provide organic, comfortable environments in which Jewish life can 

take place. 

What some try to avoid, however, is overemphasizing the do-it-yourself approach for the sake 

of having participant-driven events, when Birthrighters are often unsure of what they seek from Jewish 

life in the first place. Rebecca Sugar likened it to someone with no knowledge of cars walking into an 

auto show and having someone say, "You decide, which car is the best for you?" "I don't know 

anything about cars. Just because I've driven in one doesn't mean I'm qualified to speak to the issue. 

So we didn't find in New York that it was the best approach," she explained. 

What Birthrighters often want or need in the early stages of post-trip engagement is education, 

not only about Judaism but about the landscape of Jewish life in their community. While the concierge 

approach helps Birthrighters find what they may specifically be looking for, some organizations, 

Federations in particular, find it important to provide education abo_ut their organization, the impact 

their work makes, and their context within the larger Jewish community. The Jewish Federation of 

Greater Washington, for example, has created a series called the NeXus program for young adults to 

learn about Jewish life in the greater D.C. area and find inspiration, both communally and 

philanthropically. 

Participation in this type of course often appeals to those who may be looking for a leadership 

role and thus links people to those opportunities. Education is also a vital piece of leadership 

development programs and gives young Jewish adults the tools to navigate their community and create 
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sections that follow. 

The Relational Approach 
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While a programmatic approach is often successful for engaging individuals by appealing to 

their interests, cultivation of a deep personal relationship to Jewish life requires connections to be made 

on more of an individual level. Ron Wolfson makes the case in his book Relational Judaism that it is 

not in institutions, synagogue services, or events alone that Jews form a sense of community or of their 

own Jewish identity, but rather through relationships that make the connection personal. Wolfson 

argues for a "people before programs" approach, wherein Jewish institutions should focus on helping 

Jews build relationships to other Jews and to Judaism, and programming should follow from this rather 

than the other way around (2013, p. 22). 

fu regards to Millennials in particular, the generation from which the majority of Birthrighters 

come, Wolfson dismisses the idea that individualism and independence are major motivating forces. 

Rather he posits that this young generation that is the topic of so much conversation, both within and 

outside the Jewish world, seeks meaning through connections to others in Jewish life as previous 

generations have done, but in different ways. Because traditional institutional affiliation is no longer 

the norm, engagers should focus on helping individuals find meaningful experiences on their own 

terms and establish a sense of Jewish ownership where the rituals, values, and feelings of Judaism 

become integrated with life in general. Engagement of Millennials should not be an invitation to 

participate in an organization they feel doesn't speak to their needs, but an initiation of a journey 

towards Jewish connection (Wolfson, 2013). 

One organization has been recognized as the premier model for relational engagement of young 

Jewish adults today: Moishe House. Through a simple, cost-effective model built on the values of peer 
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leadership and relationship building and welcoming, non-denominational environments, Moishe House 

has exploded in popularity and is looked to as the ideal of relational engagement (Wolfson, 2013). In 

many ways, the direction that many engagement initiatives are headed is inspired by Moishe House, 

which also makes them ideal partners because of the common ground they are establishing. "Many 

Moishe House participants aren't eligible anymore for Birthright, but many of them have been [on 

Birthright] ... they're looking for a home base, a peer-driven platform that's very much in line with what 

the Birthright experience offered to them, only in their home community," said Michael Gropper, 

Western Regional Director of Moishe House and former Birthright engagement professional at the Los 

Angeles Federation. Liz Fisher, Managing Director of NEXT, described Moishe House and NEXT as 

"cousins" and "thought partners" that share ideas on how to accomplish their similar goals. 

Some engagement initiatives have begun to emulate aspects of the Moishe House approach, 

while others use Moishe Houses in their communities as key partners for accomplishing their work. On 

a national level, NEXT and Moishe House have partnered around the success of NEXT Shabbat, 

combining their assets to provide a peer-led, do-it-yourself Shabbat experience in the warm and 

inviting atmosphere of the local Moishe House (Udasin, 2010). Partnerships also take place around 

particular community events, especially things that contribute to a sense of building intentional and 

inclusive micro-communities for young Jewish adults. "Birthright alumni are helping to build those 

communities and are able to use Moishe House as a venue for their Jewish communal desires," Michael 

explained. He sees both initiatives growing together in the future as they continue to build their work 

around these common relational values. 

Wolfson argues that whatever specific product the organization may offer, the focus should 

always be on relationship building for true engagement to take place. For Jewish engagement 

professionals seeking to reach out to Birthrighters, this means that their work must be accomplished 
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through the difficult tasks of discovering the right ways to make those connections and investing time 

and resources in the strategies that will allow as many Birthrighters to make those connections as 

possible. 

Wolfson and others, such as the Hillel Campus Entrepreneurs Initiative (CEI) model, have 

identified specific engagement strategies that create a relational foundation on which to build. 

Relational work often starts with a meeting or conversation where an individual connection is built, 

often referred to as "one on ones" or "coffee dates." These may take place between friends or 

acquaintances, or between complete strangers, and vary in nature accordingly. But the essence of a 

"one on one" is to ignite a relationship based around a conversation that leads to Jewish meaning and 

connection. 

For Sara Weiner, engager at the Jewish Federation of Greater Washington, this is where 

engagement begins. After a group of Birthrighters return from a trip, Sara sends an email introducing 

herself and inviting each Birthrighter to have coffee with her, to talk about their trip and to learn more 

about what is available for them in the D.C. area. The group that responds positively to these emails is 

"pretty self-selecting," Sara notes, and some prefer to simply show up to an event where they know 

they will see friends and feel comfortable in that sense. But for those who take her up on the offer, it 

can signify the beginning of a journey, a search for meaning and a place within a community. Sara 

shared a story of one such individual who found his place with an a capella group at a local synagogue: 

I had a Birthright participant on one of my trips last summer; he came back and was like, "I 

really really want to get involved." He is really very shy-he doesn't want to be involved in 

planning and stuff, but we would get together probably once every two months for coffee and 

I'd ask him what he was interested in, I'd talk to him about some different options, and nothing 

was clicking for him. So finally I said to him, "If it had nothing to do with being involved with 



the Jewish community, what would you do?" And he said he would sing. He's also a 

Conservative Jew, he was involved in one of the synagogues ... so he ended up getting very 

involved with Adas Israel's a capella music group. And for him, that has nothing to do with 

NEXT, but it's a success because he found a home somewhere in the community. 
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Here we see the overlap of several engagement strategies in one; what Sara accomplished might be 

seen as being part of the concierge strategy. However, in this case the building of a more substantial 

connection was key: Sara was able to get to know the young man to the point where she could help 

decide what might be the right fit for him, and through their conversations he was given the opportunity 

to explore his own identity and have that validated by someone from within the commtmity. 

"It's not about creating a program you think young adults will like; it's about inviting young 

adults to talk to you and to tell you what they would like ... and what they would like to organize, and 

how they want to be involved. It's about making them feel heard, and it's about utilizing all of their 

skill sets, and all of their networks, and all of their connections, and helping to build that world," said 

Joelle Berman. Others agreed that the relational approach is less about offering a "menu" of options but 

rather attending to individual needs, which may fall outside the box of what one might consider 

traditional engagement. Engagers help Birthrighters with a variety of things outside the scope of their 

programming, from job connections to finding a rabbi to perform a Jewish wedding to understanding 

Jewish mourning rituals when a loved one passes away. 

Relational work is also about simply being out in the community and creating opportunities for 

connections to be made. Many engagers spend time going to events and having conversations with 

whoever they come across, both as a professional and as a community member, as this can have 

tmexpected results of sharing information or building new partnerships. Margalit Rosenthal of the Los 

Angeles Federation described an instance where this was the case for her: "I met some people at a 



Shabbat dinner I went to a couple months ago, and from that interaction, a couple of them applied to 

staff some of our trips this winter. So they probably wouldn't have known that we had applications or 

known to apply if I hadn't been at that dinner and met them and told them what I do." 
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A major challenge with engagement through relationship building is the high engager-to

participant ratio needed to do such work. With thousands of Birthrighters in any given community, and 

with Birthright Israel sending more participants on trips than ever before, it becomes nearly impossible 

to reach every Birthrighter on an individual basis, even with the growing number of engagers employed 

by Jewish organizations. At NEXT DC, each of the four engagement professionals has a list of 

Birthrighters for whom they are the "relationship manager," meaning that they are the point person for 

those individuals to reach out to with questions, or for a more substantive relationship if that is what 

they are looking for. The "relationship managers" reach out to their lists to have meetings around every 

six months, knowing that they will not likely be able to reach every individual every time, but they are 

accomplishing something in that those Birthrighters know not only an organization, but a name and a 

face that is available to them if they choose to reach out. 

Because of the challenge of needing to reach such sizable groups of people, larger communities 

do this relationship-building work strategically, focusing on outreach to key people who they identify 

as having a particular presence and the capacity to reach a large number of individuals themselves. 

Similar to Malcolm Gladwell's idea that the "tipping point" of a social epidemic relies on the actions of 

"Connectors, Mavens and Salesmen" (Gladwell, 2002, p. 34), Shauna Waltman describes the relational 

strategy of Community Connect as focusing on "influencers," people with high levels of social capital 

who can help them grow the influence of their engagement work exponentially. "Influencers can be 

rock star participants on a Birthright bus, they can be people with large social networks, they can be 

people with a certain area of expertise, but essentially it's that ripple effect kind of theory where we go 



after the people in the center; we engage them so they can go out and bring in their networks into 

communities." With this type of strategy, engagers are harnessing the power of both types of social 

capital; they are relying on "influencers" to use their bonding social capital through building peer 

relationships and then harnessing that influence with their own "bridging" social capital to link those 

networks to a larger sense of community (Putnam, 2000). 
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In this sense engagement initiatives are also encouraging the building of micro-communities 

where relational connections are built organically and then ideally become part of a network of a larger 

"community of communities" within their area (Wolfson, 2013, p. 3). This helps to create spaces where 

genuine relationships are built and contributes to the feeling of being part of a naturally occurring, 

"non-establishment" community that young Jewish adults identify with more readily (Wertheimer, 

2011, p. 13). 

In this context, the physical space in which events take place can have a significant impact on 

the ways that connections are built for Birthrighters and others. Often times the physical space, the 

building that houses an establishment Jewish organization, is representative of the disconnection and 

alienation young people feel from such institutions. As one interviewee stated, "Maybe the JCC 

reminds them of their childhood and they think it's weird to show up there. Or like a synagogue 

reminds them of a horrible Hebrew school experience that they had when they were younger ... so why 

all of a sudden when they're 25 would they actually show up there for an event?" 

At the same time, the Moishe House model has shown that a home or other space that has been 

designated for the purpose of building community facilitates participation, ownership, and a sense of 

belonging (Wertheimer, 2011). While engagement initiatives have not ventured into creating residential 

spaces a la Moishe House, some have embraced the idea and have created spaces for programming 

where relationships and community are also built. 
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The Alumni Community in New York has a space in the West Village of Manhattan, a former 

tae kwon do studio with a trendy Village loft aesthetic, that serves as a combination office and 

communal space for classes, programs, and Shabbat dinners. "I think having a place - for some people 

who come to our Shabbat dinners two or three times a month or who come to an eight-week study 

course, having the same location to come back to and feel like that's their space is community-building 

and helpful," Rebecca Sugar explained. The staff that work there sit in the open space at cafe tables to 

avoid an overly office-like feel and to make sure there is someone there to interact with anyone who 

might be corning through. "You could have the nicest space in the world, but it's the people that are in 

the space that matters. A few of my employees are alumni themselves; they look like the cohorts they're 

working with. They speak like them, they have the same experiences, it's sort of about making the 

whole experience relatable," she continued. 

For E-3 events in Colorado, it was similarly important to provide events with a Jewish 

connection "for people who we were seeking out that wouldn't walk in our doors any other way," Ezra 

Shanken said. While E-3 was created in the absence of young adult programming through the 

Federation, they found that introducing the content first, and then introducing the connection to 

organized Jewish life, attracted more people and provided an entry point for those that otherwise would 

not have been interested or may have hesitated to get involved. Both Ezra and Rebecca agree that it 

makes a difference when Birthrighters are not walking into the "big, scary building of a major Jewish 

organization," a sentiment often expressed by non-establishment Jewish organizations, some of which 

also take relational approaches to their work (Wertheimer, 2011). 

A further challenge with this approach where individual connections are key is that 

"establishment" organizations, especially Federations, must overcome the reputations that they are not 

relatable and are unappealing to young Jews, and that they represent the antithesis of the grassroots, 
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community-building approach. Lots of Millennials have shied away from these institutions that seem to 

represent the values of the generations before them, and they are not always able to see themselves in 

the work of such an organization. Even the idea of being part of an organization can be off-putting to 

young people, which makes the challenge for establishment organizations considerable (Wertheimer, 

2011). 

However, from the perspective of some young Federation engagement professionals, doing this 

type of work actually helps to deconstruct some of those notions and allows Birthrighters and other 

young Jewish adults to see themselves as a part of the Federation community, just perhaps not in the 

traditional way. They are learning that they can engage differently, that they can have a say in what 

their Jewish life looks like, and that there is relevance for them in this type of community. Of UJA's 

Community Connect in Toronto, Shauna Waltman said: 

We're the grassroots movement within the institution. Because that's how it feels. Anyone who's 

on a committee or who are chairing or driving any one of these events or initiatives, they 

certainly don't feel that institutional pull [to become involved in a traditional way]. But I think 

it's a great way to educate people about the Federation and to show them that there is a place 

for them and they can be community builders on their own terms, and make Federation ... that 

world, relevant to them. And that it's not just a thing that their parents or grandparents 

contributed or belonged to. Whatever baggage they bring concerning institutionalism or 

whatnot, that they have a responsibility to make that meaningful and relevant to them and their 

peers. 

Relationships as a means or an end? 

In thinking about an engagement model that is based around the work of building relationships, 
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it can be difficult to determine when program objectives have been achieved, or even to define 

objectives when relationships are by definition so specific to the individual and lead to such a wide 

variety of results. Most often, relationship building is seen as an essential piece of engagement work 

that deepens and sustains the connections young Jewish adults make through other means. Some 

initiatives focus on relationship building that will lead an individual to something concrete: joining a 

group or organization, becoming a volunteer leader, or even traveling back to Israel. However, in an era 

where Jewish association and identification are less and less associated with organizational affiliation 

or participation in a program, the building of a relationship between young Jewish adults that allows for 

Jewishness to be explored is sometimes an end in itself. 

In the latter cases, non-traditional Jewish identification that grows from the building of Jewish 

relationships usually finds a natural link with the world of Jewish micro-communities. As discussed 

previously, engagement initiatives are encouraging the growth of micro-communities, particularly 

when they can help guide those communities in their exploration of Judaism and connect them to a 

larger network of Jewish experience. Most importantly, and most often expressed by the engagers 

interviewed for this project, is a sense that young Jews are encouraged to engage in Jewish community 

on their own terms, and that they are empowered to discover their own connections rather than 

participating in Jewish life that is prescribed and not meaningful for them. This often means that the 

"end" of relational Jewish engagement is yet to be determined, because the individuals in question are 

given the freedom to determine it for themselves. 

The Leadership Development Approach 

As often as the argument arises for better engagement of young people in Jewish communal life, 

nearly as often do we hear a call for development of new leadership for the next generation. Adam 
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Bronfman of The Samuel Bronfman Foundation stated that "we have powerful models of leadership in 

our tradition, to which we can turn to inspire a new generation of leadership" (2008, p. 4). Some 

engagement initiatives have begun to do just that and are seeing that in the context of Birthright-related 

initiatives, leadership and engagement are deeply intertwined, to the point where they are often one and 

the same. 

According to Dr. Erica Brown, educator and former director of the Jewish Leadership Institute, 

the Jewish community of today is experiencing an inspiration crisis in its leadership, partially because 

of an increasing focus for Jewish leaders to gain technical skills like fundraising and management skills 

rather than emotional connections to Jewish life (2005). With Birthright, however, young Jewish adults 

often find themselves overwhelmed with inspiration after a trip and lacking for a constmctive outlet for 

their motivation. Furthermore, "Next Gen Jews" are generally impatient with the hierarchical, 

bureaucratic nature of Jewish communal organizations; they don't want to "'wait their tum' or 'pay their 

dues' ... without decision-making power in our Jewish community, they will lose interest" (Weisman & 

Myers Allen, 2008, p. 11). 

Leadership development programs for Birthrighters are thus ideally positioned to harness that 

inspiration and guide potential leaders in doing something meaningful immediately after their 

Birthright trip that helps to build community and connections to Israel. Several of the models described 

here, while very new, are beginning to show signs of success and are receiving attention within the 

world of engagement as models worth growing and replicating. Programs range from opportunities to 

participate in planning a special program, such as the Reverse Mif gash program through NEXT DC, to 

formal fellowship programs that require a commitment of a year or more of training and education, 

such as the Kahn and BRidge Fellowships through the L.A. Federation. Some engagers are finding that 

leadership development programs are an effective way to engage donors around the idea of Birthright-



related engagement, because the programs really show the impact potential of engagement work and 

allow donors to see what motivated and empowered young Jewish adults are capable of. 
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Margalit Rosenthal, Senior Director of the Birthright Israel Experience at the Los Angeles 

Federation, explained that their leadership development programs enhance her ability to do engagement 

work successfully because despite being a young Jewish adult herself, she needs the involvement of 

participants to determine how to shape the programs available to them. "It's much more efficient and 

effective to tap specific people from the trip who we see potential in as leaders, as community 

organizers, as people who can draw out their peers through conversation and tap them to figure out 

what their peers want, and then I can help them provide that. Instead of keeping them in a silo, to bring 

them into a community. That's the approach." 

Elements of Leadership Development 

Leadership development is not just about having people who are involved and motivated to 

make things happen for other people; it is about creating a sense of ownership of the Jewish community 

for younger generations. Joelle Berman of NEXT explained that the leadership approach is about 

"bringing actual Birthrighters and leaders into the process of creating their communities and creating 

what's available to people who live there." Jeff Finkelstein, a Birthrighter-tumed-volunteer leader with 

NEXT DC, described how this process worked for him and his peers that have become young leaders: 

Everything you do leads to something else, and it means that people are trusting you to lead, 

and at the same time you get a responsibility to people in your community, so if people are 

believing in you then you have to live up to the expectation. I think that when you challenge 

people, like in the business world, often times they rise to the task, and I think it works the same 

in the Jewish community. You find the right people, give them the right challenges, and more 
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often than not they step up to the task. 

This should come as a comfort for those who fear that young Jewish adults are not invested in 

the Jewish community as their own and that we face a dearth of communal leadership among younger 

generations (Wertheimer, 2010). This can also be seen as an argument for giving young people a sense 

of communal responsibility sooner rather than later. Jeff explained how he sees the Federation doing 

just that. He continued: "The torch will ultimately be passed, right? And so the people who are leading 

the community now at some point will have to pass that along. And at least the DC Federation, to my 

mind, recognizes this and is developing its young leadership well before the torch is ever passed. And if 

you do that, you have a strong foundation on which to build." 

Leadership programs also usually carry an element of prestige or exclusivity to enhance the 

appeal to participants who feel ready to enter Jewish life at a level other than the low-barrier, beginner 

level that Birthright-related initiatives tend towards. The UJA-Federation of New York has even created 

a specific Birthright trip for emerging leaders, called the Zankel Leadership Bus, which provides 

"access to unique experiences, learning opportunities, and special speakers" and emphasizes 

"build[ing] relationships and stay[ing] connected to other young professionals in Manhattan and the 

crucial work of UJ A-Federation after [participants] return home" (www.ujafodny.org ). This trip starts 

the leadership development process from the point of trip recruitment and often results in participants 

continuing on to other leadership opportunities with UJA after they return. 

Research on leadership development suggests that such programs serve two distinct purposes: 

to provide potential leaders with concrete knowledge and skills to enable them to perform certain tasks 

effectively, and to bolster leaders' abilities to engage in relationships, solve problems and enact change 

that will lead to greater capacity of the organization (Day, 2001). Accordingly, there are several key 

elements that contribute to the success of a leadership development program in this context. 
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As mentioned previously, education plays an important role in leadership development 

initiatives, both for bringing new leaders to a certain level of Jewish knowledge and literacy and for 

giving them the tools to navigate their own Jewish community. All of the leadership initiatives included 

in this research project feature some sort of training or education component, at the very least to 

provide a framing of the experience for participants. In many cases, education is ongoing and occurs in 

phases or as bookends to an experience such as with NEXT DC's Alumni Leadership Mission. Through 

participation in these leadership programs or fellowships, participants become more confident in their 

knowledge of the community and often become further invested because of the knowledge they gain. 

Some communities have realized this and offer educational programs as stand-alone elements of their 

leadership programs, with the idea that education and training will serve as a bridge to deeper and more 

meaningful involvement. 

There is also a sense of belonging to a cohort, a model which has been found in the context of 

other Jewish leadership programs to "deepen the understanding and practice of personal leadership," 

which "benefits the individual's relationship with his or her own community and sphere of influence" 

(Bronznick & Goldenhar, 2003, p. 4). Engagement professionals agree that placing individuals with 

high amounts of potential in a group together enhances their collective capacity, particularly when 

those individuals carry large amounts of social capital. "When you put like-minded individuals and 

like-experienced individuals together, there is a camaraderie to it, and there is an enhancing effect to 

it," one interviewee stated. 

Mentorship is also a key component, where participants have the opportunity to develop a 

learning relationship with someone whose experience will deepen their understanding and connection. 

The L.A. Federation's Kahn and BRidge Fellowships, for example, together are a leadership program 

for Birthrighters and madrichim to work together to put on events for their community. The fellowships 
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are arranged so that a Kahn Fellow, who is a recent Birthrighter and identified leader, works in tandem 

with a BRidge Fellow, usually the Kahn fellow's madrich/a, to plan events for their community. Both 

Kahn and BRidge Fellows benefit from the mentorship relationship in their individual roles in that they 

are able to share ideas, learn from one another's experiences, and discover their own leadership skills 

throughout the process. This system also creates a continuum of involvement and leadership, in that 

Kahn Fellows may be inspired by the BRidge Fellows' experience and decide to become a BRidge 

Fellow as well, enabling them to staff an L.A. community trip where they are then able to identify and 

build relationships with other potential leaders who can possibly become Kahn Fellows themselves 

down the road. 

Unique Leadership Experiences 

Becoming a leader opens opportunities for Birthrighters to participate in special experiences or 

programs, such as organizing an exciting program for their own community or even traveling back to 

Israel. The Federation of Greater Washington's NEXT DC offers an Alumni Leadership Mission, where 

alumni can participate in a week-long trip that takes the Birthright experience further and focuses on 

leadership development. A participant described the experience as "an in-depth opportunity with 

unparalleled access" that builds on the "all-you-can-eat buffet" introduction to Israel that Birthright 

provides. 

The Alumni Leadership Mission program requires participants to attend pre- and post-trip 

sessions as a cohort, as well as create and implement a community impact project in the D.C. area 

inspired by their experience. Participants must also be chosen through an application process, adding an 

element of prestige and sense of responsibility to fulfill the mission of the program. And as with any 

mission-style trip, participants are asked to make a contribution to the Federation upon return, making 



them not only engaged young leaders but donor-participants as well. 

.Sara Weiner explained how such an opportunity not on1y engages mission participants as 

committed members of the community, but helps to perpetuate the process of young leadership 

development: 
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[The Alumni Leadership Mission] really helps to pull people into those relationships-they 

meet with Federation leaders, Israeli leaders across different sectors ... that really solidifies them 

as members of the community and ambassadors who then help bring up the next group. It has 

this organic sense where the more people get involved in the Alumni Leadership Mission and 

through some of the different fellowships and courses that we off er, those personal 

relationships connect right into new ones, which becomes a chain. 

NEXT DC has also piloted other innovative programs that serve a dual purpose of engagement 

and leadership development. The "Reverse Mifgash," for example, is a program where D.C. 

Birthrighters come together to bring the Israeli soldiers who participated in the "mifgash" (Hebrew for 

"encounter") program on their own Birthright trips to D.C. for an encounter experience in the United 

States. The idea came from a Birthrighter who went on a Federation community trip and wanted the 

Israelis who had joined them to have a similar experience of understanding Jewish communal life in the 

Diaspora. The program became a reality when the Federation committed to matching any funds 

Birthrighters could raise to bring "their Israelis" to Washington. Reverse Mifgash has become 

immensely successful since the first one in 2008; it has been done four more times since then, 

generating a group of 40 Israeli alumni who have created their own network in Israel to keep in touch 

with one another and to sustain their connection to the D.C. community. 

Sara Weiner explained how this has been successful not only as a program, but as an 

engagement endeavor for several reasons. A key element is having Birthrighters take charge of the 
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whole planning process, from generating funds through "friend-raising," or utilizing social networking 

to raise awareness and money (Hart, Greenfield, MacLaughlin, & Geier, 2010), to putting together a 

committee to plan the content for the experience itself. This element gives participants a strong sense of 

ownership, and they quickly become invested because they have an interest in bringing the Israelis they 

met through the mifgash to visit them in their own city. It also creates a variety of ways to get involved, 

from planning programs to home-hosting an Israeli, to simply showing up and being a part of the 

celebration that takes place when the Israelis arrive. For many D.C. Birthrighters, Reverse Mifgash is 

often the first thing they get involved with after their trip, and it leads to a sense of accomplishment, 

ownership, and investment in the community that leads to further engagement and leadership down the 

road. Due to its success on these multiple levels, Reverse Mif gash has received some attention from 

other organizations nationwide and has already been replicated by the Atlanta Federation 

(www.jewishatlanta.org). Other Federations including Los Angeles are looking into creating a Reverse 

Mifgash of their own, and it is likely that others will follow suit over the next several years. 

The Fellowship Appeal 

Fellowships are being investigated nationwide as successful models that provide a large return 

on investment, in that the leaders who participate go on to perpetuate the engagement of Birthrighters 

through leadership in Jewish life and building of micro-communities. A particular brand of leadership 

development programs, fellowships have several defining characteristics. Fellows are selected for their 

leadership skills to help further the mission of the program that hosts them, and they are usually 

brought on as independent contractors with the organization. Because they have a greater level of 

responsibility, fellows are given more targeted training, focusing on things like strategies for 

meaningful engagement and using funds efficiently to create Jewish experiences. They are usually 
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given a programming budget, in addition to a stipend, for putting on a certain number of programs or 

connecting with a certain number of participants. Such programs are usually even more selective than 

other leadership development programs, requiring participants to be identified and nominated rather 

than going through an application process. 

The closest model to this type of fellowship that exists in the Jewish community for engagement 

purposes is the Campus Entrepreneurs Initiative (CEI) through Hillel, which several of these 

fellowships cite as the inspiration for their own programs. CEI interns are college students who are 

given the training and tools necessary to engage their peers in Jewish life on campus. This initiative 

popularized the idea of the "one-on-one" or "coffee date" as a means of engagement, as well as the 

concept of peers as quasi-professionals serving as "'connectors', personal concierges who link 

individual students [or Birthrighters] to relevant Jewish opportunities, based on the stories heard during 

the one-on-one conversation" (Wolfson, 2013, p. 102). 

Fellowship models have been utilized by a few Birthright-related engagement initiatives, 

including NEXT before they shifted away from direct programmatic work. Fellowships have been 

created in the past several years in Toronto with Community Connect and at the Los Angeles 

Federation. Similar models are in development in several other communities, including Atlanta, which 

is developing something called the "concierge committee." There is also a project underway in the Bay 

Area of Northern California to train "Jewish journey guides" to provide ongoing peer engagement. 

The Community Connect fellowship is an extension of the initiative's professional relational 

engagement network and is heavily influenced by the CEI model. Fellows are especially motivated 

young adults who are involved with the Toronto Jewish community and build relationships with their 

friends and individuals who are identified as leaders through Birthright trips or through the community 

in general. Community Connect fellows are "basically personal mentors or guides to engaging .. .in 



Jewish life," and they step in to help strengthen Community Connect's relational network by 

maintaining relationships with Birthrighters and other young Jewish adults. 
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The Los Angeles Federation has created a pair of fellowships, funded by two Los Angeles 

private donors, that are specifically designed to strengthen the Birthright experience from several 

angles. The Kahn Fellowship is a leadership development program where emerging leaders are 

identified from among L.A. community Birthright participants and nominated to organize events for 

their peers, both from their own Birthright buses and others. Events vary in scale, purpose, and interest 

area, just as with any programmatic initiative, but are decidedly communal and accessible in that they 

are created by Birthrighters for Birthrighters. There is also a relational component, where fellows are 

required to have one-on-ones with peers to have meaningful Jewish conversations and to learn what 

they should be providing with their programming. Kahn fellows receive training and guidance from 

engagement professionals and volunteer leaders, including their madrichim, many of whom have been 

trained as mentors through the BRidge Fellowship. 

The primary purpose of the BRidge Fellowship (the "BRI" stands for Birthright Israel) is to 

train community members as Birthright madrichim to be effective educators and engagers and to begin 

connecting Birthrighters to the Los Angeles community while they are on the trip. BRidge fellows are 

selected for their experience and knowledge of the Los Angeles community and their ability to serve as 

mentors to their Jewish peers. While the Los Angeles Federation already had a fairly dedicated group 

of individuals willing to staff trips and lend their expertise, the fellowship serves as "a formalization of 

that commitment and that connection." The BRidge fellows' training focuses around empowering them 

to serve as guides to the Kahn Fellows, including steering them towards meaningful engagement with 

Jewish content in their programs. The presence of capable madrichim as BRidge fellows to serve as 

peer leaders helps maintain a sense of do-it-yourself community building within the fellowships that 
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organizations like Moishe House have championed. 

Fellows are expected not only to create programs and build relationships, but to enhance their 

own Jewish journeys as well. There is a requirement that they attend events put on by other 

organizations in the community, which facilitates both the development of program ideas and potential 

partnerships, as well as a broader experience of the diversity of programs available in the Jewish 

community. Funds have also been made available so that fellows can participate in an immersive 

Jewish experience, such as an international travel opportunity with a Jewish organization, or a 

conference like TribeFest or Limmud. In certain cases, other unexpected opportunities have also 

become available to fellows through their participation and increased involvement in Jewish communal 

life. 

Charlie Jasper was one of the first Kahn fellows, and he describes his experience with both 

Birthright and the fellowship as "life-changing." After a trying experience in the U.S. Army where he 

was the target of anti-Semitism and treated like an outsider despite his own arms-length relationship 

with Judaism, Charlie rediscovered a sense of belonging and acceptance on a Birthright trip through the 

L.A. Federation. He was somewhat surprised to be acknowledged as a leader by his bus-mates, and he 

was even more surprised when a Birthright engagement professional from the Federation asked him to 

participate in the piloting of the Kahn Fellowship. He quickly became motivated to organize events for 

his bus-mates and other L.A.-based Birthrighters, and he enjoyed the experience so much he stayed on 

as a fellow for two terms. 

Through the exposure that came from being an enthusiastic young leader with the Federation, 

community members began to show interest in Charlie, and he was invited to tell his story at several 

Federation and other community events. One opportunity has led to another, including being offered a 

job on the spot by a high-level community member after a speaking engagement at a Federation event. 



Though Charlie is no longer a Kahn fellow, he remains deeply involved with the Jewish community 

through the Federation and Moishe House, and he continues to receive invitations to speak at a wide 

variety of community events. Charlie says that the experience has allowed him to find a home once 

again, and he hopes to inspire others to seek the "kesher," or connection, that is meaningful for them. 
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The two fellowships have existed as a joint engagement venture for two years now, and for 

much of that time director Margalit Rosenthal has been experimenting with the model and determining 

which direction to take them. Since the Kahn Fellowship began, the length of time has been changed 

from nine months to twelve, and more guidance and structure has been put in place for the fellows, at 

their request. There is also a greater sense of developing the Kahn and BRldge Fellows as a cohort 

together and a focus on more general engagement rather than a focus specifically on programming for 

one's own Birthright bus. "The spirit of the program is that the people in it really help us determine 

what works best, and what works best for each season is not necessarily what's going to work best for 

next season. But we can always learn and try to improve," Margalit said. 

As the program develops further, it is receiving more attention as a model that may be replicated 

elsewhere. Margalit has been contacted by several engagement professionals in other communities 

interested in creating fellowship programs of their own. At the time of submission of this thesis no 

other fellowship programs have been announced, but it is likely that this is a model that will expand 

and gain popularity in the coming years. 

Identifying Leaders 

While sometimes the identification of potential leaders happens through self-identification on 

the part of an individual who has the natural skills and inclination towards such a role, there is also a 

significant amount of leadership development work that engagers do when they recognize potential in 



someone, even if the person does not see him or herself as a leader. In those cases, the recognition of 

leadership potential becomes a mutual process where someone shows the interest in being involved, 

and an engager encourages him or her to take a more significant role within the organization. Sara 

Weiner described the process of one Birthrighter's journey from being a participant to a committee 

member, leader, and even Birthright madrich through NEXT DC. 
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Jeff went on a DC community Birthright trip in January 2012, which was his first involvement 

with the Federation. After a fantastic experience with an energetic bus and two motivated madrichim 

who are volunteer leaders in the community, Jeff began to engage with NEXT DC and helped organize 

Shabbat dinners and other events for his bus mates. Early on, Jeff was recognized as a leader for his 

enthusiasm and sense of commitment, and he was asked to become one of three co-chairs of the 

Reverse Mifgash that year. "He would help prepare the meetings, and [he led] one of the sub

committees, and during the week of his Reverse Mifgash he was there all the time and was making 

announcements ... he was really one of the people who led the charge," Sara recalled. 

After that experience Jeff was encouraged to take the NeXus education course to get a more 

complete sense of the Federation's work, which then led to more leadership opportunities. The 

engagement staff decided to reconvene the then-defunct NEXT DC Advisory Committee and invited 

former Reverse Mifgash chairs to contribute the perspective of recent Birthright alumni. Jeff sat on that 

committee and was able to contribute not only as a Birthrighter, but as an invested and knowledgeable 

member of the Federation's young adult community. 

Jeff then became eligible for even more opportunities through his role as a committee member, 

including becoming a madrich on a D.C. community Birthright trip. He co-staffed a trip with Sara in 

August 2013 and at the same time applied and was accepted to participate in the Alumni Leadership 

Mission in November 2013. In the span of around two years, Jeff went from being an unengaged 
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Birthright participant to a committee member and leader, and he was able to travel back to Israel twice 

more through his affiliation with the Federation. While Sara acknowledged that this is "sort of an over

the-top, on-steroids example," Jeffs story illustrates how the leadership opportunities at the D.C. 

Federation feed into one another and enable participants to develop deep connections to the 

community. Jeff also realized through his experience that while he has always considered himself a 

"take charge kind of guy" and a leader, it took a combination of his own motivation and recognition 

with encouragement from staff to lead him along this course. 

Margalit Rosenthal similarly described the identification of potential leaders for the Kahn and 

BRidge Fellowships and finds that they are able to enhance the cohorts by identifying and choosing 

leaders for qualities that they may not always see in themselves. The fellowships are not advertised 

broadly to participants, because "we don't want people corning on the trips gunning to get chosen and 

acting a different way [than they normally would]," Margalit explained. Keeping the selection process 

quiet also allows them to select fellows for diverse qualities. "We don't necessarily want everyone 

who's really extroverted and really amazing at planning parties, because that's not what it's about. We 

also want the people who maybe are quieter or can draw people out on an individual level, and who 

people feel comfortable talking to. That's who we want because it's not about planning events; it's about 

building relationships." As a result, fellows like Charlie get chosen when they do not necessarily see 

themselves as leaders, and those fellows are often the ones who benefit most from the experience and 

contribute to the group in unique and unexpected ways. 

Combining Strategies 

While some communities focus specifically on one strategy as their main approach, many have 

come to realize that engagement is not one-size-fits-all but needs to be about "choice and ownership." 



Therefore they approach their work with a combination of the above strategies, keeping in mind that 

young Jewish adults need to be able to explore their identity freely in an environment "where they 

aren't asked to check their complexity at the door" (Levin, 2012). 
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In some ways, one engagement approach cannot exist on its own without some influence from 

the others. For example, a programmatic approach that caters to a variety of interests must engage in 

relationship building with its participants in order to understand what they are looking for in their 

programming and recruit new ideas. In many cases, engagers with myriad responsibilities on their 

plates cannot build all of the content themselves and therefore must rely on volunteer leaders, whom 

they themselves have identified as leaders through their relationship building activities, to create 

appealing programs for their peers. 

Relational strategies in particular tend to be interwoven with whatever else an initiative is 

offering, whether it is programming, education, or leadership development. These elements, in fact, are 

often the vehicles for relationship building; engagers build in outreach before and after a program to 

ensure that the program is coupled with contact from a particular individual. They also see events and 

programs themselves as important times to build relationships with the participants that show up, to 

ensure they feel a part of a community and will be inclined to come back, or reach out for guidance 

towards something else. 

Several of the organizations included in this study describe their approach as consisting of 

multiple "pillars," which may include programs, individual relationship building, leadership 

development, building community partnerships, and various other components such as digital outreach. 

NEXT DC incorporates all three of the above approaches in its engagement work, providing 

opportunities for connection through the work of its engagers while simultaneously working towards 

the strengthening of a network of alumni programming in the D.C. area, with NEXT DC leaders at the 
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center. Community Connect similarly sees itself as using all of these approaches, with peer leadership 

and community partnerships creating the links between all the facets of their work. NEXT, as the only 

nationwide network organization focused on the Birthright population, helps local initiatives develop 

their approaches in all of these areas and defines its own work with Birthrighters as "connecting 

Birthrighters to local opportunities in their communities, to local engagement professionals in their 

communities, and to each other." 

Sometimes combining different approaches can create challenges; for example, leadership 

development programs require that participants/fellows are given a sense of independence and are 

trusted to accomplish their goals themselves, but as a program with relational values it is also crucial 

that engagers develop relationships and provide support throughout the experience. Margalit Rosenthal 

explained, 

I think that it's a fine line, because I don't want them to think that I as a staff person and 

representative of the Federation am checking on them and looking over their shoulder. But at 

the same time I want them to see that I support themin our work and that it's not just-yes, 

they're independent contractors, but I don't want them to think that they're just doing work for 

us and that's it. I want them to know that they're doing work on our behalf that we are totally 

invested in and totally a part of. 

In this sense, the challenge of engagement work is just as much about finding ways to be hands-off as it 

is about discovering strategies to draw people in. 

A dynamic, multifaceted approach to engagement is quickly becoming the norm, with engagers 

leading the charge in experimenting and developing new ways to do their work. Several interviewees 

talked about engagement work at Jewish organizations as "R&D" (Research and Development), 

because much of their work is about evaluating the effectiveness of their strategies as they implement 



them and constantly exploring new ways to improve. Even as engagement initiatives become more 

established and there are clearly emerging patterns as to what works, there is still a sense that 

exploration of different avenues, or combinations of avenues, is the norm and the road to a tailored 

engagement program that is integrated with the culture of the community. 

Best Practices and Common Challenges 
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As engagement professionals continue to hone their programs and strategies, they have 

identified some common challenges and developed best practices for addressing some of those 

difficulties. The following section presents the challenges and the successes together, because as in any 

developing field they are deeply intertwined and reveal the nature of the work in the ways that they are 

addressed. Many of the issues described below have emerged as larger systematic challenges that 

engagers and their colleagues must work together to address as they move forward in developing their 

work as a discipline. 

Defining the Population 

One of the largest and most persisting yet most basic issues that these initiatives face, despite 

seemingly clear delineations of what makes someone a Birthrighter, is defining the population they 

serve. While it is common to have an eye on Birthrighters as a key population to engage, particularly 

following a trip, most do not solely serve Birthrighters but define the population as " ... and their 

friends," or simply aim to serve young Jewish adults as a whole and do not single out Birthright in their 

language. "We know that obviously the trip is a great leverage point and a great opportunity, and those 

Birthright Israel alumni probably come home and probably have lots of other Jewish friends, and they 

are a great way in, for all those people to start accessing Jewish life," one interviewee stated. 
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There is some disagreement about whether Birthrighters should be singled out for targeted 

programming. Some say that this is an important bond they share that should be capitalized upon with 

specific programs that hearken back to their experience in Israel, while others claim that treating 

Birthrighters as a unique population, and acknowledging them as at all different from the rest of their 

peers, is contrary to the objective of integrating them into the community. One interviewee described 

her distaste fort.he term "alumni" in this context, stating that Birthright is the only Jewish experience 

where we assign alumni status to participants immediately afterwards, creating a sense of finality 

where there should be an opening and a beginning. "For me, saying 'Birthright alumni' is like saying 

'Bar Mitzvah alumni.' It's not an affiliation; it's an experience that at this point so much of the 

population has had, and it shouldn't be their one and only affiliation. It should be the beginning of a 

journey. And now that population, when looking for something to do next, they'll only look for 

something that says 'Birthright alumni,' and that removes them from the entire community." 

The answer to this conundrum lies somewhere in the balance between building post-Birthright 

programming on the momentum of the trips and treating Birthrighters as if there has always been a 

place for them in the community, and that they (and their friends) should feel that way regardless of 

whether they have recently been on a Birthright trip. Engagers focus their energy on Birthrighters 

because of the opportunity the trips create for building a conversation about meaningful Jewish 

involvement, but they are equally focused on and willing to have that conversation with whoever 

chooses to seek it out. 

Building Sustainable Connections 

Engagement professionals focused on working with "the Birthright Generation" find themselves 

at the epicenter of the debate about the long-term impact of Birthright on the American Jewish 
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community. They must focus simultaneously on making small advances with individual Birthrighters as 

well as the large questions of how a ten-day experience shapes the way a generation understands and 

experiences the meaning of Judaism. They think about the immediate challenges of building programs 

and creating partnerships, as well as ensuring that individual experiences and interactions transition 

into lasting connections to Jewish identity and community. 

One interviewee explained how she sees the impact of what she calls the "Birthright Syndrome" 

in engagement work: 

As a colleague and friend says, "Birthright is one of the best programs to have come out of this 

Jewish world in the last 20 years, with probably the worst name." Because you're basically 

telling people that Israel is their birthright, whereas generations before felt a sense of pride and 

ownership over the state of Israel and loyalty to the state of Israel, where now you're basically 

saying, "Come! Israel's free! Enjoy!" So I think there are ramifications for the greater Jewish 

world ... people not willing to pay for programs and not willing to come to things unless they're 

really cheap or free is a misdeed for the entire community, because the reality is being a Jew is 

expensive if you're going to be connected. So I think there's a really big challenge coming up. 

Engagers face the challenge of communicating the importance of becoming an invested member of the 

community, not just a consumer or a passive participant. This concern has been voiced by many in 

regards to young Jewish adults and is a broader challenge that the Jewish community faces in response 

to programs that are created to attract the interest of the population but not necessarily sustain it. 

In light of the tenuous connections to Israel and Jewish life that the "Birthright Syndrome" 

creates, engagers face the challenge of finding the right timing to reach Birthrighters before they lose 

interest. Many spoke of a commonplace trend of a "Birthright cliff," where Birthrighters' interest in 

becoming involved in local Jewish life tends to drop off sharply around 3 months after they return from 



63 

their trip. This generates a sense of urgency around immediate post-trip engagement, which can be a 

turn-off if it comes on too strong. The goal for engagers is to find the right timing to reach out, giving 

enough time for Birthrighters to return home and settle a bit after their trip (accounting for the fact that 

many extend their trips), but not waiting so long as to miss riding the wave of post-trip euphoria. 

Rebecca Sugar described how this strategy works for the Alumni Community: "Within the first few 

weeks they have to hear from you when they're back. Their energy is still up, they remember fondly 

what they experienced, they're not quite recovered, they're still in that phase. If you wait 2, 3, 4 months, 

they've already moved on with their lives ... by and large, people tell us that they're in contact with other 

people from their bus for six to eight weeks maybe after they return in a consistent way." 

Many find that even with the initiation of contact within that window, participation still tends to 

drop off incrementally over time. Shauna Waltman explained the phenomenon as she has seen it 

through a three-part post-Birthright programming series implemented by Community Connect: 

"Generally you get 98-100% participation in the reunion. Then you get down to the Shabbat dinner, 

you get between 50-75% participation, we've seen. And the last one, the Tikkun Olam, is between 20-

30. And there are a lot of interesting reasons why I think there's such a drop off. One is because the 

further away you get from an experience, the more real life kind of sinks in and people have other 

commitments." She also explained that while such a programming series is designed to build upon its 

own momentum and include a variety of experiences, sometimes it simply does not capture the specific 

interests of Birthrighters at the right time, and "the reunion factor" alone is not enough to keep bringing 

them back. Whether this is due to competition with other commitments, a lack of connection, or larger 

issues like the "Birthright Syndrome" is unclear, but engagers consistently find that there is a 

correlation between the amount of time that passes after a trip and declining interest in active 

participation in Jewish life. 
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Such issues are why it is crucial to build engagement strategies into every phase of the 

Birthright experience-to truly reach Birthrighters, engagement needs to be a process that begins 

before the trip, gains momentum during the trip itself, and then is sustained in the weeks and months 

after. But engagers often face limitations with staff size and resources, and it can be a major challenge 

to reach everyone at every phase. A strategy that has taken hold in many communities to address this is 

leveraging the role of the North American staff members ("madrichim"). These madrichim, who are 

often engagers themselves, serve as an extension of the professional engagement team and are vehicles 

for involvement and education of Birthrighters, laying the foundation for a sustained Jewish connection 

before the plane touches down. 

Sara Weiner explained that it has become a policy for all NEXT DC Birthright buses to be 

staffed by their own engagers, professionals from partner organizations, or volunteer leaders who have 

a deep commitment to the work they do. For those volunteer leaders, it has become an increasingly 

common practice in all communities to put training programs and requirements in place to ensure that 

they are prepared for the task of being more than just a trip leader, but an ongoing mentor and a guide. 

These training programs can involve a commitment for several months prior to a trip and include a set 

of significant requirements that serve to engage emerging leaders in Jewish life. They communicate the 

philosophy that the role of madrich/a is not simply a free chance to travel back to Israel or a simple 

supervising job, but an opportunity and obligation to play a significant role in the impact of Birthright, 

both during the trip and afterward. 

Community Connect in Toronto has developed a training program that director Shauna Waltman 

calls the "cornerstone" of their leadership development strategy. The 8-month program begins with a 4-

day retreat and continues with monthly trainings that focus on topics ranging from understanding the 

trip itinerary to Holocaust education and Israel advocacy. These sessions are led by twelve mentors 
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who are "superstar veteran madrichim" and teach from their own experiences as well as a core 

curriculum that is guided by the Community Connect staff. In addition to attending monthly trainings, 

potential madrichim are required to attend at least one community event per month and organize an 

event with a group of fellow trainees and mentors to ensure that they are active participants in the 

community before going on the trip. According to Shauna, the program is designed to ensure that 

madrichim see the opportunity as a "community leadership experience, rather than a Birthright 

leadership experience," and understand the long-term goals Community Connect has for engaging 

B irthrighters. 

Madrichim are often the vehicles of the relational engagement strategy, creating bonds with 

participants on the trips and becoming the familiar face that Birthrighters will turn to when they want to 

c'ontinue exploring their Jewish identity back home. The relationships they build make post-trip 

engagement feel natural and comfortable and provide the link to post-trip engagement, which in other 

cases can be so easily lost. When madrichim are the ones to convene a group to attend an event or to 

identify a Birthrighter with leadership potential for a fellowship program, the familiarity with that 

person creates a sense of continuity from the trip to the experience at home and helps Birthrighters to 

feel connected to an otherwise unfamiliar world. 

Facilitating Transitions 

In the business of building Jewish journeys, it is important to focus not only on the experiences 

Jewish life provides, but the transitional spaces between those experiences (Horowitz, 2000). In many 

ways, Birthright has become another rite of passage in a young person's Jewish journey, and with that 

comes the addition of a transitional space that Jewish organizations are still figuring out how to 

address. It is an especially challenging question because Birthright is still relatively new and stands in 
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such stark contrast to other Jewish experiences with its high intensity in such a short period of time and 

the general contrast it creates from the experience of everyday Hfe. The mere existence of post

Birthright engagement initiatives is a testament to the effort to fill this gap, as are the strategies 

described earlier in this thesis. 

While most engagement initiatives are designed to fill the transitional gap between the trip and 

connection to the local Jewish community, some are also thinking about addressing transitional gaps in 

other life stages-for example, from college to general commtmal life-with the goal of contributing to 

the continuity of the Jewish j oumey and to a sense that there is a reason to remain engaged even if there 

is not an immediate motivation to do so. As part of their leadership development portfolio, Toronto's 

Community Connect is working on creating transitional experiences for young people coming out of 

summer camps into the broader community and college students coming out of Hillel who move back 

to Toronto and no longer have the association with an organization dedicated to their peer group. 

Community Connect works with the camps and Hillels to identify leaders from among these groups 

before they make the transition and reaches out to identified leaders to educate them about what is 

available and get them involved in Toronto Jewish life. NEXT is also piloting a national program, 

called "NEXT Bridge," to achieve this same objective. NEXT has developed partnerships with seven 

Hillels and will tap into their resources in those communities to find peer leaders like Moishe House 

residents and Birthrighters who have become leaders to facilitate the outreach and connection. 

Because of the attention paid to the transitions young Jewish adults make in their lives, some 

organizations are finding that they are able to focus on one specific phase, while designing the 

experiences with the transitions to other phases in mind. The Los Angeles Federation, for example, has 

recognized that the local college campuses are doing excellent work in providing comprehensive 

Birthright experiences to their students, and thus the Federation is supporting the campuses to do that 
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work while focusing its own trips and engagement mainly on the 22-26 population, or those who are 

eligible for Birthright and are beyond college age. Other communities see the campuses as the most 

crucial place to focus Birthright-related engagement and have focused their efforts significantly around 

building that experience on the campus. 

IACT, an initiative of the Combined Jewish Philanthropies (CJP) in Boston, is focused entirely 

on engaging Birthrighters on college campuses in the Boston area. CJP funds twelve full-time 

engagement professionals, one at each of the selected campuses, who work directly with students 

before and after the trips to build a sustained Birthright experience. The program includes recruiting 

students to register for a campus-based trip to ensure that they will have the desired contact with the 

majority of students going on Birthright from their campus, and a "Bus Empowerment Program" where 

students can apply for small grants to implement programs on their campus. 

Matt Lebovic, Senior Campus Associate at CJP, explained that they see a great need to engage 

Birthrighters and Birthright-eligibles before they become young adults who are unattached to anything 

Jewish and are much harder to reach. IACT (which stands for "inspired, active, committed, 

transformed") works because the campus provides an ideal platform for Birthrighters to become deeply 

involved in Jewish life when they return, especially when there is someone there to guide them and 

funds that help them shape that experience on campus. Because college students have the opportunity 

to study abroad, they see higher numbers choosing to return to Israel on a long-term trip after Birthright 

than non-Birthrighters, and more students choose to enroll in Jewish Studies courses after they have 

been on a trip. Matt believes that many overlook the campus as a place to engage young Jewish adults 

because there are so many Jewish opportunities for them already available-Hillel, Chabad, and other 

student groups are seen as taking care of this demographic. However, the success of IACT has shown 

him and others at CJP that campus is an essential place to invest in Birthright engagement in order to 
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build a foundation and a culture for sustainable Jewish engagement. 

Challenges of Communication 

In an age where digital media with up-to-the-moment, easily digestible information mles, it can 

be a significant challenge to capture and sustain the attention of Birthrighters, even in the weeks and 

months after they return from their trips. As Beth Kanter, author of The Networked Nonprofit, explained 

as part of the #NetTalks Alumni Engagement Webinar Series, the goal of online engagement should be 

to build communication and investment among community members, rather than simply sharing 

information unilaterally with an unlmown mass of constituents. Some engagement initiatives have gone 

beyond reliance on simple methods with e-mail lists and Facebook pages and have invested more in 

developing technology to serve their outreach needs. 

Initiatives such as Gesher City and Grape Vine have been created as city-based social 

networking ventures that specifically foster Jewish engagement by connecting Jews online to what is 

happening in their local communities (Litman, 2012). Both are relatively new and have been piloted in 

several commtmities such as Boston, Denver, and Rhode Island. In cities where these Jewish social 

networking initiatives have not taken root, or in the case of NEXT, which is not based in any one local 

community and thus makes use of national platforms, engagers are using mainstream social networking 

tools with specific strategies to connect to Birthrighters and to connect Birthrighters to one another. 

Joelle Berman is the Communications Manager of NEXT and handles everything from the 

organization's website to the strategic messaging shared with their partners. In recent years, NEXT has 

begun to look at the possibilities of digital media beyond simply communicating their messages, but for 

enabling Birthrighters to connect to one another in a way that comes naturally to them: online. 

"Essentially our goal is to create digital media that helps this audience connect more deeply to their 
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Jewish communities, to the Jewish people, and enables them to explore their Jewish identities," Joelle 

explained. 

Tools like an interactive High Holidays map that allows young Jews to find meaningful ways to 

celebrate the holidays locally are proving to be effective and contribute the important element of 

allowing people to make connections in a way that feels natural and comfortable to them. Even the 

sharing of a Pinterest board filled with images, recipes, and stories related to a particular Jewish 

holiday can help young Jewish adults to feel that Jewish culture and Jewish life are relevant to them 

and can exist in the forums where they experience life on a daily basis. Such positive experiences can 

then lead them to explore things like an online city directory, which NEXT also provides, to discover 

local opportunities for involvement that will connect them more actively to their immediate 

community. 

Even more important than making information accessible to Birthrighters and other young 

Jewish adults through social media is creating a space for interaction, where they can participate in the 

conversation about their community, and by nature of that engagement, become a part of it. Joelle 

stated that using social media for engagement is "about bringing people young people into the 

conversation, instead of trying to have the conversation for them." Social media outlets provide 

platforms in which such conversations can be had, if individuals of interest can be engaged enough to 

share their thoughts. Some of the ideas Beth Kanter (2014) shared for doing just that included posing 

an open-ended question to a forum to facilitate participation, holding a contest ( challenging group 

members to come up with the best caption for a photo, for example), or posting a "throwback" photo 

that will generate participation around a shared memory or experience. The central idea is not to stop at 

simply making the audience aware of the content or opportunities available to them, signified by a 

"like" on Facebook, but to facilitate a trajectory towards connection, which leads to action and 
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ultimately the championing of a cause as their own. 

In the cases where one-sided communication such as email is used, NEXT and others put a 

considerable amount of work into looking at what makes those messages successful, and they have a 

number of strategies for doing so. The team at NEXT carefully monitors their digital feedback and 

looks at details such as whether an email is opened more frequently when the word "Israel" appears in 

the subject line. Such tidbits of information go into the crafting of their messages, ensuring both that 

they reach the largest audience possible and also that the content is relevant to those who care to be 

engaged by them. 

Access to Information 

To add further complication to the already challenging task of communication, simply gaining 

access to information about the population in question often proves difficult. When asked about access 

to information, many engagement professionals described ways in which Taglit-Birthright Israel's 

policies slow down or even hinder their ability to accomplish their goals. With only a few exceptions, 

most engagement initiatives do not work directly with Taglit-Birthright Israel as an organization, or 

with the many trip providers who are contracted to provide the infrastructure for the trips themselves. 

Because of the nature of these contracting relationships, Birthright does not encourage or discourage 

participants from registering for any particular trip, with the approach of giving each provider a fair 

shot at recruiting. This becomes a problem for engagement initiatives, because participants register 

online without understanding the process and the differences between the trips or providers, and they 

often miss out on signing up for a community trip if they are attracted to one provider's specialty over 

another. 

When a participant signs up for a community trip, engagement professionals have access to 
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their information right away and can be in contact with them prior to the trip. When they sign up online 

and are placed randomly on a trip not associated with a local community, however, engagers are 

powerless to begin making the connection before and during the trip, which they have found to be so 

vital to lasting engagement. Taglit-Birthright Israel does share contact lists of all Birthrighters from a 

certain commtmity with local organizations for follow-up purposes, but this process is often delayed 

and information is sometimes not shared for up to six months after the Birthright "season" is over. 

There is some frustration with the degree to which Birthright "caters to the individual" and does 

not design the registration process to be more conducive to community-based engagement, or 

substantive post-engagement of any kind. Some initiatives have created strategies to respond to this

for example, IACT in Boston holds orientations and registration drives where someone is available to 

answer Birthrighters' questions and explain the advantage of signing up for a community trip. While 

this does make somewhat of a difference for local initiatives, they make the effort knowing that they 

are still missing opporttmities to connect with and engage some percentage of Birthrighters in their 

community simply because of a lack of information. 

Those engagers who do have access to information, because their community initiatives have a 

direct relationship with a sole trip provider that caters to their community, understand their advantage 

and see how the current situation negatively impacts their peers in other locations. Initiatives that are 

tied directly to Taglit-Birthright Israel, like Birthright Israel NEXT: a Division of the Birthright Israel 

Foundation, also have direct access and are sometimes able to communicate with Birthrighters in ways 

that independent initiatives cannot. "Since we are a part of the Birthright Israel enterprise, we have 

access to these alumni. We can communicate with them. We can reach them the day they come home 

from their trip and say, 'Hey, how was it? Was it awesome? Tell us all about it! And make sure you 
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know about these great things now that you're home.' You know, we have that unique opportunity," one 

interviewee explained. 

Despite the tension felt by some as a result of this situation, others do not see it as a problem 

because they do not believe that effective engagement strategies should rely on mass email 

communication. "The lists themselves ... are not in our view a hugely effective tool. They're an 

important tool, a tool that we like having, but the majority of the people who come to the program don't 

seem to come from a random email sent spontaneously by our organization," one engager said. "The 

Birthright alumni list is not the golden ticket. Emailing people about events is not a guarantee that 

you'll fill your room. It takes more convincing than that. .. l think it's ultimately really important that 

people feel a part of something, that they feel that they belong in the room, first and foremost," said 

another. 

A third interviewee explained that her organization does not keep a Birthright alumni listserv 

because they feel that this encourages a siloed approach to engagement when the goal should be to 

integrate Birthrighters into the larger picture. "We don't have a Birthright alumni listserv because we 

want to let them know that they're not Birthright alumni, they are members of the [local] Jewish 

community, and that they have access to and can connect to any of the resources here, whether or not 

they are specifically for people in their twenties or specifically for people that went on Birthright." 

Challenges of Size and Scale 

As discussed in previous sections, the size of a community can present difficulties for 

engagement-based programs focused on building connections to and between large numbers of 

Birthrighters, especially when the tasks fall to a small number of engagement professionals. Challenges 

with scaling efforts of community outreach can be addressed with some of the methods described 



above, but engagers are identifying ways that the size, makeup, and nature of the communities they 

work with make their work significantly more nuanced. 
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Community size often dictates the frequency and scope of opportunities that are available for 

involvement in a certain area, but more does not always mean better. In Manhattan, for example, 

programming for young Jewish adults is plentiful, but so are social, cultural, and educational events of 

all kinds. The Alumni Community finds that the wealth of culture offered by a place like New York 

City can make the case for participating in Jewish life more challenging, especially when meeting other 

young Jews is not so much a challenge but a regular part of life. 

On the other end of the spectrum from New York are smaller communities where participating 

in a gathering with other young Jewish adults might be a major source of community and meaning for 

Birthrighters, but such opportunities are few and far between. These are small, suburban communities 

where the Jewish organizations that serve them are scaled to the community, and they may not be large 

enough to employ dedicated engagement staff. But Birthright as a national phenomenon has reached 

the young adults who live there, and their needs are the same as their peers living in larger communities 

who do get served by engagement initiatives. In these places the challenge is not competition with 

other activities, but a dearth of interesting, relevant programming for young Jews that may make them 

feel as if participation in the Jewish community is for people in other stages of life, or only happens in 

larger cities with major Jewish populations. 

Engagement initiatives must focus not only on the size of the demand they should be prepared 

to meet, but the distinct culture and "flavor" of the place as well. Adam Pollack, Western Regional 

Director of NEXT, experiences this more than others through his work with the diverse array of 

communities that make up the western part of the country. "I think about large and small communities, 

but I also think about culture," he explained. "There are large and small communities that are very 
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willing to try new things and are willing to take a chance and run a pilot. Others are less open to that. 

The culture of the community is a big part of ... understanding what the [engagement] trends are there." 

Adam finds that size does not dictate similarities in culture, nor does geographic proximity. Los 

Angeles and San Diego, for example, may not have any more similarities in terms of what works for 

engagement than do San Diego and Denver, Colorado. While communities across the board share 

common broad-stroke strategies, finding what works involves assessment by individual community and 

asking questions such as where young people are living and for how long. "Especially in the western 

region there's a lot of migration from outside the region, so there's a big flux of new young adults, 

maybe who went on Birthright in a different community but now are moving here post-college or 

maybe 3 or 4 years post-college. A place like Los Angeles is a magnet for young adults. A place like 

Portland is also a magnet, but they're two very different cities. The reason people move there are very 

different. So different strategies are needed in each." 

One of the main principles engagement initiatives are employing to respond to this challenge is 

simple and straightforward-allow the community to define itself. By putting the decision-making, and 

sometimes the programming itself, in the hands of participants along with some structure and guidance, 

the details come together in a way that feels natural, relevant, and effective. This was a major line of 

thinking in NEXT's decision to pull away from providing direct programming and instead focus on 

supporting local initiatives, or even less structured approaches such as providing do-it-yourself "kits" 

for NEXT Shabbat dinners. These resources reach Birthrighters in large numbers and appeal in large 

and small communities alike. For Birthrighters in communities without developed initiatives, a Shabbat 

or holiday kit provides a foundation on which to build a grassroots community that makes them feel 

supported by and connected to the larger Jewish world they experienced on Birthright. In large 

communities, it allows Birthrighters to create a niche where they build their Jewish experience on their 
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own terms, something young adults often do to feel a sense of belonging in the context of big city life. 

Most importantly, it engages Birthrighters not just as consumers but as creators of Jewish life, and it 

guarantees that they will view Judaism as customizable rather than "one size fits all." 

While the "do-it-yourself' (DIY) approach can be a blessing both in terms of empowering 

individuals to create Jewish experiences on their own terms and filling gaps where the engagement 

initiatives cannot reach them, it can also be a challenge to know what role the Jewish content is playing 

and whether it is enough of a foundation to build on for finding deeper meaning in Judaism. Ron 

Wolfson argues that the micro-community, DIY approach only works if it involves some sort of link to 

the larger community, or becomes part of a "community of communities" (2013, p. 3). Many might add 

to this that while a "Shabbox" is effective for Birthright to maintain a connection with its past 

participants, the link to the larger community needs to be more substantive than Jewish ritual items 

imprinted with an organization's logo. Ideally there is a Jewish educator or leader in some sense 

involved who can guide the formation of Jewish content in these experiences, as Hillel has done with 

their Senior Jewish Educators (SJEs) who supervise the CBI interns in their model. While this remains 

an unsolved challenge in the context of a do-it-yourself, Jewish-experience-in-a-box model, NEXT has 

made some strides by providing content in the materials themselves as well as through their digital 

media outreach. This leaves the decision of how much content to include, if any, to the do-it

yourselfers, which may seem to some like a great risk but is the only way to tmly trust young Jewish 

adults to make meaning out of their experiences on their own terms. 

Funding and Sustainability 

Many engagement initiatives started small and were given seed money or funds to hire more 

staff as they grew, either by the organizations that housed them or by private philanthropists, including 

Birthright co-founder Michael Steinhardt. The Kahn and BRidge Fellowships at the Los Angeles 



Federation, now a cornerstone program of their Birthright-related programs, were established as a 

result of good fortune when several donors approached the Fecleration with a desire to fund an 

innovative program focused on engagement of young Jewish adults, but with no specific ideas or 

preference of how to go about it. 
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Now, as many initiatives have become more established, it is unclear where they should fall as 

a funding priority, or where the funds should come from. Many of these initiatives have spent the past 

5-8 years proving their worth and effectiveness; now the next few years will be a time for determining 

how these initiatives fit into the long-term visions of the communities that support them, or even which 

organizations or departments they should be housed in. The organizations that support the work of 

engagement professionals are often faced with competing priorities and limited resources, and may 

seek to create models where their resources are distributed over multiple priority areas. But many of 

these professionals would argue that they need to be dedicated full-time to their tasks, and supported in 

doing so, to continue to produce the kind of quality results they have achieved thus far. 

The Alumni Community in New York started fairly early into the Birthright enterprise as a self

generated programming series that would offer several types of programming on a regular basis-a 

Jewish book club, a Wall Street division, and a series on contemporary issues in Israeli society. 

Rebecca Sugar, then the sole person running the programs, quickly recognized the need to expand as 

participant numbers grew, partially due to her own relationship-building efforts and word of mouth. 

"So at that point, Michael Steinhardt.. .called me up and asked me to go to a meeting with him and a 

donor," Rebecca recalled. The meeting resulted in a commitment of joint funding from Steinhardt and 

the other donor to hire additional staff and develop the Alumni Community further. Over the years, the 

Alumni Community has been part of reconfigurations that included becoming a part of and then 

separating from NEXT. Now the Alumni Community has an official partnership with the Birthright 
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Israel enterprise, securing its long-term status, but stands as its own programming initiative. 

But others are not as secure in their status and feel unsure of their long-term fate. Toronto's 

Community Connect also received several investments from Michael Steinhardt to expand their model 

and hire additional engagement staff. The initiative was originally housed within the Young Leadership 

Division, connected to the campaign but separate from Commtmity Engagement, which was connected 

to the Fundraising department. Now that the program has grown and has proven successful, it is time 

for the Toronto Federation to think about how to sustain this initiative and how their work fits in with 

the larger picture of the organization. 

Shauna Waltman recalled that the initial intention was to keep the engagement work separate 

from fundraising, but as Community Connect has evolved it has aligned with aspects of the work in 

both departments. She and her colleagues have also realized that isolating themselves from the 

fundraising element of the organization does not serve the program, or those they are engaging, well in 

the long term. "So we have arrived at this interesting point of time where we realized these worlds have 

to collide-but how do they collide? And what's the framework? How do these two departments come 

together to work seamlessly, and how do we prevent overlap in what we're doing? Because really it's all 

engagement, whether you're fundraising or you're just getting people involved in the community. So 

how do these two worlds collide so we can maximize our efficiency and cost effectiveness?" Shauna 

and her colleagues continue to ponder these essential questions and perhaps pave the way for other 

organizations that must make similar decisions about sustaining and integrating their own engagement 

initiatives. 

Tracking and Evaluation 

As Jewish organizations work to determine the fate of engagement initiatives, a key issue that 
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many are just beginning to focus on is evaluation. Just as with any program that focuses on engagement 

and relationship building, deciding how to measure success is an extremely elusive and difficult task. 

Some are beginning to develop systematic evaluation processes, while others continue to measure 

success on a case-by-case basis. 

Engagement professionals in other areas of Jewish life, for example through Hillel, have made 

use of databases to track the relationships they create and to evaluate the overall impact of their work. 

Hillel has received attention for developing its own data-tracking system, called REACH, which 

provides sophisticated information to Hillel professionals and goes beyond simply tracking 

participation to evaluate an individual student's Jewish growth over time (www.reachinfo.hillel.org). 

While most engagement initiatives are far from this level of sophistication with their tracking abilities, 

many have taken the concept to heart and are using similar systems to evaluate their work with 

Birthrighters. IACT campus professionals in the Boston area use spreadsheets that mimic the data 

collection capabilities of REACH and set quantitative and qualitative engagement goals for each 

student. They have also begun using "scorecards" that assign value to certain activities that are 

perceived as representing different levels of engagement-a coffee meeting, for example, is worth one 

point, whereas attending a multi-part Jewish learning series is worth more. 

Matt Lebovic explained that part of the reason this system has meaning for them is because 

they are able to compare data across the many campuses engaged with IACT and see how certain 

strategies are working better than others through the data. For other initiatives that cater to one general 

community, such information would only be helpful to compare from one year to the next, taking 

several years to yield any valuable information. Matt and the IACT campus professionals have also 

found that while funders often desire quantitative results to evaluate the success of a program, the 

qualitative information they gather has much more meaning to them and goes farther in guiding the 



engagers in their work. While quantitative data may paint a broad-stroke picture of the program's 

impact, qualitative information tells them specifically how their work is impacting individual 

Birthrighters, which aligns more with the way they approach their work-through individual 

relationship-building. 
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Community Connect also gathers information from Birthrighters, mostly qualitative, to guide 

their work. Their polls of Birthright participants yield information about what Birthrighters are 

interested in and what kinds of opportunities they are looking for from their Jewish community, and 

this information goes into what Shauna Waltman referred to as "a sort of preliminary alumni database" 

to guide their understanding of the population. Margalit Rosenthal is also developing metrics for 

measuring the impact of the Kahn and BRidge Fellowships in Los Angeles, focusing on gathering 

information through evaluation forms filled out by the fellows about their programs and interactions. 

She echoes the sentiment that while numbers are important, the true learning in this line of work comes 

from qualitative, not quantitative information. As engagement initiatives continue to face questions of 

long-term impact and how they are to be sustained financially, they will likely continue to explore 

evaluation methods that serve both their internal needs and the desire for more information coming 

from their partners and funders. 

The Role of Engagement Professionals 

Many organizations, mostly Federations who have invested in sending Birthright buses through 

their organization, have created positions or even whole departments to attend to the tasks of post-trip 

follow-up. In 2005, the Toronto Federation was one of the first to establish a full-time staff position 

dedicated solely to the task of post-Birthright engagement, filled by a young woman named Shauna 
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Waltman, who went on to establish Community Connect in Toronto. With the establishment of 

Birthright-centered engagement as a priority for Jewish organizations, and the programs they have 

created to address that priority, there has been a resulting movement of increased formalization and 

professionalization of this work. Many engagement professionals see their work as important not only 

for the populations they serve, but for the way it is shaping the field of Jewish communal service. 

According to Joelle Berman of NEXT, what is happening now for engagement work is what guided the 

formation of Jewish camping as a professional discipline: 

Fifteen years ago, Jewish camping was not considered a profession. It was not considered a 

field. And now, it is both of those things in every regard. What [The Foundation for Jewish 

Camp] did was ... they really professionalized that field, gave people incentives to stay, made it 

into a real viable force. And I think what we're looking at right now is that there are all these 

professionals out there doing similar work with young adults, and they don't even realize that 

they're a field yet, but we [at NEXT] do. And we not only want to train them because we have 

an interest in engaging young adults, but because we have an interest in them ... we have a 

genuine interest in these engagers loving their jobs, not getting burned out, getting paid enough 

money, having the flexibility and the creativity and the room to be innovative that is required 

for their job. 

NEXT is using the relational, networked approach that is so effective with young Jewish adults to 

facilitate connections between these groups of professionals and volunteers through trainings, 

conversations, and other professional exchanges. The development of professional engagement 

networks enables them to better understand their work, share ideas, and build better relationships with 

the Birthright participants they work with. This comparison positions NEXT as the organization that 

will accomplish for Birthright-centered engagement what the Foundation for Jewish Camp did for 



Jewish camps, whereas others would argue that this is happening organically through professional 

relationships. Regardless of who is driving the movement, it is clear that there is a sense among 

engagement professionals that a networked approach will help them advance their work as a whole. 

Developing Professional Networks 
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Through its evolution, NEXT has become a resource for engagement professionals nationwide 

to learn about the strategies, ideas, successes, and challenges that make up their field of work. 

Alongside organizations like Moishe House and Hillel, NEXT is leading the charge for inaking 

professionalized engagement strategies a central element of work with young Jewish adults. Being in 

this position allows NEXT to understand what practices are emerging among engagers in local 

communities and to connect them with one another to form "more holistic ecosystems in which to 

involve young adults," said Communications Manager Joelle Berman. 

Adam Pollack, Western Regional Director of NEXT, explained how their building of a 

professional network of engagers (aptly named the "NEXTwork") is advancing engagement work to 

have an impact on the landscape of the Jewish communal field. "Even just going out and meeting with 

engagement professionals regularly already elevates the level at which they're seen. NEXT is paying 

attention to them, we're investing heavily in their training, we're available regularly for consultation 

calls around how to manage marketing, how to do a one-on-one conversation, recruitment, evaluation, 

data collection-all of those pieces that go into good engagement work." Having previously worked as 

an engagement professional himself, Adam understands the challenges engagers face and regularly 

engages in conversations with colleagues about how professionals can be supported to succeed. 

Part of ensuring that success is setting realistic expectations of the capacity that such 

professionals and their initiatives can reach. "Often times engagers wear multiple hats, so they might be 

the communications manager and also doing engagement work. So for us we're able to say ... to do good 
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engagement work it's about x, y and z. We talk about best practices and also what is doable within the 

context of their actual organization," Adam said. 

Those conversations occur regularly over the phone between engagers in local initiatives and 

their NEXT regional director, of which there are currently four. Many interviewees for this thesis 

mentioned these monthly calls as a helpful resource for checking in, sharing challenges and best 

practices, and getting updates on what is happening in at.her areas of the region. The NEXTwork is also 

helping to facilitate conversations about some of the big questions engagers face in their work, like 

how to engage in challenging conversations about Israel and how to connect Birthrighters to a larger 

sense of peoplehood and Jewish multiculturalism. 

A key feature of the NEXTwork's development have been the periodic regional gatherings, 

called "convenings," of engagement professionals to participate in a 2- to 3-day professional 

development seminar with other key professionals in their field. NEXT uses this format to bring 

together engagers from a variety of settings to ensure the development of a broad and diverse group of 

professionals that can reach Birthrighters and other Jewish y0tmg adults through as many outlets as 

possible. Adam believes that the power of the convenings lies in the diversity of individuals they bring 

together and their ability to break down barriers within the Jewish community: 

It's nice to know that in one day I can meet with a huge range of individuals, from Birthright 

alumni, to executives at a Federation, to a grassroots organization, to just some young folks who 

had an idea and now they're starting to do it and they need some coaching on how to get it off 

the ground. By gathering such a diverse group of individuals in a room for one or two days, and 

then engaging them in regular conversations over the course of the year, the understandings we 

think we have each of each other and who each other are, those start to fall away and we begin 

to see who we really are and how we can work together around the similarities rather than the 
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differences. 

Large regional convenings typically happen twice annually, but smaller convenings have begun 

to pop up as well among more immediate local networks to do more focused training for those 

commtmities. In the Northeast, NEXT has put together convenings for engagement rabbis and their lay 

leaders to provide training for a more targeted audience. Overall, the convenings have been very 

successful and are an effective platform for building the infrastructure of professional networks that 

NEXT would like to see grow even further. 

Adam also writes articles for Jewish publications to make what is happening in the NEXTwork 

more visible to the field in general. He makes a particular effort to put this presence in the public forum 

around major events and conferences, such as the Federations' General Assembly. "We want to make 

sure that others outside our immediate sphere are aware of the work that's being done in this area," he 

said. 

"One of the things we're trying to do is connect the engagers to a sense of something bigger 

than themselves, so it's not just a professional in charge of programs and engagement in New Mexico, 

but he or she feels like she's part of a national movement of people who· are doing this work. We think 

it will elevate the field, and we think it'll keep people in their jobs longer," said Liz Fisher, Managing 

Director of NEXT. Though subtly mentioned, the issue of high turnover in engagement jobs is 

something managers of engagement programs see commonly (Wolfson, 2013). "It's a tough job that 

people cut their teeth on," said Matt Lebovic of the campus engagement professionals that the IACT 

initiative employs. "A lot are staying two years, which is typical for people in their 20's. [But] if you 

really want to leave a mark on a campus and lead change, I think two years can be challenging," he 

said. 

In some ways, the field itself faces some of the same challenges it seeks to address through its 
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work, most likely because the field is dominated by and large by young professionals. Young people 

tend to seek out engagement work because of its dynamic nature and fast pace, and because it involves 

working with their peer group. Engagement initiatives similarly seek young professionals because they 

are able to build connections easily and naturally when the population in question is of their own age. 

Young people, however, transition more quickly and more frequently in their careers (Sujansky & 

Ferri-Reed, 2009), and engagement positions often do not offer incentives such as opportunities for 

growth or a desirable salary. Some are making a conscious effort to address this by creating other 

incentives such as a cohort mentality to attract engagers to stay longer rather than treating engagement 

work as a stepping stone to bigger things, or they see the overall development of the field as a way to 

address some of the obstacles that they currently face. 

Partnerships and Consultation 

Using the connections made through these professional networks allows engagement initiatives 

to build programmatic and organizational partnerships that help them to collectively expand their 

capacity and increase their impact on the community. It is through community partnerships that 

engagement professionals and organizations are able to reach a wider audience, offer a broader range of 

interests to a diverse population, and provide as many entry points to the community as possible that 

will lead to meaningful involvement. 

As in many other contexts, Jewish organizations are wise about using one another as resources 

when building programs that cover more than one area of Jewish life to present all content through a 

Jewish lens. For example, when NEXT has attempted to engage Birthrighters around Tu B'Shvat with a 

Tu B'Shvat Seder, a partnership with anti-hunger advocacy organization Mazon has allowed them to do 

what they have learned to do well with NEXT Shabbat while educating about hunger and the 
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environment, both pertinent issues to the holiday. 

While it might be tempting for organizationally-based engagement initiatives to approach their 

work with a membership mentality and want to keep their participants within their own networks, many 

have realized that greater success comes when they acknowledge they are not the only ones in their 

communities who are able, or even best-equipped, to engage Birthrighters. They have also realized that 

many barriers within the Jewish community need to be broken down in_ order to form the best 

partnerships that will result in the greatest innovation and progress. 

NEXT has made a conscious effort to bring organizations together in unexpected partnerships 

that do not adhere to traditional lines of affiliation, particularly since the population they work with 

spans the spectrum of Jewish identity and affiliation. Most engagement initiatives are non

denominational, which puts them in a unique position to educate about Judaism outside of a 

denominational conversation, as well as bring partners together from different spiritual perspectives to 

work together on the same goal of engaging young people. And since more and more Jewish adults of 

all ages are identifying with Judaism outside of denominational or even religious considerations, as 

evidenced by the Pew study (Pew Research Center, 2013), this shows young people that they can 

continue to understand and relate to Judaism on their own terms through their Birthright experience as 

an entry point. "Because of who we are and our position ... we have tremendous opportunities to work 

with a diverse group of partners," said Liz Fisher. "I very recently brought together folks from Aish 

HaTorah and from the Union for Reform Judaism on a partnership, and now they're working 

together...to me that's what the future of the Jewish community is about, us looking beyond our 

programmatic differences, and our denominational differences, and thinking about how we can provide 

opportunities for people on the ground." 

Most of the professionals interviewed for this thesis from major engagement initiatives 



described extensive work with partners in their areas, including everything from co-sponsoring of 

events to professional development exchanges involving quarterly meetings to share ideas and 

challenges, thereby generating even more partnerships and collaborations. 
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The Jewish Federation of Greater Washington convenes the Young Jewish Professionals 

Network (YJPN), which brings together professionals from about 21 local organizations "who all have 

a stake in the young adult world." The members of the YJPN come together on a quarterly basis for 

professional development, networking opportunities, and simply to talk about what they are all doing. 

Many partnerships have developed as a result of this network, either for one-off programs or for 

ongoing collaborations. "The Federation convenes the YJPN ... notjust for networking opportunities, but 

to figure out what is our common goal, what do we want to provide to the community, how do we 

collectively serve this young adult population without over-programming ... or competing with each 

other," Sara Weiner explained. 

Another area where NEXT has expanded its role to provide support and infrastructure to the 

developing field of engagement work is through consultation. While the regional directors maintain 

contact with individual engagement professionals and provide general support, NEXT has also made its 

services available for more targeted consulting for organizations or communities that want to build 

their capacity for engagement. NEXT has consulted on several of the most cutting-edge engagement 

programs currently in place and is helping other communities to build entirely new ones. 

Adam Pollack described his recent work with the Las Vegas Federation, which is seeking to 

innovate in the way they engage young Jewish adults. "The Federation there approached us because 

there are really only three organizations doing young adult engagement: the Federation, Hillel, and one 

synagogue. So there's not quite the infrastructure there to engage young adults, and we know there are 

Birthright alumni living there. So instead of us sitting in a room and trying to figure out what they 
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want, we decided to bring them in and brainstorm," he said. As Las Vegas is working to establish itself 

as "the start-up city," the solution was to bring professionals and Birthrighters together for a 

brainstorming session, where they generated over 100 ideas of how they want to connect Jewishly in 

Las Vegas. 

"So now we're working to come up with the most concrete and promising of those ideas ... some 

of them were really big, new ideas, and some of them were things that are happening elsewhere but just 

aren't happening yet in Las Vegas. So now our goal is to empower them to make those things happen," 

Adam explained. This will be done through continued consultation to not simply build the ideas into 

reality, but to help with local staff support and NEXT consulting support to realize some of those 

biggest ideas. 

But even as NEXT continues to develop their consulting services and their capacity to help 

emerging initiatives, some have questioned whether this role will need to be a permanent one. As 

Jewish organizations are professionalizing their engagement work in general, they are increasingly 

bringing that expertise in-house, and NEXT may see a decreasing need for their consulting services. 

Some are even barred by labor union restrictions from contracting out for certain of the services NEXT 

provides because they have professionals within the organization who can do the same work; or they 

feel that to be sustainable they need to be self-reliant and not turn to external resources for help in 

engaging their own populations. One interviewee who runs an engagement program at a Federation 

said, "We have a professional partnership, we share values, and we can share best practices, but I don't 

know if there's ever going to be a point or a need for us to pay them to do something for us. I don't 

know if their model is based on the assumption that that's what's going to be happening." 

Some initiatives have even grown to the point that they themselves are serving in a consulting 

role to partners within their own communities. Community Connect in Toronto consults with its 
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community partners to ensure that the programs and events available to Birthrighters share the 

objectives of building deeper connections to the community through relationships, education, and 

engaging activities that reflect the needs and interests of participants. It is possible that as the field 

continues to grow it will become more self-sufficient, which seems to be a common goal. As this 

happens, many of the initiatives focused on engagement work, including NEXT, will likely need to 

continue to evolve in response to the needs of the corrmmnity and the organizations that work to fulfill 

those needs. 

Developing Common Language 

In the field of applied linguistics, professional communication is studied as an important 

element of the development of an emerging field as an official discipline. Common professional 

language is particularly essential in fields where communication is a key mode of getting work done, 

and Jewish communal engagement is one of those fields. Distinctions are made between professional 

language that is used intemall y among professionals and language that a professional uses when 

communicating with a client or person who is an outsider to the field (Schnurr, 2013). In the case of 

engagement, professional language for the most part remains internal and does not make its way into 

conversations with Birthrighters or other ymmg Jewish adults. Engagers maintain a delicate balance in 

their work as they participate in professional conversations and develop their work in an increasingly 

acknowledged professional discipline, while simultaneously working to maintain an organic feel to the 

connections they build with Birthrighters and keeping barriers low so that those they interact with do 

not feel like outsiders. 

The development of common language is not only important for practical communication 

purposes among professionals in a field, but use of such language becomes a marker of belonging to a 

community in which that language is used. It also becomes a marker to outsiders that a discipline can 
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be considered a developed field that is governed by common social norms and language (Schnurr, 

2013). Many common terms have emerged in recent years as engagement work has come to be 

established as a professional discipline, some of which have been created by engagement professionals 

as a conscious effort to guide their field in a more formal direction. NEXT as a convener of 

engagement professionals nationwide has played a significant role in this movement. The staff at 

NEXT intentionally make use of the word "engager" to refer to engagement professionals to establish it 

in "the lexicon of American Jewish life." NEXT staff originally called engagement professionals 

"informal educators"; the term "NEXT pros" was also used for a time to refer to those placed in 

community organizations that were specifically funded by NEXT. 

While "engager" is not used universally and is interchangeable with "engagement professional" 

(as has been done throughout the text of this thesis), it was used by several professionals interviewed 

for this project, particularly those who aclmowledged having a close working relationship with their 

NEXT regional office. It appears that currently the use of terms created within the field of engagement 

remains specific to the organizations that create them and perhaps circulate to a few others in close 

contact with the originator. As this field continues to develop and more literature is generated around it, 

it is likely that associated language will enter the consciousness of more individuals in the field and 

will continue to grow as a result. 

The term "concierge" has also made its way into the vocabulary of engagement professionals in 

several communities, as evidenced by the analysis of "the concierge model" in this thesis. The concept 

underlying the term has been widely discussed as a need for change in Jewish communal work, namely 

that young Jewish adults do not affiliate broadly with Judaism and Jewish institutions in the way that 

their parents and grandparents did. The "iPod" analogy is often used to describe the way that young 

Jewish adults engage with Jewish life; rather than buying and listening to the whole album of a favorite 
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artist to hear a favorite song, young Jewish adults can now pick and choose their favorites from a wide 

range of albums and bypass the tracks that do not appeal to them (Bennett, Potts & Levin, 2005). The 

concierge concept attempts to emulate the iPod model, allowing young Jewish adults to seek out 

particular aspects of Jewish life that appeal to them without necessarily becoming a subscribing 

member of an institution or movement. Some resist using the term "concierge," perhaps because of the 

association it creates with being a one-time customer of a service rather than a member of a 

community. Despite this ambivalence, the increasing use of the term, or the model it represents, 

signifies a certain acceptance of the changes to modes of Jewish affiliation and a response to create 

something new to address these changes. 

Other terms used by engagement professionals, such as "relationship manager," "influencer," 

"Jewish journey guide," and "engagement fellow/mentor," all assign titles to roles that have previously 

been unofficial and informal, contributing to the development of engagement work as a professional 

field. These are all roles that involve direct interaction and relationship building with the population in 

question, something that Jewish institutions widely express concern about but have only recently begun 

to view in a formalized, professional capacity. The addition of these terms to the lexicon of engagement 

_professionals, and the organizations that employ them, contributes to the sense that there is a 

methodology behind the work of engaging young Jewish adults and that the individuals who bear these 

titles, whether they are full-time professionals or committed volunteer leaders, can be trusted to move 

the needle and further their mission. 
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Recommendations and Conclusion 

Over the past decade, Birthright follow-up efforts have evolved from isolated programmatic 

efforts into a professionalized field of Birthright-centered engagement. While some engagement 

strategies have been borrowed or adapted from other successful engagement models, they have been 

shaped to take on the unique challenge of building sustainable commitments to Jewish life from a ten

day experience in Israel. These initiatives therefore carry distinctive characteristics that speak to the 

influence of Birthright Israel on this generation. As a result of my examination of this field over the 

past year, I offer the following recommendations for the continued development of Birthright-centered 

engagement. 

Recommendations for engagement 

Don't separate Birthrighters from other young Jewish adults, and don't always separate young 

Jewish adults from everyone else. Birthrighters are unique in terms of their entry point to Jewish 

life-but that, for the most part, is where the uniqueness ends. Programs in the past have tended to treat 

Birthrighters as a distinct population, which if the ultimate goal is integration into Jewish communal 

life, is a roadblock in itself. Birthrighters need to be treated the same as any other young Jewish adult if 

we expect them to feel as if they can become a larger part of the communal fabric. By the same token, 

separating young Jewish adults as an age group is counterproductive to that sense of integration. The 

needs and interests of young Jewish adults do require some different approaches, and young adults 

often enjoy participating in programs with their own age cohort, so young adult-specific programming 

should not be done away with entirely. But the experiences offered by Jewish organizations to young 

Jewish adults should not be so unique that there is a sense of otherness that prevents continuity with 

Jewish life at other stages. 
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Put the power in the hands of the participants-but with guidance. Regardless of the specific 

engagement strategy, initiatives seem to be most successful when they focus on building relationships 

with Birthrighters and give them the power to shape their own Jewish experiences. Empowered 

grassroots Jewish communities are sprouting up everywhere and are especially appealing to Jewish 

young adults who do not necessarily see themselves as part of the existing communal structure, or who 

live in small communities where the infrastructure does not exist to meet their needs. If we want to see 

Jewish young adults become involved and engaged with their Jewish identities, they need to be doing it 

on their own terms-but not without some help. 

To combat issues like the "Birthright Syndrome" where Birthrighters come to expect Jewish 

experiences to be free and accessible, it is important to communicate that they have both the power and 

the obligation to shape the environments where Jewish life happens for themselves and their peers. Not 

every participant can be a leader, and not everyone will want to be, but ownership only comes when 

Jewish experiences <,tre not prescriptive but are specific artd meaningful to the participants. At the same 

time, many Birthrighters come back from Israel with plenty of enthusiasm but little practical 

knowledge of what those Jewish experiences might look like. Engagement professionals must be 

available as listeners, facilitators and mentors to ensure that those who choose to be involved have a 

sense of control but are learning what meaningful Jewish experiences look like and how they lead to 

the overall enhancement of Jewish life. In small communities where Birthright-centered engagement 

initiatives do not exist, NEXT should focus on providing guidance in addition to the tools necessary for 

building Jewish experiences. 

Recommendations for developing the field 
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Streamline recruitment, trip prep, and follow-up. As evidenced by the many challenges shared by 

engagement professionals related to this issue-from information sharing to communication to the 

"three month cliff'-there is a clear argument for the coordination of Birthright-related services at 

every stage of the process. While in some ways the division of responsibility in these stages makes the 

Birthright enterprise more manageable for professionals, it also makes engagement significantly more 

challenging and makes the process confusing for Birthrighters. There is sufficient evidence that a 

connection with an engagement professional that is present both pre- and post-trip, and sometimes 

during, enhances the experience for Birthrighters and makes them more likely to feel a sense of 

personal connection and belonging to their community. 

For Taglit-Birthright Israel: The responsibility for this change falls primarily to Birthright Israel to 

amend the recruitment and registration processes to be more conducive to the involvement of 

engagement professionals and to share information more readily with those professionals. This 

argument has been made frequently in recent years (see Sasson et al., 2007; The Jewish Daily Forward, 

2013) and has resulted in small changes, but for the most part the process remains the same. I add my 

voice to this argument, with the suggestion that Taglit-Birthright Israel evaluate whether its current 

policies facilitate or hinder progress towards their objective of seeing a generation that is engaged and 

passionate about their Jewish identity. There should also be an examination of whether they are 

leveraging their partnerships with the professionals who are continuing this work in local communities 

long after the trips are over, as well as how they can support one another. 

For engagement initiatives: Engagement initiatives should use their growing influence in the field to 

establish relationships directly with trip providers that will allow them to bypass some of the issues 

they experience currently and be more involved with the overall process of Birthright. The initiatives 

that have been most successful in building a comprehensive approach are those that have those direct 
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relationships and can strategically shape the experience to be more holistic. Getting more involved with 

pre-trip preparation is also an effective way to shape the overall experience. 

Focus on community-based trips. While streamlining pre-and post-Birthright services will make a 

difference in the Birthrighter's experience, the foundation of the engagement-based approach to 

Birthright is the community trip. Traveling with local Jewish peers enhances the Birthright experience 

and is crucial to the connection to Jewish life after the trip. Some Birthrighters continue to seek out 

non-community trips out of the desire to meet people from other areas of the country or people who 

share their niche interests, and they should be allowed to do so, but none should be precluded from 

making the local connection that a community trip provides. 

For Taglit-Birthright Israel: Provide information and a registration process that is conducive to 

community trips. Giving trip organizers free reign to advertise their specialty does not preclude sharing 

the advantages of experiencing Israel with peers from one's own community, and there is no reason that 

Birthrighters who choose specialty trips should not be placed with others from their community when 

possible. Positive progress has been made with sharing information about community trips on the 

Birthright Israel website, and this can be further developed to showcase the benefits of a community 

trip. 

For Engagement Initiatives: Local organizations should continue to invest in sending their own buses; 

for those that cannot fill a bus on their own, partnering with nearby communities to send regional trips 

can also be effective (Sasson et al., 2007). While Taglit-Birthright Israel can do more to showcase 

community trips as an option, it is up to the local organizations to advertise their specific trips and to 

communicate to potential Birthrighters why they should choose to travel with them. They should also 

continue to focus on sending engagement professionals as madrichim, or training volunteers to be 



effective engagers for the local community and making the connection between the sense of 

peoplehood that Israel provides and the sense of community they can find at home. 
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Invest in engagement. Engagement is clearly growing as a discipline for many Jewish organizations, 

and it will likely become more common moving forward. Federations, JCCs, and other Jewish 

institutions should think about giving engagement initiatives a permanent place in their organizational 

strncture and should hire full-time engagement professionals that are solely dedicated to those projects. 

Engagement work involves the development of skills that are transferrable to other roles in a nonprofit 

organization, such as community outreach and development. Hiring these individuals in long-term 

positions with opportunities for growth will strengthen the incentive for high-skilled professionals to 

pursue such work and will contribute to the overall strength of the organization. Those who pursue 

engagement work are often also former participants of such initiatives-many engagers working with 

Birthrighters have been on Birthright themselves-and therefore hiring them as professionals also 

ensures that such programs will have a permanent and critical influence on the shape of the Jewish 

communal field moving forward. 

For NEXT: NEXT has served as the primary driver of the development of Birthright-centered 

engagement and can continue to do so through their direct support to engagement professionals and 

their initiatives. Suggestions for further development include providing support not just for 

professionals, but for the general sustainability of initiatives and their roles in the greater community, 

much as the Foundation for Jewish Camp has done for summer camps. Making the case for the 

importance and effectiveness of such initiatives is necessary for procuring funds to sustain them, and 

one area where these initiatives could improve is in their tracking and evaluation. As a convener of 

engagement professionals, NEXT is in a position to guide the development of industry standards of 
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evaluation, including identifying metrics for tracking engagement. Such standards would contribute to 

our understanding of the strength of these initiatives and help secure their position within Jewish 

communal institutions moving forward. 

In light of the announcement by Birthright Israel in January 2014 of major changes to its 

eligibility criteria-one of which includes those who have previously traveled to Israel on an organized 

trip (Sokol, 2014)-we are likely to see more strategic changes to Birthright Israel itself in the coming 

years. As rapid and vast as Birthright's impact has been on the American Jewish community, it appears 

that more changes are to come and the impact of those changes is still unforeseen. Engagement 

professionals should be aware of and participating in the conversations surrmmding these changes, and 

thinking about how they can respond to them with their own strategies and expertise. While the 

formalization of the field of engagement seems to be a positive shift, those driving this momentum 

must also think about maintaining the "research and development" nature of engagement initiatives that 

gives them such agility to respond to the needs of the community, so that they may remain at the 

forefront of the field as it continues to grow and change. 
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