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EVERY VOICE COUNTS TAKE-AWAY:
10 EMERGING THEMES
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“Every Voice Counts” was designed, fielded, and analyzed by 
Jocelyn Goldberg-Schaible (Rochester Research Group) 

in collaboration and partnership with 
Janet Sunkin (Survey Coordinator) and Judy Azoff (Survey Committee Chair)

Jocelyn Goldberg-Schaible Janet Sunkin Judy Azoff

“This project was truly a labor of love from the three of us to the Jewish community we love. 
Although none of us were born or raised here, it is the community that became our home . . . 
where each of us have lived, raised our children, worked professionally, and volunteered 
for the past 40 years.” -- Judy, Janet & Jocelyn



EVERY VOICE COUNTS TAKE-AWAY:
10 EMERGING THEMES

PART ONE:

PRE-COVID FINDINGS
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1.  
ENGAGEMENT AS A SHARED OVER-ARCHING GOAL

 Last February, virtually every one of the 30 Jewish 
Community partners -- whether agency, 
organization, synagogue or school  -- told us they 
were trying to more deeply engage those they 
already serve, and engage those they are not yet 
serving.  

 The learning they were seeking via our survey was 
designed to help them achieve that goal.  Today, in 
COVID world, the same fundamental goal remains 
intact, but the stakes have become higher, and in 
some cases existential.  Building engagement now 
means not just thriving but surviving.
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2.   
BEING JEWISH CAN BE VERY COSTLY.  

NEW ENGAGEMENT PARADIGMS MAY NEED TO REPLACE  
TRADITIONAL DUES-BASED MEMBERSHIP STRUCTURES.

 Being Jewish in Rochester can be very expensive -- not an 
entirely new insight, but one underscored by our survey’s 
findings.  Financially flexible and non-burdensome ways to 
engage with our Jewish community will become 
increasingly important.  Traditional dues-paying 
membership paradigms -- particularly for synagogues --
may be becoming unsustainable.  

 While synagogues and others have based their operating 
budgets and building funds on the annuity provided by 
yearly dues, our respondents are increasingly  gravitating 
towards more flexible, voluntary models of financial 
support, without strict and burdensome obligations.  
Although our community has historically had an unusually 
high rate of synagogue membership, some non-trivial 
membership declines are anticipated over the next 3-5 
years.  This is not only a synagogue issue, but is most 
evident within that context.
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3.    
NEW ENGAGEMENT PARADIGMS ARE REPLACING

TRADITIONAL FORMS OF WORSHIP

 Concurrently, we find (except among our most 
observant respondents) a growing preference for 
less formal worship experiences.  Instead of focused 
on Jewish ritual observance and religious practice 
per se, these experiences are more about Jewish 
values and traditions, which emerged as two 
meaningful and motivating common denominators 
uniting our Jewish community across denominations 
and generations.  

 Teens embrace the comfortable Jewishness they 
experience at summer camp.  Their parents and 
grandparents cherish camp-like experiences such as 
havurah, lakeside services, etc. that supplement, 
complement, or in some cases replace, strictly 
structured worship with warmly shared Jewish 
experiences that foster caring relationships, 
friendship, and a sense of family. 
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4.   
OUR COMMUNITY IS AGING

 We are already an older community (63% of us now 
over age 40; 23% of us over age 70) and most of us 
intend to remain here as we age.  Which means that 
more of us are going to need additional supports and 
services.  Moreover, many of us (38%) already are --
or soon will be -- caregivers for aging parents, in-
laws, and even spouses.  

 Being an aging community has ripple effects.  For 
example, relatively few of us (only 37% of our adults) 
are now working full time.  And relatively few of us 
(just 23%) are parents of children and/or teens.  The 
implications reach across our Jewish community in 
significant ways, and alert us to the urgency of 
attracting new and younger Jews to our region. 
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5.   
WHAT BRINGS PEOPLE INTO THIS COMMUNITY?  

JOBS.

 We are certainly not a transient Jewish community, and 
our median length of stay is a highly stable 39 years.  Yet 
contrary to what some may have assumed about our 
Jewish community’s inner circle of lifelong residents, only 
27% of our Jewish community were born and raised here 
and never left.  14% were raised here, then left, and later 
moved back.  But most -- 59% -- moved here from 
somewhere else.  

 What brought them here?   By far the greatest single 
factor (61%) was work, dwarfing the next most often-
cited reasons:  family ties -- mine and/or my partner’s 
(36%), quality of life (23%), great place to raise kids 
(20%), affordability (17%), etc.  

 So if we want to offset our Jewish community’s aging and 
attrition, and stem further declines, a critical priority must 
be job creation and the ability to connect potential 
newcomers with those jobs. 
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6.   
A TRULY THRIVING JEWISH COMMUNITY WILL BE 

WARMLY WELCOMING 
AND UNCONDITIONALLY INCLUSIVE

 Welcoming and embracing those who might feel like 
outsiders  -- as well as those who live beyond our Jewish 
community’s Brighton nucleus -- will be critical aspects of 
successful engagement.  Armed with the insights from this 
survey, our Jewish community needs to consciously and 
carefully make sure that its planning and outreach 
encompass everyone, including our interfaith households, 
our Jews of color and inter-racial households, our 
community’s Israelis, those from the Former Soviet Union, 
those who identify as LGBTQ, as well as those who have 
disabilities of any type and the people who care for them. 

 An especially warm welcome is deserved by those 481 
respondents who have rarely or never been involved in our 
Jewish community yet shared their voices in our survey, and 
in so doing took that first step towards engagement.  

 And to be geographically inclusive, everything Jewish can’t 
be (or take place) in and around Brighton when half our 
Jewish community now lives elsewhere. 
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7.   
ANTI-SEMITISM IS ON THE RISE, 

AND PEOPLE NEED TO FEEL SAFE & SECURE

 It is not only well-documented that Anti-Semitism is on the rise 
globally, but now well-documented that 39% of our own Jewish adult 
survey respondents have within the recent past experienced and/or 
witnessed a wide range of Anti-Semitic incidents locally.  From verbal 
slurs (insensitive stereotypes and unkind humor), to swastikas carved 
into trees and painted on sidewalks and houses, a litany of hateful 
experiences have taken place within our own neighborhoods, in 
workplaces, on our college campuses, etc.  65% of our responding 
Jewish teenagers have also encountered Anti-Semitism, most of it at 
school and online.  The reaction is typically anger, confusion, frustration 
and fear.  Nearly half of us (48%)  admit to feeling less than very safe 
and secure being Jewish today, going to Jewish places, and/or doing 
Jewish things.  

 Our Jewish community’s safety and security is an issue already being 
taken very seriously by Rochester’s Jewish Federation, with significant 
resources now being devoted to the complexities of keeping us safe 
across numerous venues and settings. Our Jewish Federation is also 
engaged in a community-wide effort to develop and deploy a set of 
multifaceted tactics to help fight anti-Semitism. Both these programs 
clearly warrant continued support, so that our Jewish community can 
feel both prepared and reassured. 



11

8.   
TRAVEL TO ISRAEL 

SIGNIFICANTLY AND POSITIVELY IMPACTS 
OUR CONNECTION TO - AND FEELINGS ABOUT –

OUR OWN JUDAISM

 Our region’s survey findings echo the nationally established 
findings of the Pew Research Center, Birthright, and others that 
show how visiting Israel significantly increases one’s positive 
perceptions -- not only about Israel and Israelis, but also about 
one’s own Judaism and Jewish identity.  For adults and teens 
alike, Israeli travel is transformative in all the most positive 
ways.  Yet many of our survey respondents either haven’t ever 
been to Israel, or haven’t been there for decades.  They don’t 
lack willingness, just the right opportunity.  Travel programs 
that help take or send our Jewish community members to Israel 
should be encouraged and supported. 

 Moreover, including our non-Jewish adjacents on these trips, so 
that they too can experience and know Israel, would greatly 
help our Jewish community.  In our survey, our non-Jewish 
adjacents asked for help understanding Jews and Jewish 
customs and culture.  While that type of training and orientation 
can certainly be offered here at home, a trip to Israel would 
certainly provide a far more impactful experience for our Jewish 
adjacent communal leadership. 
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9.    
LOVING ISRAEL DOESN’T MEAN YOU’RE NOT CONFLICTED.

PROVIDE FULL SPECTRUM PROGRAMMING 
ALONGSIDE ACTIVELY ENGAGING, PARTICIPATIVE, 

EXPERIENTIAL EDUCATION

 While most of our respondents feel emotionally positive towards Israel, 
many also feel conflicted about various aspects of Israeli politics -- not 
unlike Israelis themselves, who are openly outspoken about many areas 
of controversy and unafraid to express themselves loudly and proudly.  
As the old saying goes, 12 Jews have 13 opinions.  When asked what 
kinds of Israel-related programming they want to see our Jewish 
community providing, some want only positive portrayals (since that 
perspective is often stifled these days), while others want a mix of 
various perspectives (even those critical of Israel), but the majority 
opted for a combination of both, allowing audiences to form their own 
opinions.  Deep discussions, in other words, are better than being told 
what to think.   

 Within the overall context of lifelong continuing Jewish education, this 
request is part of a calling for educational programs and offerings that 
are actively participative and highly experiential.  Listening is fine, but 
doing is far more engaging. Almost any offering we described as “Roll up 
your sleeves and…” was better perceived – by both adults and teenagers 
-- than more passively described educational alternatives.  

 We are a highly educated community (with 70% having earned a 
bachelors, masters, or doctorate degree) but not necessarily educated 
Jewishly.  So it is also important that our educational offerings never 
make anyone feel embarrassed or uncomfortable, but rather encourage 
everyone to join from wherever they are, remembering our overarching 
goal of inclusive engagement.



13

10.   
A LESS SILO’D COMMUNITY = 

A MORE CONNECTED COMMUNITY

 Connecting people Jewishly doesn’t have to mean religiously.  It can 
mean shared experiences built around Jewish values like gemilut 
chasadim (acts of lovingkindness) and tikkun olam (healing the world) 
and Jewish traditions (like holiday and lifecycle celebrations) and 
Jewish culture (from cooking to music, art, film, books, etc.).  These 
common denominators provide opportunities for connecting 
community through shared experiences.  Even playing bridge or mah 
jong, or knitting, or yoga, or baking bread can all become Jewish 
activities when shared within a Jewish context.  You don’t build 
community; community is what happens when you build meaningful 
connections.   

 Two key dimensions:  [a]  Provide a broad spectrum of offerings so 
everyone can find something motivating to connect to, and [b] 
Welcome all to participate (irrespective of age, affiliation, 
membership, and any other potentially divisive criteria, while 
remembering those who live far beyond Brighton) so none feel 
excluded.  Our participating teens told us that they don’t really care 
about denominational differences, or who belongs to which 
synagogue, when offering them opportunities for meaningful Jewish 
engagement and education. They simply enjoy experiencing Judaism 
together.  Perhaps our Jewish adults can practice the same sense of 
post-silo community connection. 



EVERY VOICE COUNTS TAKE-AWAY: 
10 EMERGING THEMES

PART TWO:
OUR UPDATED 

COVID-INFORMED 
PERSPECTIVE  

(SPRING 2020)
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OUR UPDATED 
COVID-INFORMED 

PERSPECTIVE  

 Had our findings been presented last fall, these ten emerging 
themes would have amply captured our study’s key insights.  But 
today, Every Voice Counts’ findings must be understood and 
implemented through the lens of COVID to guide us going 
forward.   

 This COVID experience has significantly shaken some of the 
fundamental ground rules we live by, and brought into sharper 
focus the priorities that inform us.  None of our survey findings 
have become obsolete, but COVID has turned up the volume in 
terms of the relative importance of several of these findings.  

 Individuals are suffering and isolated now, and the calling for 
meaningful connection today is louder and clearer than ever.  
Belonging to community has never seemed more important.  

 And institutions are suffering now, while COVID’S disruptions 
threaten their financial survival to an existential degree.  
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OUR UPDATED 
COVID-INFORMED 

PERSPECTIVE  
(continued)

 Some of our community’s institutions -- like Jewish Senior Life and Jewish Family 
Service -- are being called on in unprecedented ways, to provide front-line health 
care and critical support for the mental health and basic human needs of our 
community members.  Their resources are being stretched and stressed to an 
unforeseen and unforeseeable degree.  

 The JCC has been shuttered by COVID, and their revenues frozen.  Our JCC is a 
health-sustaining community gathering place, and those who depend upon its 
programming and its open doors have lost what for many of them represents a 
second home, a place of belonging, a symbol of connectivity.  If JCC camps cannot  
operate this summer, our children and teens will lose the cherished experiences 
they live for each year, and the organization will lose its primary revenue source.  
With its expanded acreage, the JCC was exploring opportunities to become a 
nucleus of our connected community in creative new ways -- but now it must first 
survive, and that survival cannot be taken for granted.

 Meantime, our Jewish community’s schools and synagogues -- and even our 
Federation -- are being thrust into new and unfamiliar ways of serving our 
community.  Suddenly they must leverage technology in unprecedented ways to 
reach out and deliver online content -- academic lessons, prayer services, and 
programming in lieu of events  -- while also reaching out with encouragement, 
inspiration, kindness, empathy, and those other intangibles we all need so  badly 
now to cope with this traumatic reality.  
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OUR UPDATED 
COVID-INFORMED 

PERSPECTIVE  
(concluded)

 So today individuals are suffering, and institutions are struggling, and no one 
really knows how long all this will last, or how the future might look.  With that 
in mind, our emerging themes remain intact, but some take on a new sense of 
urgency.  

 Community connectivity and inclusion were important before, but now even 
more vital as antidotes to isolation, depression, anxiety and personal trauma. 

 Community institutions were wondering before how they might move 
successfully beyond traditional dues-supported membership structures and now 
they are wondering whether they can even survive.  

 Anti-Semitism was already on the rise even before the current COVID conspiracy 
theories reminiscent of those blaming Jews for the medieval black plague began 
circulating.  

 Safety & security were already emerging concerns even before Jewish Family 
Service’s COVID counseling session was zoom-bombed by a black-masked knife-
wielding disruptor.  

 COVID didn’t render any of our emerging themes obsolete.  To the contrary, 
COVID underscores their importance and urgency. Our community’s over-
arching goal is still to thrive.  But in the meantime, our most immediate goal is 
to survive.  



… questions or comments?

Amy Libenson
ALibenson@JewishRochester.org
Jewish Federation of Greater Rochester

mailto:ALibenson@JewishRochester.org

