
M
EA

N
IN

G
 M

A
K

IN
G

: 8
 V

alu
es T

h
at D

rive A
m

erica’s N
ew

est G
en

eratio
n

s



MEANING 
MAKING

8 Values That Drive 
America’s Newest  

Generations

Josh Packard, PhD
Ellen B. Koneck, MAR

Jerry Ruff, MA
Megan Bissell, MA
Jana N. Abdulkadir

Foreword by Rabbi Elan Babchuck, MBA



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 
I owe many thanks to many people for the existence of this 
book. 

First, and most importantly, I thank the young people who 
responded to our surveys, the young people who told us their 
stories in interviews, and the young people in our own lives—to 
whom this book is ultimately dedicated. The hope and motiva-
tion behind all the work we do at Springtide is to serve you. We 
undertake this service both by amplifying your voices, stories, 
and values, and by equipping the people and organizations in 
your life to serve you better.

Next, a note of gratitude for the organizations and examples 
highlighted throughout these pages. In a rapidly changing world, 
we set out to find and hold up new spaces that are emerging 
to meet the needs and encourage the values we hear young 
people expressing. These organizations—and the people who 
lead them—are on the cutting edge of care. We admire your 
work and hope to translate the spirit of your innovation so that 
others might follow your lead.

Finally, to the researchers, writers, editors, and designers who 
are responsible for each sentence, idea, data point, and detail: 
Ellen B. Koneck, head writer and editor; Jerry Ruff, former 
managing editor; Megan Bissell, head researcher; Jana N. 
Abdulkadir, social science research intern; and so many more. 
Books are always a team effort, and this was certainly true for 
this book. I especially want to thank Rabbi Elan Babchuck, a 
member of the Springtide Research Advisory Board and a role 
model in creative and expansive thinking in service of young 
people and others. We are grateful for your help, both providing 
feedback in the building of this book and for your eloquent and 
humbling words of introduction.	

—Josh Packard, Executive Director

Created by the publishing team of Springtide Research Institute.

Copyright © 2020 by Springtide Research Institute, 2626 E  
82nd Street, Suite 203, Bloomington, MN, springtideresearch.org.  
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced by  
any means without the written permission of the publisher.

Printed in the United States of America

5929

ISBN 978-1-64121-090-4

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Names: Packard, Josh, author. | Koneck, Ellen B., author. | Ruff, Jerry, 
   	 author. | Bissell, Megan, author. | Abdulkadir, Jana N., author.  
Title: Meaning making : 8 values that drive America’s newest generations / 
   	 Josh Packard, PhD, Ellen B. Koneck, MAR, Jerry Ruff, MA, Megan Bissell, 
   	 MA, Jana N. Abdulkadir ; Foreword by Rabbi Elan Babchuck, MBA.  
Description: Bloomington : Springtide  Research Institute, [2020] | 
Identifiers: LCCN 2020025591 (print) | LCCN 2020025592 (ebook) | ISBN 
   	 9781641210904 (paperback) | ISBN 9781641211369 (ebook) | ISBN 
   	 9781641211376 (epub)  
Subjects: LCSH: Values—United States—History—21st century. | 
   	 Ethics—United States—History—21st century. | Youth—United 
   	 States—Attitudes—History—21st century. | Generation Z—History—21st 
   	 century. 
Classification: LCC BJ352 .P34 2020  (print) | LCC BJ352  (ebook) | DDC 
   	 303.3/7208350973—dc23 
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2020025591
LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2020025592



5

CONTENTS 

FOREWORD . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  5

INTRODUCTION  . . . . . . . . . . . . .  7

 CHAPTER 1: ACCOUNTABLE  . . . . . . . . . . .  10

 CHAPTER 2: INCLUSIVE  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 25

 CHAPTER 3: AUTHENTIC  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  41

 CHAPTER 4: WELCOMING  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 56

 CHAPTER 5: IMPACTFUL. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  73

 CHAPTER 6: RELATIONAL  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 90

 CHAPTER 7: GROWTHFUL . . . . . . . . . . . . .  106

 CHAPTER 8: MEANINGFUL  . . . . . . . . . . . . . 121

CONCLUSION . . . . . . . . . . . . .  136

 FOREWORD 
In my role at Glean Network, a think tank focused on developing 
and equipping innovators and entrepreneurs to imagine and 
develop the future of faith in America, I spend a lot of time 
looking at numbers. The think tank studies statistics, deciphers 
data, and ultimately tries to craft narratives that inspire hope 
and spark thoughtful action on the part of spiritual, business, 
and social impact leaders around the country. The American 
religious landscape is shifting so rapidly—the rate of disruption 
is only accelerating—and making sense of those shifts is the fi rst 
step toward better serving the people behind those numbers.

One of the challenges of parsing these numbers, however, is 
that we must rely on the accepted labels and categories used 
by the researchers. For years I’ve listened to colleagues and 
friends refer to almost a third of the population in America as 
“nones.” Others focus on the “unaffi  liated,” the “nonbelievers,” 
the “nonreligious.”

While these typologies might off er convenient and clean ways 
of understanding the world, they end up defi ning people by 
who and what they are not. What these labels gloss over is the 
humanity of each individual seeking to make meaning of an 
increasingly indecipherable world, to discover their purpose in 
life, and to feel known during a time of growing anonymity.

This book reminds us that we can do better. Meaning Making
introduces us to people—real people—whose lived experiences 
and deepest yearnings paint vivid pictures that numbers and 
labels alone could never do. This approach allows humanity to 
tell the story about numbers—and not the other way around.

Meaning Making is an invitation for innovators in every sector—
from tech to education to religion—to design around the deeply 
felt needs of our nation’s youth. It invites entrepreneurs—from 
venture-backed to social to spiritual—to build on the solid 
foundation provided in these chapters.

Accountable

Inclusive

Authentic

Welcoming

Impactful

Relational

Growthful

 Meaningful
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 INTRODUCTION
Young people care deeply about _____________________.

For many of us, how we fi ll in that blank, consciously or subcon-
sciously, will determine our work and relationships with young 
people. If we get it wrong, our service to and with young people 
will suff er. At Springtide Research Institute, we are determined to 
get it right, and we undertook research and conversations with 
young people to do just that.

Meaning Making: 8 Values That Drive America’s Newest Gen-
erations is our investigation into the values that young people, 
ages 13 to 25, practice and uphold. What motivates them in 
their common quest to discover, create, and express signifi cant 
meaning in their lives? What organizations and groups do they 
choose to engage with and be a part of? How do those organi-
zations exhibit and express those values?

The values young people articulated comprise the chapters 
of this book. They emerged from surveys and interviews with 
young people, as well as other quantitative and qualitative 
research involving a range of resources, both scholarly and 
popular. As we collected our data early in 2020 through a 
nationally representative survey; looked at other data sources; 
and uncovered the practices, people, and organizations that 
were attracting intense commitment from young people; we 
made discoveries helpful to leaders trying to shape organiza-
tions, groups, institutions, and one-on-one relationships that 
better serve and care for young people today.

In many ways, the young people represented in the research 
in this book1 are simply continuing social trends that have been 
ongoing for years. Our society has moved away from lives neatly 

Meaning Making doesn’t just outline these emerging opportuni-
ties to meet the needs of young people; it hands us a blueprint 
to build a world worthy of them. And while much of the work of 
innovation and entrepreneurship might rely on counting people, 
this book reminds us to make sure that those people count.

Rabbi Elan Babchuck, MBA
Founding Director, Glean Network
Director of Innovation, Clal

1 At Springtide, we are committed to understanding the full breadth and depth of exper-
iences of young people. The research in this book includes surveys and interviews 
with young people from ages 13 to 25. Internal analysis of survey results revealed no 
signifi cant diff erences in terms of values based on age.
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organized by traditional institutions. Instead, people have been 
turning toward new types of organizations and toward personal 
relationships that permit and encourage living out their entire 
value system in a variety of ways.

In other words, productive, meaningful work is no longer just 
the domain of the 9-to-5 job.

Religious belief and spiritual aspirations, explorations, and 
expressions no longer belong only to Sunday mornings or 
Friday evenings.

Being a good citizen is not confi ned to volunteer work done 
after hours.

The research, stories, advice, and solutions articulated in these 
chapters confi rm that young people are thinking about their 
lives in holistic ways, where traditional institutional boundaries 
have been blurred or erased entirely.

These social trends have signifi cant implications for leaders who 
work with young people, including employers, religious leaders, 
teachers, youth program workers, and social entrepreneurs. 
Whatever your role, you can’t go wrong by attending to and 
adopting the eight values articulated by young people in this 
book.

Accountable. Inclusive. Authentic. Welcoming. Impactful. 
Relational. Growthful. Meaningful.

Each of these values consistently emerged for young people 
both in terms of their personal practices and what they hope to 
see embodied and embraced in organizations, causes, or clubs 
they join. The converse is true as well. Absent these values, 
organizations, groups, and relationships run the real risk of 
alienating young people or not attracting them in the fi rst place. 
But these values aren’t just for or about young people. Rather, 
taking a cue from their principles, the work of creating a culture 
that is accountable, inclusive, authentic, welcoming, impactful, 

relational, growthful, and meaningful will benefi t and improve 
your organization and relationships in countless ways.

Throughout this book, we identify and explain these values, and 
we pull from a variety of sources to illustrate exactly how these 
values show up and matter in practice. You will fi nd personal 
narratives, data, defi nitions, and case studies in each chapter. 
Additionally, at Springtide Research Institute, we aim to provide 
actionable insights. To that end, you’ll also fi nd prompts to help 
you incorporate and refl ect on the ways to embed or strengthen 
these values in your own work and relationships with young 
people, as well as references for learning more about them.

Young people are seeking meaning, and they are looking in new 
places and looking to new people to fi nd and create it. Through 
an exploration of these eight values they hold in high regard, we 
hope to equip you to meet and aid young people in that quest, 
and to add meaning to your organization, relationships, and life 
in the process.
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 C H A P T E R  1

ACCOUNTABLE 
Away at college, Ellie experienced an unnerving and confusing 
sense of displacement and disconnection in her life. Friends, 
family, and familiar activities and commitments—those bedrock 
connections that had grounded her and provided a sense 
of accountability to both herself and the trusted people and 
associations in her life—were now distant. 

“I knew who I was and what I loved to do in high school, but then 
I got to college and other people’s interests were diff erent, their 
thoughts were diff erent,” Ellie says. Without the daily presence 
of these trusted adults, friends, and routines, and without a clear 
sense of purpose, role, and expectations to hold her account-
able, she felt uncertain and unmoored.

Ellie tried various on-campus activities, but found these student-
led communities lacked a level of accountability she found 
essential when choosing where to spend her time. “There was 
not always a consistent welcoming authority,” she explained; 
a kind of warm presence and familiar face that notices, names, 
and knows those who show up for the activity. Students don’t 
“always show up or follow through with responsibilities. 
Communities I thought I would enjoy—such as fl oor nights, 
student clubs, dances, fl oor dinners—did not maintain a level 
of commitment or consistency from the participants.”

Accountable

Ellie tried adult-led organizations and activities as well. As a 
musician, she became involved with conservatory and the band 
ensemble. As a person of faith, she tried worship communities 
and Scripture study group. As an athlete, she found a gym and 
workout buddies.

But missing still was the sense that these were people and orga-
nizations to whom she might entrust herself—people she could 
trust to hold her accountable—to encourage her to show up 
and to check in with her when she didn’t. It wasn’t until a caring, 
demanding, trustworthy coach stepped in that Ellie would fi nd 
the confi dence and motivation to thrive at college. Notably, it 
wasn’t this individual’s charisma that made the diff erence, but 
rather the value of accountability this leader and his organiza-
tion represented, a value that a majority of young people have 
told us they seek out in the organizations and activities in which 
they participate.

We will return to Ellie’s story later in the chapter, but fi rst, let’s 
take a look at what accountability means and why it’s important 
to so many young people when choosing the types of organiza-
tions and groups to join.

AccOUnTABILITY 
Insights from Springtide Research
The stereotype that young people just want permission, even af-
fi rmation, to do “what they want when they want” has persisted 
for a long time, perhaps especially in American culture. And like 
many stereotypes, it contains a hint of truth—as young people 
move from childhood to adulthood, more and more freedoms 
become available to them. Responsibility amid those freedoms 
often follows closely behind, though there can be a lag—hence 
the stereotype.
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But, as in Ellie’s story, young people have another persistent 
desire that doesn’t get nearly the same spotlight, despite data 
suggesting its prevalence. Accountability, the all-important value 
Ellie was seeking in various groups and relationships when she 
arrived at college, is understood by social scientists as having 
three parts. A person or organization practicing the value of 
accountability provides each of these: 

1. Clear roles and expectations

2. Well-defi ned goals and purpose

3. Opportunities for regular and meaningful feedback

Accountability emerges in Springtide survey data as one of the 
chief values young people seek out when forming relationships 
with people and places, whether that value is exemplifi ed for-
mally or informally. Often, accountability is rooted in the very 
culture of an organization, and the character of leadership plays 
a critical role. In particular, our data suggests that young people 
value many aspects of accountability—working toward defi ned 
goals, owning one’s mistakes, making amends, following group 
norms, and being trustworthy.

our survey respondents say accountability is a top value in their 
lives. This high regard for accountability was somewhat surpris-
ing to us, as it’s not typically a value many people associate 
with younger generations. But the numbers tell a diff erent story.

Our research also reveals a strong connection between 
accountability and organizational trust: 45% of young people 
say that if the leader is not accountable, then they cannot trust 
the organization; 65% say important qualities of a strong, ac-
countable leader are owning mistakes and making things right.

Furthermore, the value young people place on being account-
able extends to their personal lives: 66% of those surveyed 
believe in taking responsibility for their mistakes and making 
things right when they’ve harmed someone.

How can this necessary sense of accountability be conveyed or 
built? Leaders can begin by establishing clear roles and expec-
tations, providing well-defi ned goals and purpose, and incorpo-
rating opportunities for regular and meaningful feedback. In the 
next three sections, we look at each of these three aspects of 
accountability in contexts specifi c to young people.

CLeAr ROLes AnD EXPecTATIOns
Organizational and group settings benefi t from clearly defi ned 
roles and expectations for participants and leaders alike. Some 
settings are more emotionally charged than others, heightening 
the need for this sort of clarity. The Dinner Party—a movement 
that gathers young people who have lost loved ones—is a case 
in point.

Hard losses can be diffi  cult to discuss, even among the best of 
friends or with the most trusted adults. Often in larger groups, 
this is even more challenging, as sharing vulnerably about a 
deep, perhaps even still raw, wound is risky. That’s why ground 
rules—the fi rst facet of accountability—are so important.

Nearly 75%
of respondents said accountability 
is an important quality for any 
organization they might join.

ACCOUNTABLE
© 2020 Springtide–cite and share.
Meaning Making: 8 Values that Drive America’s Newest Generations. Springtideresearch.org.

When asked about accountability, young people overwhelmingly 
indicated that it is highly important to them that the people and 
organizations in their lives help to hold them and others respon-
sible to the commitments they’ve made. In fact, nearly 75% of 

© 2020 Springtide. Cite, share, and join the conversation at springtideresearch.org.
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When people gather with the express goal of talking about 
deep grief and loss, it is helpful, maybe even necessary, to have 
clear guidance, some rules of conversation for sharing such 
confi dences. This Dinner Party provides a fi ne example.

Lennon Flowers lost her mom to lung cancer during her senior 
year of college. Three years later, Lennon had moved 3,000 
miles from home—but not away from the need to continue 
to talk about her mom and explore how her life, death, and 
absence continued to aff ect Lennon. Then Carla Fernandez, 
a friend who had also lost a parent at a young age, invited her 
over for dinner. From that seed was born The Dinner Party, a 
now worldwide community of 20- and 30-somethings who have 
each experienced the loss of someone deeply signifi cant in their 
lives. The hosted dinners give participants an empathetic, listen-
ing, and compassionate space in which “to transform life after 
loss from an isolating experience into one marked by community 
support, candid conversation, and forward movement using the 
age-old practice of breaking bread,” according to The Dinner 
Party.

Today, with more than 3,000 currently active participants at 
more than 275 tables in over 100 cities and towns worldwide, 
The Dinner Party has developed simple but signifi cant expecta-
tions to guide Dinner Partiers, which are posted on its website:

• Stick with “I” statements and avoid advice-giving. Remem-
ber that no two stories are ever the same.

• Share the air. We listen to silence as well as speech, and you 
are under no obligation to speak: In the words of our friends at 
The Center for Courage & Renewal, this is not a “share or die” 
group.

• Keep it confi dential. What’s said at the table stays at the 
table.

• No grief wars. Parent loss or partner loss. Sudden loss or 
years of caregiving. No one’s grief is “better” or “worse” than 
another’s. We’re here to hold space for all of our stories, not 
just our own.

• Joy and sadness are not mutually exclusive. We welcome 
laughter here as much as we welcome tears.

For young people in their 20s and 30s, signifi cant grief is un-
common. Those attending a Dinner Party might already feel like 
outsiders among their peers. This is why, when navigating the 
murky and messy experience of grief, practicing accountability 
is of the utmost importance for participants to feel safe and 
encouraged. Indeed, in any group or organization where diffi  cult 
or self-revealing conversations are valued and encouraged—a 
faith-sharing group at a church, a candid performance review 
conversation at work—shared accountability to the inviolable 
dignity of fellow participants is an absolute must.

The framework developed by The Dinner Party is impressive 
for many reasons. For example, it establishes the heart and 
values of the gathering. It also expresses some ground rules 
of eff ective communication and establishes norms around
discussing a topic where clear social norms don’t always exist 
or conversation is particularly challenging.

In any group or organization where diffi  cult and 
often self-revealing conversations are valued and 

encouraged, shared accountability to the inviolable 
dignity of fellow participants is an absolute must.

Such a clear framework in this discussion on accountability 
provides a model for how we might operate in our own lives 
and as leaders of groups or organizations where young people 
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are involved. The Dinner Party establishes clear roles and 
expectations for all parties. The Dinner Party works because 
participants know exactly what they can expect from one anoth-
er and themselves, and they have this mutually accepted guide 
to refocus the gathering, gently correct themselves or others in 
the group, and even discern how to approach the night together 
in the fi rst place.

ACT      ON THE DATA: A public display of roles 
and expectations, such as on a website, whiteboard, 
and so on, can serve as a reminder and hold leaders 
as well as members mutually accountable to one 
another and to the goal or purpose for which the 
organization exists.

SHAreD GOAL Or PUrPOse
The value of accountability deals with expectations, respon-
sibilities, and communication. A shared goal or purpose is 
essential for practicing this value, whether within an organization 
or a relationship. For a group or organization to thrive, goals for 
leaders and members alike must align at some level.

What happens when one side of that equation—leadership or 
membership—moves away from an original goal or purpose 
for participation? Quite understandably, accountability may 
suff er, and with it the reason for participation. Without clarity or 
agreement about why to gather, the inclination to keep doing 
so understandably decreases.

Leaders who work with young people over an extended period 
often witness participation falling off  as the young people grow 
up. These leaders might ask themselves what’s behind the de-
cline: Are participants “aging out” of an organization or activity 
for unavoidable and even good reasons that accompany human 
development? Or has a discrepancy, even a clash, about the 

expectations and goals of the activity occurred among members 
and leaders? Participation in youth sports illustrates the chal-
lenge for leaders who work with young people. Studies in recent 
years have documented a steady drop-off  in involvement in both 
school and nonschool programs from the late preteens through 
high school.

What seems to be contributing to this decline, studies conduct-
ed by the Aspen Institute, George Washington University (“The 
Fun Integration Theory”), and others suggest, is that the original 
shared goal or purpose of having fun, maintaining a reasonable 
balance of sports with other life activities, and ensuring ease of 
access regardless of individual ability (inclusion), had morphed. 
Increasingly, young people were being turned off  by the pres-
sure on winning, the demanding practice schedules that left little 
time for other interests, and the favoritism shown toward the 
most gifted athletes.

While you may not be involved with youth sports, clear lessons 
are here for leaders of all kinds of organizations. One of the 
more notorious examples of a decline of young people from 
organizational participation is in religion. Leaders who work with 
young people in this arena might ask themselves whether there 
is simply an overall diff erence between the goals and purpose 
of most organized religion and those of the young people they 
might wish to serve. If the answer is yes, how might this be 
addressed? Further, if the decline in participation follows along 
a continuum of age, as statistics seem to suggest, when and 
how and why does this trend manifest itself over time?

Any group or organization that seeks to serve young people 
ought to regularly investigate whether the goals and purposes 
of members and the organization align. Be clear to yourself, as 
well as the young people you care for, regarding your agendas. 
As for understanding the agendas of the young people them-
selves: ask them. This brings us to the third aspect that defi nes 
the value of accountability. 
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ACT      ON THE DATA: Regularly review the 
goals and purposes of your group or organization, 
with leadership and membership as well. Be both 
humble and fl exible, willing to change when change 
is called for, to adjust methods and procedures as 
circumstances merit, and even to dissolve if a goal 
has been accomplished or an original purpose no 
longer exists.

ReGULAr, MeAnInGfUL FeeDBAcK
Young people need to have opportunities for regular and honest 
feedback to feel that they are being aff orded the two-way ac-
countability they desire and deserve. Almost two-thirds of young 
people surveyed by Springtide expect leaders of organizations 
to make amends for wrongdoings and to take ownership of 
mistakes. Nearly the same percentage of young people (66%)
indicate that they apply those same high standards of ac-
countability to themselves personally. Clearly, accountability is 
understood as a value to be shouldered and practiced together.

Helen Connolly, the fi rst-ever Commissioner for Children and 
Young People in South Australia. Convinced that accountability 
requires eff ective feedback mechanisms and that young people 
are critical stakeholders of governments, businesses, and com-
munities, Connolly set out to talk to young people ages 13 to 
18 about their views and experiences. She writes about the 
experience in a 2018 article in the online journal Medium.

Trust was a recurring theme in these conversations, Connolly 
reports. She heard from young people that they are more likely 
to trust governments, businesses, and schools if those institu-
tions ask for and respond to feedback. One 16-year-old girl she 
talked with explained that “feedback must be there for every-
one. . . . Responses to feedback must be fast, effi  cient, reliable 
and must cater to the needs of whoever needs assistance.” The 
mechanism for feedback can’t be in vain—young people can 
see right through empty gestures. Instead, as the young woman 
indicates, there must be opportunities for meaningful feedback, 
which means it is taken seriously and responded to thoughtfully.

The mechanism for feedback can’t be in vain—
young people can see right through empty 

gestures. Instead . . . there must be opportunities 
for meaningful feedback, which means it is taken 

seriously and responded to thoughtfully.

Young people expect leaders and organizations to hold them-
selves and others accountable for working toward defi ned 
goals. Young people are willing to hold themselves to this high 
standard—to take responsibility for mistakes and make amends 
if they’ve done wrong. It’s no surprise they also expect this 
from leaders and organizations—indeed, 45% of our survey 
respondents report that if a leader doesn’t practice the value 
of accountability, the organization cannot be trusted.

In Australia, an eff ort is underway to open a two-way street for 
communication around accountability, ensuring young people 
have the opportunity to speak and to be heard. Creating and 
sustaining a culture of accountability is one of the goals of 

65%
say important qualities of a 
strong, accountable leader 

are owning mistakes and 
making things right within 

an organization.

45%
say that if the leader 
is not accountable, 
they cannot trust 
the organization.

© 2020 Springtide–cite and share.
Meaning Making: 8 Values that Drive America’s Newest Generations. Springtideresearch.org.

ACCOUNTABLE
© 2020 Springtide. Cite, share, and join the conversation at springtideresearch.org.
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