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The Australian Jewish Democratic Society (AJDS) has existed for over 20 years as a "Jewish 
Voice Amongst Progressives and Progressive Voice amongst Jews". With fluctuating levels of 
activity - as can be expected from a voluntary committee - the AJDS has attempted to provide a 
forum for debate and discussion on social justice, human rights, conflict resolution and 
environmental issues.   While these issues resonate well with many politically aware young 
people, an examination of the AJDS membership indicates that we have failed to attract young 
people.  
 
This research was undertaken to explore how AJDS can engage more effectively with people 
aged 25-45 years, who are politically aware and generally share AJDS’s socially progressive 
values and concerns.  
 
Sixteen people were interviewed, encompassing 13 young Jews under 45 years of age and 
representatives of Jewish and non-Jewish organisations.  Eleven of the 13 young interviewees 
are actively engaged either professionally or in a voluntary capacity in political activism, 
promoting social justice, or supporting environmental advocacy.   
 
The findings indicate that a socially progressive Jewish voice is valued by politically aware 
young Jews, many of whom are searching for a secular Jewish community to belong to.  The 
young interviewees greatly appreciate AJDS as a counterbalance to the conservatism of the 
mainstream Jewish community and its leadership.  However, it appears that for the majority of 
young Australian Jews, the AJDS is not visible.  Indeed, even amongst those who do know of 
us, there is a lack of clarity about our scope, values and goals.   
 
Young people were described as a hard demographic to target as they are mobile and in 
transition between life stages with many options and demands.  In addition, many young people 
have disengaged from politics due to disappointment with the political leadership in Australia 
and elsewhere. In particular, young Jews who share AJDS values tend to move away from the 
Jewish community, making it difficult to locate and connect with them.  These factors combine 
with a general lack of interest in joining organisations and occur in a context where many 
organisations are competing for their attention.  
  
If the AJDS is to survive into the future, it must be seen as a natural home for young socially 
progressive Jews. It needs to capture the attention of young people and resonate with their 
values and interests but allow them to engage conveniently.  Strategies suggested by the 
interviewees are described in the report under the themes: 
 

 The AJDS Make-Over  
 Strategic Alliances 
 Throwing the Net Wider  
 Broadening the Focus out from the ME 

 
It is recommended that the AJDS set in place the following steps by which to implement these 
strategies.     
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
 
As a priority the AJDS should:  
 

 Invite the young interviewees of this research project and others they suggest to a 
forum early in the year to discuss “What does a progressive Jewish community in 
Melbourne look like?  What are we interested in?”  This discussion could be facilitated 
so as to sketch a program for the coming year.    

 
 Establish a reference group of young people to flesh out the program of events and 

activities.   
 

 Resource a team of young people to plan and run each activity supported by the 
AJDS Community Organiser. 

 
 Contract young Jewish consultants with the appropriate marketing and 

communications experience to advise on rebranding and public 
relations/communications. Terms of Reference for these exercises should be 
developed collaboratively with the consultants. 
 

 Embark on a networking exercise with progressive Jewish organisations to explore 
opportunities for joint activities.   
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The Australian Jewish Democratic Society (AJDS) has existed for over 20 years as a "Jewish 
Voice Amongst Progressives and Progressive Voice amongst Jews". With fluctuating levels of 
activity - as can be expected from a voluntary committee - the AJDS has attempted to provide a 
forum for debate and discussion on social justice, human rights, conflict resolution and 
environmental issues.     
 
With regard to the Middle East (ME) we approach discussions with an inherent respect for 
Palestinian as well as Israeli human rights and provide an alternative view within the Jewish 
community. We see territory settlements under Jewish ownership as a significant obstacle to 
peace, and that a negotiated two state solution is likely to be the best path to a resolution of the 
conflict.  
 
Our strategic planning has demonstrated that AJDS’s membership is also concerned with 
broader social justice and environmental issues – which resonate well with many politically 
aware young people. However, an examination of the age of AJDS members (mainly people in 
their 50s and 60s) indicates that we have not attracted young people.  
 
As a result, this research was undertaken to explore how AJDS can engage more effectively 
with people aged 25-45 years, who are politically aware and generally share AJDS’s socially 
progressive values and concerns.  
 
Semi-structured interviews were employed using the two sets of guide questions for young Jews 
and for representatives of Jewish and non-Jewish organisations (Appendix 1).  Four of the 
participants - young Jewish men who are also representatives of organisations - were asked a 
combination of both sets of questions.  
 
Participants for the research were nominated by members of the AJDS executive, other “like-
minded” people, by interviewees and by the researcher1. All of the participants are people who 
are concerned about social justice and/or environmental issues. The young interviewees were 
considered by the researcher to share AJDS values and thus to be potential “next generation 
members”. 
 
For the purposes of this project, people under the age of 45 were considered to be young 
people.  
 

 
 
Sixteen people were interviewed, encompassing the following categories: young people under 
30 years of age, young people 30-45 years of age, and representatives of Jewish and non-
Jewish organisations.  One interviewee resided in Brisbane while the remainder were 
Melbourne based.  Table 1 provides a summary of the research participants. 
 

                                                
1 Three of the interviewees were known to the researcher via social or organisational connections. 
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Thirteen people under the age of 45 were interviewed: 6 females and 7 males. Of these, four of 
the male participants were also interviewed as representatives of Jewish (2) and Non-Jewish (2) 
organisations.   
 
The two representatives of non-Jewish organisations were Jewish males in the 30-45 year age 
range.   The representatives of Jewish organisations comprised 3 men and 2 women. Two of 
the men were under the age of 45 (one was under 30).   
 
 
Table 1: Interviewee Characteristics 
Interviewee Category 
  

No. of Interviewees Age  Additional Notes 

Females under 30 2 25,28  
Males under 30 3  23, 28, 29  One was also interviewed 

as an organisational 
representative 

Females over 30 4 31,33,35, 40  
Males over 30 4 31,33,35,42 Three also interviewed as 

organisational reps 
Representatives of 
non-Jewish 
organisations 

2 male 31, 42 The Greens Party, Beyond 
Zero Emissions 

Representatives of 
Jewish organisations 

5: 2 female, 3 male 29, 33, 50+ KEDEM, AUJS, NIF Youth 
Forum, Jewish Aid, Ayeka, 
Shira Hadasha, Kehilat 
Nitzan, Jewish Ecological 
Coalition 
 


All but one of the 13 young people interviewed had attended Jewish day school and/or one of 
the Zionist youth organisations: Netzer, Habonim Dror, and Hashomer Hatzair.  For five young 
people this exposure was a positive experience that established a strong Jewish identity and led 
them to take up leadership roles amongst other young Jews.   Three of them are actively 
engaged in such roles today – variously as founder, coordinator, board member, and executive 
officer for Jewish organisations. However, one of these five young people moved away from 
Jewish life for several years (even moving to another city to facilitate disengagement) after 
feeling “burnt-out” by youth movement politics.  
 
Five young people described feeling alienated from the Jewish community as represented to 
them by the Jewish day school or youth group they attended, their experience of AUJS during 
university education, or Jewish communal leadership.   This sense of alienation results from a 
strong feeling that their political views and values do not accord with those generally held in the 
Jewish community.  
 
Some ways in which this was expressed include: 
 
“I felt angry and betrayed by my Zionist education and became an activist and an atheist” (upon 
discovering the “Palestinian side of the story” as a young adult). 
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“Jewishness was rammed down my throat.  I moved away from Jewish organisations and the 
Jewish community and developed an anti-Jewish attitude as a young adult. I especially dislike 
the exclusive nature of the Jewish community – its exclusion of and lack of welcome to non-
Jews.”  
 
“I attended Jewish day school and a Jewish youth group and was involved with AUJS.  However 
I found those Jewish organisations to have a blind spot in relation to critiquing Israeli 
government policies.” 
 
“I grew up in Melbourne, attended Biallik College and Netzer but felt alienated and that I had to 
hide my politics.” 
  
Four of the young people interviewed were neither actively involved with Jewish organisations 
nor had they made a conscious decision to disengage from the Jewish community. At this point 
in their lives, these participants have prioritised work, family, non-Jewish organisations and/or 
non-Jewish issues over Jewish communal involvement.  
 




Eleven of the thirteen young interviewees are actively engaged either professionally or in a 
voluntary capacity in political activism, promoting social justice, or supporting environmental 
advocacy.  The involvement of these 11 people could be described as “high intensity” – with an 
ongoing regular or high frequency commitment to their activism or paid work.  For these 11 
people this involvement constitutes a dominant feature of their lives. Two of these young people 
were involved with sustainability2 issues via both their work and voluntary contributions.   
 
Four of the high intensity participants focused their energies into organisations and issues 
relating to secular Judaism, Israel or the Middle East.  These interviewees could be described 
as holding concerns about social justice and environmental issues – as framed within this 
context.  Six young people were oriented towards broader social justice or environmental 
concerns. One person engages in activism that relates to secular Jewish thought, broader social 
issues and how Jewish thought can inform activism.  
 
Of the 13 young people interviewed four (two female and two male) are parents of young 
children.  The mothers emphasised that time constraints imposed by family responsibilities 
restricted their capacity to contribute to organisations or advocacy on issues.  
 

                                                
2 The term “sustainability” as used here refers to broader social justice and environmental concerns and 
the nexus between them.   
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Seven of the young people interviewed engage at high intensity with social justice and 
environmental issues on a voluntary basis.  These young people have an ongoing commitment 
to working with others to plan and conduct activities in support of an organisation or promoting a 
particular cause.  Some work within organisational structures whilst others collaborate within 
looser associations. These “activists” acknowledge that that they are unusual amongst their 
peers – who they commonly described as being pre-occupied with the detail of their own lives.  
 
The remaining six young interviewees are people who engage at low intensity in social justice 
and environmental issues or engage primarily through work rather than in a voluntary capacity.  
 
The following is a summary of the observations of all of the young interviewees regarding the 
ways in which young people contribute time to organisations.  The observations are informed by 
the direct experience of the young interviewees in organising and working with other young 
people and/or by their own personal needs and preferences.   

 
Young people don’t like to attach to organisations and to commit to regular meetings, but they 
will “do”.  They are interested in actively participating in one-off activities or in organising 
discrete projects with a limited time commitment.  If these are successful and if they have 
enjoyed themselves they’ll return to be involved again.   As one participant emphasised, “Gen Y 
don’t like logos, institutions or sitting on committees.” 
 
For example, one interviewee stated that a regular monthly commitment (eg: a committee 
meeting) would be too onerous.  However, working with a team to organise one function/year 
would be manageable, as long as much of the planning was conducted by e-mail rather than by 
meetings.   Another participant suggested that while an on-going volunteer commitment is not 
feasible, setting aside occasional, specific blocks of time to undertake specific tasks is.  

 
The best results in terms of engagement are achieved when young people are enabled to 
organise an event or project themselves – with resources and guidance from the supporting 
organisation. This works best when they are invited to form their own collective of 4-5 people by 
asking friends to work with them.  
 
The key is to “give young people what they want” by handing over the creative control of an 
event to a group of young people.  This entails control over planning the event as well as 
shaping the event as it occurs.  The latter can be achieved by making the event interactive (eg: 
minimising a guest speaker’s formal talk and increasing the time allocated to questions and 
discussion) and by involving young people formally as guest speakers or panellists. As one 
participant expressed: Why would a young person bother to go to an event to hear only what 
older people think?”   
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Young people don’t like to attend events that are attached to an organisation but prefer 
independence: they fear being asked to make financial or time commitments.  They are more 
likely to attend via friendship networks rather than direct organisational promotion (highlighting 
an organisation’s name in big letters etc.)  “They don’t want the commitment but they do want 
the content.”  
 
Some factors that will attract young people:  

 One-off events in interesting venues (galleries, bars, museums); 
 Gaining the attendance of “trend setters”  
 A critical mass of people their own age. 

 
Young people are time poor but choice rich.  AJDS needs to compete with the many other ways 
in which they can spend their free time. For example: one participant described herself as very 
“fussy” about how she spends her limited free time, but she will make an effort to attend events 
that really interest her. 
 
Few young people will commit to organising events without first getting to know the organisation 
and deciding whether it is a good investment of their time.  
 
In this context regular contact is important to stay relevant and uppermost in young people’s 
consciousness – for example, collecting e-mail addresses at events and sending fortnightly e-
mails to stay in touch.   
 
Many young people want to discuss politics and Jewish identity in the 21C and they respond to 
small niche projects.  It is important to provide as many different opportunities for them to 
participate as possible.  

 
Young people want meaningful, positive experiences in “funky” environments (eg: galleries, 
bars, cafes) and to achieve constructive outcomes.   Young people want to make a positive 
change while also having a good time. They like to work with a dynamic team/community on 
colourful, creative projects that result in tangible outcomes. As one participant exclaimed, “They 
don’t want to sit around talking they want to do. Now!” 
 
According to another young interviewee, “Young people will not attend events featuring 
mainstream older Jews at the Jewish buildings – yet another Israeli General at Beit Weizmann. 
These venues and events are seen as daggy and old. AJDS is also seen a bit in this way.”  
 
In contrast, one interviewee described being involved with a particular organisation for 16 years 
– attracted to its “life affirming positive, constructive approach that aims to create a new reality 
rather than negatively pulling down the current paradigm”.  
 
Three interviewees (two of whom are marketing consultants to community sector organisations) 
believe that AJDS’s name is a barrier to the participation of young people.  They believe the 
name is difficult to remember, boring, dry and sounds political.   
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Comments include: “It carries the stigma of being old - is not appealing to a youth 
demographic.”   
“In what way democratic? What does that mean?”    
“The name is too generic and old fashioned.  It doesn’t say what you stand for.  It conjures up 
an image of an “old fuddy duddy” committee.  It lacks dynamism.”   
 

 

Amongst all research participants (including the older ones), face book (FB) is seen as the 
ultimate tool for organising events.  This is due to its viral nature - readily spreading information 
- and the fact that it is underpinned by networks of friendship and trust. People can see when a 
friend has clicked “attend” for an event as this appears as news on their own FB page. This 
draws other young people to that event – the implicit message being “trust me you’ll be 
interested”.  
 
 It follows that to successfully organise young people’s events, it is important to enlist the 
support of strategic individuals and organisations who use FB and who have wide social 
networks. Face-to face meetings and/or phone calls with these strategic supporters combined 
with the use of FB appears to work well.    
 
As well as for social purposes, many young people use FB for sharing of information and 
opinions about topical issues. They commonly post articles and engage in discussion about 
issues on FB.   
 
The participants of this research varied in their own use of FB: from those who described 
themselves as “obsessive” users to those who shunned it.  It would appear that generally 
people under the age of 25 rely heavily on FB and rarely use e-mail, while those over 25 tend to 
use a combination of FB and e-mail.   
 
For one participant, e-mail offers a flexible and time efficient way to contribute to coordinating 
events and communicating.  Twitter was mentioned in passing by most interviewees, but only 
one emphasised that they found it as a useful medium for sharing information.  Two participants 
referred to writing or co-writing their own blogs and one of these is also establishing a radio 
show with friends for 3CR.   
 
The young people interviewed sourced information variously from:  

• Blog sites and FB pages of friends or individuals who’s opinion they trust, Galus 
Australis and Ha’aretz on-line - for updates and discussion on ME issues.  

• Hard copies and electronic versions of The Age and Australian, The Drum, and SBS and 
ABC TV current affairs programs – for Australian and Global issues. 

• Online progressive news programs (eg: “Democracy Now’ ) – for Global issues 
• Word of mouth – personal conversations 
• FB and FB newsfeeds and podcasts 

 
However, one participant expressed that the average young Jew is more likely to scan JPost 
and The Age on a regular basis and look at the blogs or FB sites of politically active friends.   
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The Australian Jewish News (AJN) was not respected as a source of information by the young 
interviewees.  Most of the young people quickly skim the social and letters pages if they happen 
to see the AJN at their parents’ homes. They do not relate to the dominant views expressed, 
especially on the ME. One participant described these as “toxic and intolerant”. 
 
Only one participant read the AJN regularly so as to keep abreast of mainstream Jewish opinion 
– the views of communal leaders, parents and grandparents. This interviewee read the op-eds, 
letters and the good news stories. They would not rely on the AJN as a source of socio/political 
news on Israel, stating nor would “anyone else who knows how to use an Internet connection”.   
 

 

Nine of the thirteen young interviewees knew of the AJDS prior to the research project.  For 
seven of these, their views about the organisation were influenced by reading AJDS letters to 
the editors of the AJN and other papers, occasionally attending AJDS events, and Shabbat 
discussions with family members.  The majority of these participants were unaware of the AJDS 
having an agenda broader than ME politics.  Indeed one participant stated that “AJDS comes 
across as a single issue, ME politics organisation.”   
 
Despite having known of the AJDS, most of these young interviewees did not have a clear 
understanding of AJDS’s values, aims and positions. For example: one participant (who does 
not identify as a Zionist) had been “turned off AJDS” because they thought it was a Zionist 
organisation for older people.  Another participant had initially thought AJDS was “a left Zionist 
organisation, adamant about a 2 state solution and preserving the Jewish majority in Israel at 
any cost.”    
 
One young interviewee provided the most accurate description of the AJDS’s approach to the 
ME as “campaigning for a just peace in the ME and being pro-Israel but not pro-Israeli 
Government”.    
 
Several research participants recommended that the AJDS publicise and educate about what it 
does and what it’s trying to achieve.  Four of the young participants recommended that AJDS 
rebrand itself to appeal to younger people. (See also comments regarding the name in Section 
3.1.5.).   One young interviewee described the AJDS as “angry men writing angry letters to the 
AJN and who fight with other organisations such as the JCCV.”  This participant feels that AJDS 
engages in non-constructive conflict, that we do not convey the image of a dynamic organisation 
making a positive contribution, and thus are not seen as relevant by young people.   
 
Corroborating this view, another young interviewee felt hesitant about becoming actively 
involved with the AJDS due in part to the fear of being “dragged into the same old debates 
about what the AJN said”. This interviewee’s advice to the AJDS is to “stop worrying about the 
JCCV and Jewish community dynamics and instead develop good projects and engage in local 
level activism, like the work AJDS did around the Moslem prayer group”.  
 
Several participants had heard the comments of older family members who think that the AJDS 
is not supportive of the state of Israel.  As stated by one participant, “The accusations of AJDS 
as loony left, self hating Jews who support the anti-Semitic BDS makes it to Shabbos dinner 
tables and this tarnishes AJDS in the eyes of young people. AJDS needs to get out there and 
clarify its values.”   
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By the end of the interview process, all of the young people expressed that they felt an affinity 
with the AJDS’s values. Many also felt that there would be a lot of Jewish people who would 
agree with the AJDS’s ME positions.  
 

 


The young people interviewed unanimously and strongly valued a socially progressive Jewish 
voice within the Jewish community to counter the conservative voice of the Jewish mainstream. 
Many participants expressed that a progressive voice was important to validate the concerns 
and values of like-minded Jews and to allow them permission to express their views.  
 
One interviewee also stated that it is crucial and powerful for there to be a Jewish voice that 
holds Israel accountable on human rights issues.   This participant is shocked at the power and 
political influence with both the ALP and coalition that right wing Zionist organisations have.   
 
It was generally felt by the young people interviewed that the Jewish community is dominated by 
Zionists who block criticism of the Israeli government and believe there should be a single 
unified voice representing the community.  As one participant expressed, “Why can’t we oppose 
the Israeli government without being labelled as self hating Jews?”   This participant also wants 
to “hear a fresh voice that is not centred on the experience of 1939-45 and is free from the self 
centred, insular focus on Israel.”  
 
A concern about insularity was strongly expressed by another interviewee who described the 
Jewish community as “myopic and inward looking and lacking in appreciation of their generally 
privileged socio-economic status.” As refugees to Australia, this interviewee believes that the 
Melbourne Jewish community has a moral obligation to repay the good will that was extended to 
it post-holocaust.  
 
Eight of the thirteen young participants feel it is important to have a socially progressive voice 
within the Jewish community to raise consciousness about broader (non-ME) social justice and 
environmental issues and the need to help other (non-Jewish) people.  As expressed by one 
interviewee, “The ME is not the priority for many Jews. We are part of Australia and our views of 
local and global issues count eg: climate change.” 


There was a consensus of opinion about the importance of a socially progressive Jewish voice 
on the ME within the general community. Most of the interviewees also believe it’s important for 
a progressive Jewish voice to be heard on other social justice and environmental issues.  
 
The reasons provided were that a socially progressive voice challenges the stereotype that 
Jews are “self interested”, “religious”, “right winged”, “liberal voters who lack social 
consciences”3.  It was felt that it is important to show that the Jewish community is as diverse as 
any other in its views and values.  One interviewee hopes that “Australian Governments will 
take note of this and not only listen to the Zionist viewpoint.”   
 

                                                
3 Descriptors used variously by interviewees. 
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One participant stated that the expression of socially progressive Jewish views can help to 
provide more context for discussions about the ME and temper the negative views of Israel that 
are held by some people. This participant feels that progressive voices are “good public 
relations” for the rest of the community.   This point is relevant to the reflections of another 
interviewee who believes that a progressive Jewish view on the ME would also challenge the 
thinking of those on the radical left who advocate a single state solution.   
 
Two participants strongly questioned the value of having a Jewish socially progressive voice in 
the general community on issues other than the ME.  One participant felt that “on social justice 
and environmental issues we are all Australians.” The other stated that if they wanted to 
express concern about broader issues they would do so via more effective advocacy 
organisations, such as Get Up. This interviewee didn’t feel it would ‘”round out” their sense of 
Jewish identity to express concern via a Jewish organisation. Similarly another interviewee, 
despite supporting a socially progressive Jewish voice on broader issues in the general 
community, stated that if they were going to volunteer for a cause, they would go to the 
organisation that has most expertise and wouldn’t prioritise a Jewish organisation.  
 
In contrast, one participant believes that “our Jewish history and experience give rise to a 
particular perspective and set of ethics and that it’s important to explore non ME issues from this 
base.”  


Nine of the young people had known of the AJDS prior to the research project, largely due to 
commentary on ME issues in the AJN and sometimes the Age.  These participants greatly 
appreciate the contribution that AJDS makes as a socially progressive Jewish voice in both the 
general and Jewish communities.  An over-riding sentiment was that the AJDS creates a space 
for other similar voices and acts as a counterpoint to the conservatism of the mainstream 
Jewish community - described by one participant as “racist and reactionary”. 
 
In the words of one interviewee, “it’s important that AJDS exists as a space in the Jewish 
community to discuss sensitive ME issues regardless of views.  It’s important that there are 
Jews working towards understanding and knowing of Palestinians and spreading this knowing 
to other Jews.”  In the general community, this interviewee felt that “AJDS helps to foster 
tolerance and understanding by representing Jewish views other than those of the established 
community.”   
 
AJDS’s voice was seen to “enrich the Jewish community and allow like-minded people to feel 
less disconnected.”   
 
Although one participant feels that the AJDS does makes a valuable contribution by expressing 
secular progressive views on the ME within the Jewish community, this individual also describes 
debate within the Jewish community as “parochial” and doesn’t see the point of people writing 
letters to the AJN about events occurring on the other side of the world.   
 
Two other participants also believe that it is not constructive to conduct advocacy about Israel 
from the diaspora, and one of these expressed the view that the AJDS should move away from 
the ME as a topic.   
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The young interviewees nominated variously the following as other socially progressive Jewish 
voices they are aware of (in no particular order):  

 The New Israel Fund,  
 Independent Australian Jewish Voices (IAJV) 
 The Joint Distribution Committee (just started in Melbourne)  
 The AUJS Nepal and Indigenous volunteer programs  
 Spirit Grow   
 Some congregations (especially their Tikun Olam committees) such as KEDEM, Shira 

Hadassha, Kehilat Nitzan 
 The Union of Progressive Judaism 
 The Jewish Museum of Australia 
 Jewish adult education (Malkim) 
 Limmud Oz,  
 Jewish AID  
 Ayeka  (a Secular Jewish learning group for people in their 20's and 30s that studies 

classical Jewish texts from an academic perspective) 
 The youth movements- Netzer, Habonim Dror, Hashomer Hatzair 
 The Jewish Ecological Coalition (a coalition of Jewish organisations interested in the 

environment from the full spectrum of religious to secular). 
 
Generally, these organisations were seen as more conservative than the AJDS on ME politics 
or apolitical, but to share other social justice or environmental concerns.   Most of the 
interviewees encourage the AJDS to collaborate with the other progressive organisations, 
especially those who work well with young people eg: Jewish Aid, the youth organisations, 
Ayeka.  
 
The IAJV was seen to be more extreme than the AJDS on the ME. One participant additionally 
described it as a “problematic” organisation, having a heavy handed approach to gaining 
support and demonstrating a lack of sophistication and nuance in the way it deals with issues.  


Several young participants emphasised that they themselves and many other young Jews with 
socially progressive views are looking for a home in the Jewish community. One interviewee 
described a “black hole’ for young people who graduate from the progressive Jewish youth 
movements.  These young people have spent many years discussing ideals and values 
(especially in Hashomer) but don’t see anywhere they can go with these values as young 
adults.   
 
One participant commented that they haven’t found a Jewish organisation that speaks to their 
concerns and feels to them like a community. They are looking for “a secular Jewish cultural 
experience that encompasses many aspects of Jewish culture – food, Israeli dancing, and good 
discussion”.  Additionally, another interviewee felt that there were significant fundraising 
opportunities for a progressive Jewish organisation that could capture the interest of young 
people eg: many Jews attend Confest. 
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Several topics strongly emerged as being of interest to the young people interviewed.  These 
are:  

 The experience of refugees/asylum seekers  
 The experience of Australia’s Indigenous people  
 The experience of other marginalised peoples 
 Climate change4  
 Environmentally sustainable living 

 
Informed commentary and discussion on topical local and regional political issues as well as on 
ME events were of interest to several of the participants eg: the high court ruling against the 
processing of refugees in Malaysia; the political and economic unrest in Israel. The AJDS was 
urged to think about angles and speakers that are not heard elsewhere in the Jewish 
community. 
 
Several interviewees expressed a desire to hear topical issues discussed from secular Jewish 
viewpoints and to have an opportunity to discuss how Jewish values can inform and guide their 
thinking and activism.  
 
It was emphasised by several participants that as well as expert opinion, young people are 
looking for face-to-face engagement particularly with other young people to learn about these 
issues and to hear stories about the life experience of others.   
 
 

 


 
As described in Table 1 (Section 2), representatives of two non-Jewish organisations and eight5 
Jewish organisations were interviewed for this research project. These organisations were 
selected on the basis of having environmental and social justice concerns and/or experience in 
engaging young people in the Jewish or general communities. 
 
A major point of difference between the AJDS and these organisations occurs in relation to ME 
politics.  The Jewish organisations interviewed describe themselves as adhering to an apolitical 
approach to the ME by not advocating particular views or strategies and by not publicly 
criticising the state of Israel.  
 
All of the organisational representatives interviewed are Jewish with four under the age of 45.  
These four shared their personal views as young people (included in the Findings above) as 
well as observations drawn from their organisational work.   
 
The Jewish organisations vary widely in their level of experience and depth of thinking about the 
engagement of young people ranging from one organisation that had not yet considered this 
issue to others that specifically target young people as their core demographic.  The two non-
                                                
4 One participant believes that the impact of climate change on Israel and likely consequent water 
resource conflicts in the ME would be of interest to a Jewish audience.  
5 Some interviewees are actively involved with multiple organisations. 
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Jewish organisations work with a range of age groups, of which young people form a significant 
proportion.  
 
The following are key lessons about engaging young people drawn from the interviews.  These 
corroborate the findings derived from the interviews of young people described in Section 3.  

 

Organisations dominated by older people tend to attract older people.  Young staff and 
volunteers are required to lure a critical mass of young people, such that other young people 
feel that this is an organisation they can belong to.  
 
For example:  
• Kehilat Nitzan was founded by people in their 40’s and 50’s and that remains the average 

age today. The congregation has employed a community organiser over the past year to 
involve teenagers, young adults (20-30s), and young families. The community organiser is a 
young adult and has tended to focus on activities for that age group – which are going well 
(mainly Friday night dinners and discussions). Young families attend services but are not 
active.  Last year Kehilat Nitzan employed a new Rabbi who is 32 with the aim of facilitating 
the active participation of young families.   
 

• Jewish Aid was founded by a voluntary middle-aged committee who attracted other people 
of their own age. A young CEO was employed 2 years ago and he has successfully 
recruited young people as volunteers and Jewish Aid could now be characterised as a 
dynamic young people’s organisation.   

 

Young people are looking for practical outlets for their passion and concerns that simultaneously 
fulfil social needs and career goals. In addition, they want to feel that their contribution is helping 
to make a tangible difference.  Good volunteer management (a welcoming environment and 
discrete tasks allocated according to skills and interest) and organisational leadership and vision 
are important to inspire young people and to keep them coming back for more.    
 
For example:  
• Young people are attracted to the Greens Party through their passion for issues. Key issues 

of concern to them are climate change, refugees and same sex marriage.  The Greens are 
getting results in these areas and this conveys a sense of efficacy. “Nothing succeeds like 
success”.   Many young people were drawn to the Victorian Greens via Adam Bandt’s 
Federal election campaign in 2010. This was due to Adam’ personal charisma and ability to 
inspire them as well as the good management of volunteers by Adam’s campaign staff.  
Young people were provided with specific, achievable, time-bound tasks relevant to the area 
they lived in, engendering a sense of purpose and excitement.   

 
Adam’s office continues to attract young volunteers and interns who are allocated specific 
“bite-size” research projects and other tasks such as preparing briefing papers for speeches 
and for developing positions on electorate issues. The Greens representative interviewed 
thought that some young people view such work experience as a stepping stone towards 
paid employment with the Greens or other organisations.  
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• BZE has never needed to implement strategies to recruit young people as climate change 
and energy sources are issues that naturally attract them.   BZE has now reached a critical 
mass where it no longer recruits general volunteers but will still recruit for more specialised 
volunteer jobs.  Many young professionals are attracted to BZE as they see the organisation 
as a vehicle for creating the kind of careers they want eg; engineers who want to work in the 
renewable energy sector rather than in mining.   

 
• The launch of JECO’s Shavu'a Tov booklet (http://www.jeco.com.au ) attracted younger 

people and two new younger members have joined the JECO committee as a result of the 
launch.  Young people like to see tangible, positive outcomes and the booklet attracted their 
attention and enthused them.   

 

The AJDS’ goal must be to build a core number of young people who are willing to be involved 
in an ongoing manner.    
 
BZE have found that it’s important for an organisation to create “constant colour and movement” 
and to have regular ongoing activities to maintain the interest and involvement of young people.  
BZE regularly run protests, information stalls, discussion forums, movie nights and keep their 
webpage, facebook and twitter updated.  They have found that the key to the success of 
activities is to identify good coordinators and volunteers to work with them.   
 
A representative of a Jewish organisation advised that it’s critical to allow young people to 
organise the types of events they want, how they want (as described in section 3.1.2).  
 
Reflecting on the experience of the Victorian Greens, their representative offered the following 
advice to maintain the ongoing involvement of young people:  

 Follow up on enquiries in an enthusiastic and timely manner 
 Make people feel welcome, valued and appreciated 
 Stay away from open ended tasks – tailor the size and nature of the task to suit the 

person and set clear goals 
 Run regular events and provide tasks that enthuse young people and allow them to feel 

they are playing a role in making a difference. 


 
 
This research project has identified that a socially progressive Jewish voice is valued by 
politically aware young Jews, many of whom are searching for a secular Jewish community to 
belong to.  Those politically progressive young Jews who are aware of the AJDS greatly 
appreciate it as a counterbalance to the conservatism of the mainstream Jewish community and 
its leadership.  However, it appears that for the majority of young Australian Jews, the AJDS is 
not visible.  Indeed, even amongst those who do know of us, there is a lack of clarity about our 
scope, values and goals.   
 
If the AJDS is to survive into the future, it must be seen as a natural home for young progressive 
Jews. During this research project, interviewees outlined what they saw as key challenges 
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facing the AJDS in achieving this and also offered some ideas to addressing these.  These are 
summarised below and also discussed in earlier sections of this report.  
 
Young people were described as a very hard demographic to target as they are mobile and in 
transition between life stages with lots of options and demands – travel, work, moving house.  In 
addition, many young people have disengaged from politics due to disappointment with the 
political leadership in Australia and elsewhere. In particular, many young Jews who share AJDS 
values have moved away from the Jewish community, making it difficult to locate and connect 
with them.  These factors combine with a general lack of interest in joining organisations and 
occur in a context where many organisations are competing for their attention.  
  
The AJDS needs to capture the attention of young people and resonate with their values and 
interests but allow them to engage conveniently – without creating work for them or making 
demands.  
 
Strategies suggested by the interviewees may be grouped under the following themes. 
 
The AJDS Make-Over  
 Rebrand AJDS to create a dynamic young face that will attract young people.  This would 

include identifying a name that reflects AJDS’ values and purpose and appeals to young 
people.  

 Publicise and educate about what AJDS does and what it is trying to achieve – clearly 
communicate our goals and values and address pre-conceived notions about AJDS being 
anti-Israel.   

 Recruit young people to the executive committee and engage young people as consultants 
to advise on all aspects of engaging their peers, methods of communication, language, 
promotions, and types of events.  
 
Strategic Alliances 

 Leverage networks through interested and supportive individuals and organisations  
 Collaborate with organisations that share similar values and whose core business is 

engaging young people to conduct joint events and projects. 
 Identify community events that AJDS can “piggy-back” on eg: integrate an interesting 

speaker into the Caulfield Park festival, arrange a talk at the end of a synagogue service.  
 
Throwing the Net Wider  
 Run inspiring functions and create a public presence: Develop a program of monthly 

discussions on topical, cutting edge issues as well as conducting other practical activities. 
Provide options for involvement that fulfil different needs – intellectual, social, food, and fun 
(“not just serious eg; how to cook hamantashen”).  It will be important to identify appropriate 
activities and venues to achieve the right feel for young people to feel comfortable.  It is also 
important to include and cater for the needs of different age segments eg: family friendly, 
park based events that are held during the day.  

 Further develop the use of FB as a key communications tool.  
 Constructively challenge the Jewish community with the views of progressive Israelis who 

also have credibility with the mainstream Jewish community.  
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Broadening the Focus out from the ME 
 Broaden the scope of the AJDS’s public face to include non-ME topics and events. The 

focus on Palestinian rights can be a block for younger people coming out of the youth 
movement.  For many progressive Australian Jews, the ME is not a priority concern. The 
AJDS’ focus on the ME was seen by some interviewees to be polarising and alienating.  

 Identify bridge building, common ground issues eg:  the treatment of refugees by the 
Australian government has particular resonance in the Jewish community.   

 Greater focus on local projects and activism with tangible outcomes and less focus on the 
views and dynamics of the Jewish establishment. 

 
 
 

 
 
It is recommended that the AJDS set in place processes by which to consider and implement 
the strategies suggested by the research participants in Section 5.   
  

 
As a priority the AJDS should:  
 

 Invite the young interviewees of this research project and others they suggest to a 
forum early in the year to discuss “What does a progressive Jewish community in 
Melbourne look like?  What are we interested in?”  This discussion could be facilitated 
so as to sketch a program for the coming year.    

 
 Establish a reference group of young people to flesh out the program of events and 

activities.   
 

 Resource a team of young people to plan and run each activity supported by the 
AJDS Community Organiser. 

 
 Contract young Jewish consultants with the appropriate marketing and 

communications experience to advise on rebranding and public 
relations/communications. Terms of Reference for these exercises should be 
developed collaboratively with the consultants. 
 

 Embark on a networking exercise with progressive Jewish organisations to explore 
opportunities for joint activities.     
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Questions For Young People (25- 45 Years Old) 
 
 
1) Are you currently involved with Jewish or non–Jewish organisations concerned with social 

justice/environmental issues? 
 
2) What factors have led to your current involvement or lack of involvement? 
 
3) How do you prefer to be engaged (participate)?  

At what level?  What form of engagement? Is a commitment to ongoing engagement 
feasible at the moment? What media do you use to participate?  
Do you think this is the case for other young Jews? (eg; your friends and people you know) 

 
4) Have you previously heard of the AJDS? (If yes, ask what they know about us.  If not, 

describe AJDS) 
 
5) Would you become involved in the AJDS? Why? Why not? 
 
6) Do you think there is value in having a progressive voice in the Jewish community? Why? 

Why not? (Explore what they think of the Jewish community? Is open debate possible?) 
 
7) Is there any voice in the Jewish community that speaks to your concerns?  

What are your concerns and who do hear raising them? (In the Jewish community and 
outside)  When and how are you hearing them? 
 

8) How do you view AJDS in relation to other progressive thinking Jewish organisations? 
 
9) Do think there is value in having a Jewish voice in the general (non Jewish) progressive 

community? Why? Why not? 
 
10) Should there be another structure or forum for discussing social justice, environmental, 

progressive political issues that might be more relevant to younger Jewish people?  
 
11) What would you like AJDS to do in the future?  

What would AJDS need to look like for you to want to participate or join (do they have 
different responses to these two)?  
What issues would interest you? 
 

12) What are the key challenges you think AJDS will face in trying to gain a younger 
membership?  How do you think AJDS could overcome them?  

 
13) For the purposes of this research could you confirm which age group you fit into?  (24 – 30; 

31-35; 36- 40; 41- 45) 
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Questions For Organisational Representatives 
 
 
1) What is:  

Your role?; Focus of your organisation?; Demographics of its membership? 
 
 

2) In what ways are different age groups involved in your organisation?   
What types of activities and through which media? 
Are different age groups involved in different ways?   

 
 

3) What do you think appeals to young people about your organisation?  (Or what might put 
them off?)  Does this appear to be different for different age groups (25-45 yrs)?  

 
 

4) Has your organisation actively recruited young members/participants?  
- How have you done that?  
- What has worked well?  What hasn’t worked so well?  
- What key challenges have you faced? 
- Have you used different strategies for different age groups (25-45 yrs) 

 
 

5) Has your organisation put strategies in place to maintain the involvement of young 
people? 

- What has worked well?  What hasn’t worked so well?  
- Key challenges faced? 
- Have you used different strategies for different age groups (25-45 yrs) 

 
 

6) What key lessons have you learned about the participation of young people in your 
organisation?   Are you planning to try anything different in the future? 

 


