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“A Portrait of Jewish Americans,” the recently published study by the Pew
Research Center, which found a 71% intermarriage rate among nonOrthodox American Jews and an increase of the segment of American
Jews who identify as having “no religion,” has renewed the decades-long
discussion among Jewish communal professionals about the issue of
intermarriage.1 But the interest in Jewish intermarriage is anything but new.
Even before the 1990 National Jewish Population Study (NJPS) first alarmed
the community with a 52% intermarriage rate (which was amended down
to 43% a decade later), researchers have been studying and documenting
the effects of intermarriage on the Jewish identity of these households and
on the children being raised in them. While some have suggested
encouragement of in-marriage and conversion of non-Jewish spouses as
the primary communal responses (Cohen 2006; 2013), others (e.g., Chertok,
Philips, and Saxe 2008) pointed out the need for greater engagement of
these individuals in Jewish life.2

The goal of
this study

As this debate continues, those born into intermarried households in the
1980s and 1990s are now young adults who may be looking for paths into
and ways to engage with the North American Jewish community. The 2013
Pew study found 1.3 million adult U.S. Jews (25% of all adult U.S. Jews) to
have one, rather than two Jewish parents. "The future is already here," points
out Shaul Kelner (2007), and intermarriage is a fact of Jewish American life.3
The goal of this study is to lend an ear to those in our community who grew
up in households where one, rather than two parents are Jewish. Who are
these individuals? What paths do they seek for engaging as Jews? What are
some of the barriers for their engagement with the Jewish community, and
how can those barriers be lowered or removed?
To answer these questions, Big Tent Judaism/Jewish Outreach Institute (JOI)
surveyed 204 adults in their 20s and 30s who have one Jewish parent, asking
about their Jewish identification, their connection to the Jewish community,
and their perceived needs in terms of enhancing and enriching their Jewish
lives.4 Their responses were compared with those of 507 Jews in the same
age range who have two Jewish parents and responded to the same
survey (see methodology appendix for more details on data gathering and
analysis). Following up on the survey, we conducted four in-person focus
groups to learn about the needs of the adult children of intermarriage in
more depth.

1“A Portrait of Jewish Americans: Findings from A Pew Research Center Survey of U.S. Jews.” Pew Research Center,
October 1, 2013.
2 Cohen, Steven M. (2006) “A Tale of Two Jewries: The ‘Inconvenient Truth’ for American Jews.” Jewish Life
Network/Steinhardt Foundation. And Cohen (2013), “Yes, Something Can Be Done: A Purple Solution to Intermarriage.”
Mosaic Magazine. Chertok, Fern, Benjamin Philips, and Leonard Saxe (2008) “It’s Not Just Who Stands Under the
Chuppah: Intermarriage and Engagement.” Steinhardt Social Research Institute, Brandeis University.
3 Kelner, Shaul “Tales of Two Jewries Don’t Tell Much.” The Jewish Daily Forward, March 2, 2007.
4 Not only is this age group (made of young adults and families with young children) considered a hot-button
population for Jewish engagement, this cohort is the first in which Jews with one Jewish parent have substantial
presence.
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The sample for this study was collected through various social media and

The sample online networks (see Appendix for more detail). As might be expected,

those farthest from engagement with the organized Jewish community are
hardest to reach with a survey about Jewish participation; our sample
includes levels of affiliation and engagement higher than among the
general population (for Jews with one Jewish parent as well as Jews with
two Jewish parents). Thus, our findings refer to the subsection of the young
adult children of intermarriage who are closer to the organized Jewish
community, and who are the most likely target for what we like to call
“middle reach.”
While we will leave it to others to extrapolate what these finding might
mean when applied to the overall population of Jews with one Jewish
parent, we estimate the segment represented by those we surveyed to be
sizable. The Pew Study found 672,000 adult children of intermarriage who
identified as “Jewish by religion,” which generally corresponds to higher
levels of Jewish engagement (the study also found 684,000 adult children of
intermarriage who identified as Jewish with no religion). We believe the
individuals in this Jewishly-identified yet underserved segment of the
community represent substantial growth potential if they can be more
effectively engaged in organized Jewish communal life.

Key Findings
Even among those Jews with one Jewish parent who are more connected
to the Jewish community, we find disturbing trends of alienation and
disaffiliation. Key findings of this study include:
Ø The Jews with one Jewish parent we surveyed are just as interested in
many Jewish activities as are the Jews with two Jewish parents (from
cultural, spiritual, and social activities, to home-based and selfguided activities). However, when the programs are offered by
Jewish institutions, they participate in such activities less frequently
than do comparable Jews with two Jewish parents. These trends hold
true even among those engaged in Jewish life, who say being Jewish
is important in their lives, and who chose to raise their children
religiously Jewish.
Ø When transitioning to parenthood, Jews with one Jewish parent
experience growth in levels of engagement, but this does not
translate to identification with a Jewish denomination.
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Ø Jews with one Jewish parent often feel excluded by the Jewish
community; this feeling is more pronounced among those whose
mother is not Jewish.
Ø Jews with one Jewish parent who feel strongly connected to their
Jewish identity act on this connection in ways that are less likely to
involve institutional affiliation.
Ø There is a general lack of programming for this population; Jews with
one Jewish parent want to be served by programs which are open to
all, and which accept them as fully Jewish.
Ø Those Jews with one Jewish parent who have been able to
penetrate the core or the institutional Jewish community (exemplified
by respondents with one Jewish parent who work for Jewish
organizations), report levels of engagement and participation in
Jewish institutions similar to those of Jews with two Jewish parents. This
suggests there are potential interventions that might yield greater
institutional participation for adult children of intermarriage.

A. Interest versus Participation in Jewish Activities
Several studies (including NJPS and the Pew study) have cited lower levels
of Jewish engagement among adult children of intermarriage.5 However, is
the intermarriage of their parents the reason for this lower level of
engagement? If that were indeed the case, one would expect to find not
only lower levels of participation in institutional Jewish activities among Jews
with one Jewish parent, but also little interest in participating in such
activities.

The first
objective

The first objective of the study was to address this question: Do Jews with
one Jewish parent disengage because of lack of interest? In this study, we
find a notable disparity between the level of interest in Jewish activities
expressed by the adults with one Jewish parent we surveyed and the extent
to which they actually participate in such activities when those are
provided by Jewish institutions. Broadly speaking, while these Jews with one
Jewish parent are interested in the same Jewish activities to the same
degree as Jews with two Jewish parents, they are less likely to participate in
such activities within Jewish institutional settings.

5 See for example: Cohen, Steven M. 2005. ”Engaging the Next Generation of American Jews: Distinguishing the Inmarried, Inter-‐married, and Non-‐married,” Journal of Jewish Communal Service (Fall/Winter): 43-‐52. Leonard Saxe,
Benjamin Philips, Theodore Sasson, Shahar Hecht, Michelle Shain, Graham Wright, and Charles Kedushin. 2011.
“Intermarriage: The Impact and Lessons of Taglit-Birthright Israel,” Contemporary Jewry 31 (2): 151-172.
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Asked to indicate how interested they are in different types of Jewish
activities, the Jews with one Jewish parent we surveyed provided very
similar answers to those with two Jewish parents. For example, 72% of
respondents with one Jewish parent are interested in participating in
religious activities, compared to 79% of those with two Jewish parents.6 On
the other hand, while half (52%) of the respondents with two Jewish parents
say they participate in religious activities at least monthly, only a third (32%)
of the respondents with one Jewish parent participate monthly in such
activities.

Jews in their 20s and 30s with one Jewish parent are as interested in many Jewish activities
What types of Jewish activities are most interesting to you?
(% who responded Very or Somewhat Interesting on a 5-point
scale)
In the past year, about how often did you participate in or attend
the following activities, specifically in a Jewish context? (% who
participate once a month or more often)
Cultural activities, like Jewish film screenings or visiting a Jewish
museum+
Educational activities, like a lecture about the Holocaust or a
holiday*
Home-based celebrations, like the celebration of Passover or
Hanukkah+
Spiritual activities, like a prayer group in the woods
Social activities like a Jewish mixer or cooking

class+

Religious activities, like High Holidays services*+
Social justice activities, like participating in a rally against
genocide organized by a Jewish organization
Self-guided activities, like visiting Jewish websites or reading books
with Jewish themes
* Difference in interest is significant at the p<0.05 level.
+ Difference in participation is significant at the p<0.05 level.

Very or Somewhat
Interested
One
Two
Jewish
Jewish
Parent
Parents
(n=204)
(n=507)

Participate
At Least Monthly
One
Two
Jewish
Jewish
Parent
Parents
(n=204)
(n=507)

90%

94%

15%

27%

82%

89%

20%

26%

81%

84%

32%

51%

74%
73%
72%

73%
78%
79%

13%
19%
32%

17%
31%
52%

72%

74%

10%

15%

72%

69%

52%

59%

Moreover, only half (51%) of respondents with one Jewish parent reported
that most or all of the Jewish activities in which they participated in the past
year were organized by a Jewish communal institution (such as a
synagogue or a JCC); this compares to 68% among those with two Jewish
parents. Importantly, this finding is replicated among those who, by their
own definition, are engaged in Jewish life and say that being Jewish is
important in their lives. While 73% of engaged Jews with two Jewish parents
participate primarily in institutional Jewish activities, only 59% of those with
one Jewish parent do the same.
6 A reviewer of an earlier draft of this report was concerned that our data may be biased by a high number of Jewish
communal professionals who responded to this survey (25% of the entire sample; 15% among respondents with one
Jewish parent). Running this analysis with Jewish communal professionals excluded yielded very similar results (see
appendix for comparative tables). We therefore decided not to exclude Jewish communal professionals from our
analyses in the interest of retaining sample size.
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Jews With One Jewish Parent
Participate Less In Institutional Jewish Activities
% Who said most or all of their Jewish activities in the past year
were organize by a Jewish communal institution

Two Jewish Parents (n=507)
68%

One Jewish Parent (n=204)
73%
59%

51%

All

The Engaged

* Diffrences are significant at the p<0.05 level.

How can one explain this seeming paradox? If Jews with one Jewish parent
are interested in Jewish activities and view being Jewish as important, why
don’t they participate more in institutional Jewish activities? For those who
say they are engaged in Jewish life, what form does this engagement take?
When we look only at those respondents who, by their own definition, are
engaged in Jewish life and drill down to look at the particular types of
Jewish activities in which they engage, we find that for those with one
Jewish parent, self-guided activities (such as reading Jewish books or visiting
Jewish websites) make up a greater share of their engagement. More than
two thirds (70%) of engaged Jews with one Jewish parent participate in selfguided activities at least monthly, while less then half engage in religious
and home-based activities. By contrast, engaged Jews with two Jewish
parents do self-guided and religious activities and home-based celebrations
at about the same rate (around 60% engage in these activities at least
monthly).
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Engaged Jews with One Jewish Parent Do Primarily
Self-Guided Jewish Activities

Self-guided
Religious
Home-based
Educational activ ities
Social activ ities
Cultural activ ities
Spiritual activ ities
Social justice activ ities

% who participate monthly or more

70%

64%

61%

57%

46% 44%
37%
29%

26%

30%
22%

18%

One Jewish Parent (n=137)

15%

30%
20%

17%

Two Jewish Parents (n=422)

Jews with one Jewish parent and those with two Jewish parents are both
likely to say that being Jewish is important in their lives (72% and 88%,
respectively). And yet, Jews with one Jewish parent connect with and
express their Jewishness in ways that privilege exploratory, self-guided
activities. Previous research, too, suggests that for young adults with one
Jewish parent, cultural forms of connecting to their Jewish heritage (such as
Jewish books, films, or websites) are more prominent than religious ones, or
those that stress ethnic ties (such as Israel programs).7 This finding could
suggest the need for Jewish institutions to offer ways of connecting that go
beyond traditional religious and ethnic-based activities.
We repeated the same analysis for those respondents who raise (or plan to
raise) their children with an exclusively religious Jewish identity (as opposed
to raising them with a secular or cultural Jewish identity, no religion, or
another religion). In our sample, this accounted for 85% of respondents with
two Jewish parents and 67% of respondents with one Jewish parent. Jews
with one Jewish parent who raise or plan to raise their children to identify as
Jewish solely by region show the same pattern of lower Jewish participation
shown by other Jews with one Jewish parent. While their interest level in
7 Pearl Beck, “A flame still burns: The dimensions and determinants of Jewish identity among young adult children of
intermarriage,” JOI, 2005.
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religious or cultural Jewish activities is similar to those of Jews with two Jewish
parents, they nevertheless are less likely to do such activities frequently
(monthly or more). Furthermore, while Jews with one Jewish parent are as
likely to be interested in travel to Jewish places, they are three times as likely
to have never been to Israel. The only exception to this rule is self-guided
activities, in which Jews with one Jewish parent are as likely to participate.
This suggests that for Jews with one Jewish parent “raising my children
religiously Jewish,” involves communal religious activities less than it does for
Jews with two Jewish parents. We also find, once again, that self-guided
activities represent a greater share of the engagement of Jews with one
Jewish parent. This, it turns out, is true also when it comes to raising children
Jewish by religion.

Jews with One Jewish Parent are as Interested
but Less Likely to Participate in Jewish Activities
(They Are As Likely To Do Self-Guided Activities)

Two Jewish parents (n=400)
One Jewish parent (n=122)

Among those who raise children Jewish by religion

Cultural activities

96%

91%

Jewish travel

Religious activities

89% 87%

82% 80%

Self-guided activities

71%

77%
61% 60%

60%
44%
28%

Interested

34%
18%

Do at least monthly

11%
Interested

Have never been

Interested

Do at least monthly

Interested

Do at least monthly

to Israel
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Allienation and Lack of Programming
When we asked participants
Most are Unaware of Programming
whether they were aware of
Do you know of any
programs that exist for
One
Two
any programs for adult
adult children of
Jewish
Jewish
children of intermarriage, only
intermarriage? (% who
All
Parent
Parents
20% of all respondents were
answered Yes)
(n =711)
(n=204)
(n=507)
aware of programs offered
Overall
20%
15%
22%
specifically to this population.
Participate in
Respondents with one Jewish
institutional Jewish
22%
19%
24%
parent are less likely to be
activities
aware of such programs. This
is true even for those who say they are engaged and likely to participate in
activities organized by a Jewish communal institution. Those who said they
were aware of such programs mentioned that a local synagogue (35%),
JCC (13%), or Hillel (3%) offer such programs as well as other organizations. 8
However, they noted that most if not all of these programs are for interfaith
couples and their families, rather than specifically for adult children of
intermarriage.
When we then asked Jews with one Jewish parent to identify needs they
have which are unmet by the organized Jewish community, the most
common answer (51%) was simply the need for inclusion.9 Potentially more
important than services or programs that single them out, Jews with one
Jewish parent want to be accepted like any other member of the
organized Jewish community.

“I am the adult child of
intermarriage and have
often felt out of place…. I
feel like we are a group
that is often ignored or is a
source of shame for the
Jewish community.”
[Married woman in her 20s]

8 Other mentions included JOI (18%), InterfaithFamily.com (9%), Jews In All Hues (4%), HalfJewish.net (3%), and Stepping
Stones (1%). These percentages are based on coding of open-ended responses.
9 Percentages are based on coding of open-ended responses.
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The Differential Effects of Parenthood:
“The Kid Bump”
Across different measures, individuals who are married and have children
show significantly greater levels of participation in Jewish life than those who
are single with no children. We use the term “kid bump” to refer to this
overall upward trend in Jewish participation among respondents who are
married with children. Interestingly, respondents with one Jewish parent
experience the kid bump differently than do respondents with two Jewish
parents. Specifically, while respondents with two Jewish parents experience
the kid bump primarily as an increase in identification with a Jewish
denomination,10 respondents with one Jewish parent show no increase in
identification with a Jewish denomination, but rather an increase in selfdefined Jewish engagement.11 This could mean that these two groups
satisfy differently a similar need for greater belonging – a need that arises
more prominently with the transition to parenthood. Jews with one Jewish
parent connect (or re-connect) with Judaism as parents in ways that do not
translate into greater institutional affiliation.

One Jewish Parent
"Bump" in Engagement

Two Jewish Parents
"Bump" in Identification with a Denomination
Engaged

Identify with a denomination

Engaged

Identify with a denomination

87%

75%

83%
66%

59%

50%

40%

39%

Single, no children

Married with children

Single, no children

Married with children

10 We do not have data on synagogue membership for our respondents. Rather, we asked what denomination with
which they identify. We use affiliation with a single Jewish denomination as a measure of affiliation. See Appendix for a
detailed definition of “affiliation” as used in this survey. Increases from 50% among singles (n=231) to 66% among
married parents (n=110); difference is significant at the p<0.05 level.
11 Increases from 59% among singles (n=70) to 75% among married parents (n=40); difference is approaching
significance (significant at the p<0.1 level).
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Jewish Identification
While interest in Jewish participation is similar among Jews with one Jewish
parent as compared to those who have two Jewish parents, as previously
explained, these two populations identify with the Jewish community in
different ways. Respondents with one Jewish parent are less likely to identify
themselves as religiously Jewish, and they are more likely to identify as “just
Jewish,” “culturally Jewish,” having no religion, or having more than one
religion. New pathways for engaging Jews with one Jewish parent may
need to be focused on areas other than religious connection.
Jews with One Jewish Parent are Less Likely
to Identify Religiously as Jewish
All
(n =711)

One
Jewish
Parent
(n=204)

Two
Jewish
Parents
(n=507)

78%

67%

85%

Reform*

30%

38%

27%

Conservative*

30%

13%

37%

Orthodox*

11%

5%

13%

15%
2%
4%
1%

20%
4%
8%
1%

12%
1%
2%
<1%

How do you identify?
Jewish, religious (any)*

Jewish, secular (“just Jewish” or “culturally Jewish”)*
No religion*
Jewish + other*
Exclusively another religion
*Difference is significant at the p<0.05 level.

The Differential Effects of the Jewish Parents’
Gender: Matrilineal versus Patrilineal Jews
The way in which Jews with one Jewish parent relate to Judaism and to the
Jewish community depends, to a considerable degree, on the gender of
their Jewish parent (McGinity 2009, 174).12 While Jews with one Jewish
parent may experience some degree of alienation from the Jewish
community regardless, this challenge is greater for those whose mother is
not Jewish. Since Judaism by patrilineal descent is not currently recognized
by Conservative and Orthodox congregations, Jews with only a Jewish
father likely experience exclusion more often then those with only a Jewish
mother. In our survey, patrilineal Jews (Jews with only a Jewish father) and
12 McGinity, Karen (2009) Still Jewish: A History of Women and Intermarriage in America. New York: New York University
Press.
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matrilineal Jews (Jews with only a Jewish mother) express similar levels of
Jewish engagement, are equally likely to say that being Jewish is important
in their lives, and are just as likely to participate in events organized by
Jewish institutions.
Patrilineal and Matrilineal Jews
Have Similar Levels of Jewish Connection
All
Children of
Intermarriage
(n=263)13

Only
Jewish
Mother
(n=153)

Only
Jewish
Father
(n=110)

Self-identify as engaged
with Judaism

69%

69%

69%

Being Jewish is an
important part of my life

73%

76%

70%

Likely to participate in
institutional Jewish events

51%

51%

51%

However, patrilineal and matrilineal Jews differ in the ways in which they
identify themselves Jewishly. Matrilineal Jews are more likely to identify
themselves as members of a Jewish denomination, while patrilineal Jews are
more likely to identify with an independent minyan or as “just Jewish.” While
about half of both patrilineal and matrilineal Jews agree that it is important
for them to identify as children of intermarriage (e.g., when the topic comes
up in conversation), when it comes to identifying themselves as children of
intermarriage within the context of a Jewish communal institutions,
patrilineal Jews are significantly less comfortable doing so. “Outing” oneself
as a child of intermarriage may carry very different consequences
depending on whether one’s Jewish parent is the mother or father.
Patrilineal and Matrilineal Jews Identify with Judaism
Differently
All
Children of
Intermarriage
(n=263)

Only
Jewish
Mother
(n=153)

Only
Jewish
Father
(n=110)

Identify with a Jewish
denomination*
Identify with an
independent minyan*

60%

67%

51%

4%

1%

8%

Identify as “just Jewish”

21%

18%

25%

49%

53%

64%

48%

Important to identify as
51%
child of intermarriage
Comfortable identifying
as child of intermarriage
57%
within Jewish institutions*
*Difference is significant at the p<0.05 level.

13

“There are certainly places
where I won't ‘out’ myself
because that would mean
that they wouldn't count me
in a minyan, even though I
am observant, [I had a] bris,
bar mitzvah, identify as
Jewish, etc. The fact that
someone else can tell me I
am not Jewish, even though
I am Jewish in my soul is so
painful and hurtful.”
[Patrilineal Jewish man in his
20s]

These analyses include all respondents, regardless of age.
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Jewish Professionals with One Jewish Parent
As we have seen, the
discrepancy between interest
in Jewish activities and
participation in such activities
(specifically those organized
by Jewish institutions) holds
across several segments of
our sample. Whether we look
at those who describe
themselves as engaged in
Jewish life, or those who plan
to raise their children Jewish
by religion, the same pattern
still holds: Jews with one
Jewish parent are as
interested in Jewish
participation, and yet end up
participating less. However,
there is one segment of our
sample in which these
differences seem to almost
disappear.

Jews with One Jewish Parent Who Work in
Jewish Organizations are as Likely to
Participate in Jewish Activities
Participate/do monthly
or more often [among
those who work in
Jewish organizations]

All
(n =187)

One
Jewish
Parent
(n=31)

Two
Jewish
Parents
(n=156)

Self-guided

72%

71%

72%

Religious

66%

55%

68%

Home-based

64%

61%

64%

Educational

42%

45%

42%

Cultural

39%

35%

40%

Social

38%

39%

38%

Spiritual

27%

29%

26%

25%
23%
25%
Jews with One Jewish Parent Who
Work in Jewish Organizations
are Similarly Engaged in Jewish Life

Social Justice

Self-identify as engaged
with Judaism

96%

94%

96%

Being Jewish is an
important part of my life

94%

90%

95%

Likely to participate in

Among Jewish communal
institutional Jewish
78%
81%
78%
events
professionals (those who work
*Difference is significant at the p<0.05 level.
part- or full-time in a Jewish
organization), Jews with one
Jewish parent are as likely as their peers with two Jewish parents to engage
in all Jewish activities (there is a notable difference in religious participation
[55% versus 68%], which is not statistically significant). They are also very
similar to Jews with two Jewish parents in terms of their self-identification and
their likelihood to participate in events organized by Jewish institutional
organizations.
What is it about working in a Jewish organization that allows Jews with one
Jewish parent to overcome the barriers to participation in Jewish
institutions? Perhaps the answer is that, by definition, those who are
“professional Jews” have already overcome the barrier of affiliating with a
Jewish organization. The road from belonging to a Jewish organization to
participating in institutional Jewish life turns out to be a relatively easy one to
take. On the other hand, for those who have not yet penetrated the Jewish
communal core the road may be less easy. Stepping through the door of a
Jewish institution for the first time may be difficult for those with one Jewish
parent who feel that the organized Jewish community does not accept
them as fully equal.
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What People with One Jewish Parent Need and Want
from the Jewish Community:
Programming and Marketing
As mentioned above, we conducted four focus groups with a total of 22
Jews in their 20s and 30s who have one Jewish parent and one parent of
another background. We asked participants to describe how they would
like the organized Jewish community to address them, communicate with
them, and include them. These qualitative data complement and reinforce
our findings. Here are several programmatic interventions that would be
supportive of the Jewish journeys of Jews with one Jewish parent, according
to them.
Ø Jews with one Jewish parent want Jewish institutions to foster open,
honest, and inclusive conversations about intermarriage. This could
mean avoiding policies and actions that implicitly contradict
otherwise inclusive statements.

“
“

If a community is going to be pro[-intermarriage], they’ve got to
be pro. They can’t say that to inter-date is worse than to date
Jewish.” [Single man in his 30s]
There are so many ways [in which] Jewish institutions can say
implicitly that your family is second class [such as] the rabbi who
won’t do interfaith marriages. You are saying my parents’
relationship is a problem, and you don’t want to replicate couples
who are like my parents. And I look at them and think ‘the world
could use more people like my parents.’” [Single woman in her
20s]

Ø Such conversations can start early – with high school students who
may be inter-dating.

“

I think it’s a conversation worth having at the high school level. I
teach 9th graders [at a local Jewish congregational school] and
we are bringing the rabbi and talking about why certain rabbis
feel one way and others feel another way about intermarriage…
We build this into the sex ed. curriculum.” [Single man in his 30s]

Ø When attempting to engage Jews with one Jewish parent, do not
assume previous Jewish knowledge. It is helpful to offer explanatory
services and a glossary of commonly-used Hebrew and Yiddish terms.
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“

You don’t have to take all the Jewish taste out of things, but if
you’re not sure that everyone is going to be on the same page,
just throw in the equivalent English term.” [Single woman in her
20s]

Ø Do not only isolate adult children of intermarriage – provide
programming on the issues open to Jews of all backgrounds.

“

I would argue with the intellectual exercise of setting us apart for
any reason. I would be much more interested in a discussion
about interfaith marriage attended by a broad range of types of
Jews.” [Married man in his 30s]

Ø Some Jews with one Jewish parent would appreciate a social
support network for connecting with people in a similar
circumstance. This could mean connecting adult children of
intermarriage with recently intermarried couples, for example. Such
venues would allow exploring various forms of Jewish identity in a
non-judgmental environment.

“

I want to hear other people’s stories. The statistics tell me I’m not
an anomaly. So I’d just like to hear other people who have
grappled with this identity and have chosen Jewish life for one
reason or another.” [Single man in his 30s]

Ø Others would like to receive support in navigating relationships with
parents while honoring both sides of the family.

“

How am I going to fit into the practical [aspects of Jewish life,
such as] sharing holidays with your non Jewish side of the family.
How can you practically share both sides?” [Single man in his 20s]

Ø Many Jews with one Jewish parent would appreciate opportunities to
continue (or embark on) adult Jewish education as well as help
creating Jewish homes and raise Jewish children.

“

I didn’t marry someone Jewish, so I find myself back in the
situation where I don’t want my future children to feel the way I
did – not Jewish enough. So for me it would be a program around
building a [Jewish] household and building Jewish identity better
in this household.” [Married woman in her 30s]

Ø Provide support around life-cycle events, such as dating, marriage,
and end-of-life.
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“

When I met and started dating the man who would eventually
become my husband, he was not yet Jewish. [Later,] he became
a Jew by choice. And so that—his conversion process—was
another area where we struggled to figure out where we fit in and
what community was welcoming. We finally found a place where
they viewed families where one parent is Jewish and one parent is
not as an opportunity to create more Jews, an opportunity to be
welcoming… rather than excluding people who are not Jewish on
paper.” [Married woman in her 30s]

How should such programs be marketed to this population? In our survey,
we presented a list of options to respondents with one Jewish parent, asking
which phrases (see below) they would be most responsive to. Overall, Jews
with only one Jewish parent are most likely to respond to the term "Jewish" in
Jewish communal marketing, followed by "Jews of all backgrounds"; they
are least likely to respond to the terms "Jewish and something else," "part
Jewish," and "half-Jewish." We found small variations in this regard between
Jews with only a Jewish father and those with only a Jewish mother. Jews
with only a Jewish mother are more likely to respond to the term "Jewish,"
whereas Jews with only a Jewish father are slightly more likely to respond to
the term "half-Jewish." However, this question in particular may be impacted
by the higher rates of engagement among our survey participants; less
Jewishly-engaged children of intermarriage or those raised without Judaism
at all may be more comfortable referring to themselves as “half” or “part”
Jewish.

“Events marketed to Jews of All
Jews with One Jewish Parent Prefer All-Inclusive Labels
Over Those that Single Them Out
When Jewish communal institutions
market their programs to you, how
likely are you to respond to
advertisements that specifically
welcome, or mention these terms?
(% Very Likely or Somwhat Likely)

All
Children of
Intermarriage
(n=258)

Only
Jewish
Mother
(n=151)

Only
Jewish
Father
(n=107)

Jewish*

79%

86%

70%

Jews of All Backgrounds

67%

68%

64%

Everyone; All

61%

64%

57%

Adult Children of Intermarriage

53%

54%

52%

Of Jewish Ancestry

50%

51%

Jews of Mixed Heritage

48%

49%

50%
47%

Multicultural Jews

47%

44%

50%

Half-Jewish**

34%

29%

40%

Part-Jewish

29%

28%

31%

28%
26%
30%
Jewish and Something Else
*Difference is significant at the p<0.05 level.
**Difference is approaching significance (significant at the p<0.1 level).

Backgrounds appeal to me very much,
not because my father isn't Jewish but
because they welcome the whole
spectrum of people who consider
themselves Jewish--unaffiliated,
Orthodox, dating a non Jew, converts,
LGBTQ, etc.”
[Matrilineal Jewish woman in her 20s]

“[If institutions used] words like ‘open,’

‘diversity,’ ‘non-judgmental,’ or
‘explanatory’… then I [would] feel like I
can try it out.”
[Single man in his 20s]

“I am offended by the terms half-Jewish
and part-Jewish as I AM whole-heartedly
Jewish even if my father wasn't. I avoid
programs and groups that use those
terms because I feel like they don't
recognize me as Jewish enough.”
[Single, matrilineal Jewish man in his 30s]
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Conclusion
As was made clear by the recent study by the Pew Research Center, intermarriage is
a fact of life for the North American Jewish community. With 61% of intermarried Jews
saying that they raise their children Jewish in some way, a majority of self-identified
Jews born today are born to one, rather than to two Jewish parents. When we
listened to the more Jewishly-engaged segment of adult children of intermarriage, we
heard that what they want is acceptance as fully Jewish. We found that while Jews
with one Jewish parent are just as interested in engaging Jewishly as are Jews with two
Jewish parents, they are less likely to pursue their Jewish interests within the context of
the organized Jewish community. Among Jews with one Jewish parent who perceive
themselves as highly interested and engaged in Jewish life – even among those with
one Jewish parent who raise their own children religiously Jewish – we observed
patterns of lower participation in institutional Jewish activities and a tendency to
prefer self-guided and cultural forms of Jewish expression and participation over
institutional affiliation. The future of the Jewish community may well depend on the
way in which the organized Jewish community treats, relates to, and serves these
individuals.
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Appendix: Methodology
In 2010, JOI deployed a survey about Jewish participation and engagement
that included questions about the respondents’ own Jewish identification
and that of their parents, allowing a comparison of respondents with two
Jewish parents to those with one Jewish parent.

Data Gathering
To reach a broad spectrum of respondents, including those least engaged
in Jewish life, the survey was disseminated through a mix of venues with
clear connections to Jewish networks and those without those connections.
The latter included:
•
•
•

Social networks, such as Facebook and Twitter
A posting on Craig’s List in New York City and Washington, DC
Secular universities’ student activities boards

With regard to the Jewishly connected sources of data, the survey was also
deployed through JOI’s and other Jewish professional networks:
•
•
•
•

•

JOI’s professional networks
JOI’s blog
The project’s advisory committee members and some of their
networks
Jewish organizations that serve our target population including Hillel,
Birthright NEXT, Moishe House and Pursue (AJWS/Avodah alumni and
community members)
Organizations that serve interfaith families (such as
InterfaithFamily.com).

Participation in a raffle for a $100 Amazon.com gift card was offered as an
incentive to complete the survey.
A total of 1,639 complete responses were collected. Of those, 42% received
the survey from secular sources, and the rest came through Jewish outlets.
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Sample Size
Of the 1,639 complete responses collected, 263 respondents were identified
as persons with one Jewish parent and one parent of another religious
background; 1,044 were persons with two Jewish parents (the religious
background of the remainder could not be ascertained).
The two populations differed significantly in terms of their age. Respondents
with one Jewish parent represent 30% of respondents in their twenties and
26% of respondents in their 30s, but only 8% or respondents 40 years old or
older. This in itself is not surprising. At the time that older respondents were
born (40 or more years ago) intermarriage rates were much lower.
According to the 2000-1 National Jewish Population study (NJPS 2000-1),
only 13% of Jews married prior to 1970 married non-Jews; this number then
climbed to 28% of Jews married between 1970-1979 (roughly, when our
respondents in their 30s were born). During the 1980s (when our respondents
in their 20s were born) intermarriage rates jumped to 38% (for 1980-1984)
and then 43% (1985-1990).
However, this inherent imbalance (respondents with two Jewish parents
being older than those with one Jewish parent) biases the sample in some
respects, most significantly in the areas of marriage and children. To avoid
this bias, we excluded all respondents 40 years old and older, and report
only on those in their 20s and 30s. This results in a useable sample of 711
respondents in their 20s and 30s, of which 204 are persons with one Jewish
parent and 507 are persons with two Jewish parents.

Sample Characteristics
On several demographic indicators, our sample closely resembles that of
the general population (as represented by the numbers reported in NJPS
2000-1).
Key demographics in the 2000-1 National Jewish Population Study and in the JOI sample
JOI Sample (n=711)
NJPS 2000-1
Single

29%

25%

Married

51%

57%

Divorced

5%

9%

Our sample also resembles NJPS numbers in terms of several measures of
Jewish engagement, such as participation in religious services and
regarding being Jewish as very important. However, our respondents are
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considerably more likely than NJPS respondents to have visited Israel. This
can be explained, at least in part, by the fact that one venue through
which the survey was distributed is the alumni network of Birthright NEXT,
which by definition is likely to reach individuals who have visited Israel.

Key measures of Jewish engagement in the 2000-1 National Jewish Population Study and in
the JOI sample
JOI Sample
Two Jewish
One Jewish
All
Parents
Parent
NJPS 2000-1
(n=711)
(n=507)
(n=204)
Attend religious services monthly or more

26%

28%

14%

27%

Regard being Jewish as very important

61%

65%

44%

52%

Ever visited Israel

69%

77%

57%

35%

Visited Israel more than once

45%

53%

28%

20%

However our sample is not representative of the larger Jewish population
when it comes to intermarriage. While intermarriage rates among
respondents with two Jewish parents are similar to those found by NJPS
(22%), our respondents with one Jewish parent are much less likely than
similar NJPS respondents to be intermarried. Since much of our survey was
distributed through Jewish sources, it is not surprising that our sample of
persons with one Jewish parent is more closely affiliated with the organized
Jewish community than is the general population.
Rates of intermarriage in the 2000-1 National Jewish Population Study and in the JOI sample
JOI Sample
NJPS 2000-1
Overall
21%
31%
Two Jewish parents
20%
22%
One Jewish parent
37%
74%
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Definitions
The following definitions were used when analyzing our data.
A. Jewish
For the purposes of this survey, the definition of a Jewish person broadly
follows the practice of the 2000-1 NJPS, where a Jew is defined as a person:
•
•
•
•

Whose religion is Jewish, OR
Whose religion is Jewish and something else, OR
Who has no religion and has at least one Jewish parent or a Jewish
upbringing, OR
Who has a non-monotheistic religion, and has at least one Jewish parent
or a Jewish upbringing.

In other words, in NJPS a person with at least one Jewish parent (of either
gender) is considered non-Jewish only if s/he exclusively identifies with
another monotheistic religion.
In our survey, respondents were asked to select all that apply from the
following list of possible identifications (the same list was applied for their
own identity, their spouse/partner’s identity, and the way in which they raise
or plan to raise their children):
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Jewish: Reform
Jewish: Reconstructionist
Jewish: Conservative
Jewish: Orthodox
Jewish: Secular Humanist
Jewish: Independent Minyan
Jewish: Havurah
Jewish: Trans-Denominational/Post-Denominational/NonDenominational
Jewish: Just Jewish
Jewish: Culturally Jewish
Christian: Catholic
Christian: Protestant
Christian: Other
Buddhist
Hindu
Muslim
Agnostic
Atheist
Seeker
Other Religious Identity

© Jewish Outreach Institute 2013

1270 Broadway, Suite 609 New York, NY 10001
212.760.1440 www.BigTentJudaism.org www.JOI.org

Listening to Adult Children of Intermarriage
Page 22

Respondents were considered Jewish if:
• They selected any of the “Jewish” identities (whether or not they
selected another religious identity), OR
• They did not select a “Jewish” identity, they did not select another
religious option, but they had at least one Jewish parent (of either
gender).
Respondents with a Jewish parent were considered non-Jewish if they
identified as any of the non-Jewish options (Christian, Muslim, Hindu,
Buddhist, or Other Religious Identity), and did not select any of the Jewish
options.
B. Married
For the purposes of this survey, marriage includes persons partnered but not
legally married and persons in a committed relationship. Respondents were
allowed to select all that apply from the following list:
•
•
•
•
•

Single
Committed relationship (but not married/partnered)
Married/partnered
Separated/divorced
Widowed

A respondent who selected “married/partnered” or “committed
relationship” and something else (e.g., “married/partnered” and
“divorced”) is considered married. A respondent is considered non-married
only if s/he selected “single,” “separated,” or “divorced,” and not
“married/partnered” or “committed relationship.”
As a consequence, the same definition of “intermarriage” applies to
persons married or partnered as well as to persons in a committed
relationship.

C. Intermarried
Intermarriage is a marriage, partnership, or a committed relationship of a
Jewish person and a non-Jewish person according to the above definitions.

D. Affiliated
Unlike NJPS, and other studies of participation in Jewish communal life, we
do not define affiliation as membership in institutions. Rather, our measure of
affiliated is constructed based on self-identification. An “affiliated”
respondent is one who self-identifies exclusively with one of the four major
Jewish denominations (as opposed to “Just Jewish,” culturally, Jewish, or
seeker, for example).
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F. Engaged
We use self-described measures to define Jewish engagement. The relevant
question read:
“Engagement in Jewish life can take on a number of different forms across
religious, secular, social, educational, and cultural experiences. Please
answer the following question using your own understanding of what it
means to be engaged in Jewish life.”
Responses were provided on a 5-point scale including: Very Engaged,
Somewhat Engaged, Neither Engaged nor Unengaged, Somewhat
Unengaged, and Very Unengaged. For the purposes of the analyses above,
respondents are considered “engaged” if they selected one of the top two
engagement levels (Very Engaged or Somewhat Engaged).

Analysis Excluding Respondents Who Are Jewish
Communal Professionals
To allay concerns that our sample is biased by a large number Jewish
communal professionals we replicate here some of our analyses with Jewish
communal professionals excluded.
Jews with One Jewish Parent are Equally Interested
But Participate Less in Jewish Activities
[Entire Sample]
What types of Jewish activities are most interesting to
you?
(% who responded Very or Somewhat Interesting on a
5-point scale)
In the past year, about how often did you participate
in or attend the following activities, specifically in a
Jewish context? (% who participate once a month or
more often)
Cultural activities, like Jewish film screenings or visiting a
Jewish museum+
Educational activities, like a lecture about the
Holocaust or a holiday*
Home-based celebrations, like the celebration of
Passover or Hanukkah+
Spiritual activities, like a prayer group in the woods
Social activities like a Jewish mixer or cooking class+
Religious activities, like High Holidays services*+
Social justice activities, like participating in a rally
against genocide organized by a Jewish organization
Self-guided activities, like visiting Jewish website or
reading books with Jewish themes
*Difference in interest is significant at the p<0.05 level.
+ Difference in participation is significant at the p<0.05 level.

Very or Somewhat Interested

Participates at Least Monthly

One
Jewish
Parent
(n=204)

Two
Jewish
Parents
(n=507)

One
Jewish
Parent
(n=204)

Two
Jewish
Parents
(n=507)

90%

94%

15%

27%

82%

89%

20%

26%

81%

84%

32%

51%

74%
73%
72%

73%
78%
79%

13%
19%
32%

17%
31%
52%

72%

74%

10%

15%

72%

69%

52%

59%
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Jews with One Jewish Parent are Equally Interested
But Participate Less in Jewish Activities
[Jewish Communal Professionals Excluded]
What types of Jewish activities are most interesting to
you?
(% who responded Very or Somewhat Interesting on a
5-point scale)
In the past year, about how often did you participate
in or attend the following activities, specifically in a
Jewish context? (% who participate once a month or
more often)
Cultural activities, like Jewish film screenings or visiting a
Jewish museum
Educational activities, like a lecture about the
Holocaust or a holiday*
Home-based celebrations, like the celebration of
Passover or Hanukkah
Spiritual activities, like a prayer group in the woods
Social activities like a Jewish mixer or cooking class
Religious activities, like High Holidays services*
Social justice activities, like participating in a rally
against genocide organized by a Jewish organization
Self-guided activities, like visiting Jewish website or
reading books with Jewish themes
* Difference is significant at the p<0.05 level.

Very or Somewhat Interested

One
Jewish
Parent
(n=173)

Two
Jewish
Parents
(n=359)

Participates at Least Monthly

One
Jewish
Parent
(n=173)

Two
Jewish
Parents
(n=359)

89%

95%

12%

21%

83%

88%

16%

20%

82%

84%

27%

45%

70%
72%
69%

70%
84%
76%

10%
16%
28%

13%
29%
46%

70%

69%

8%

11%

71%

68%

50%

54%
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Note on Statistical Significance Testing
Unless mentioned otherwise, differences reported above are statistically
significant at the 95% confidence level (p<0.05). All tests are two-tailed tests
of proportion difference (z-tests). In any study, it is important to have a
standardized metric to allow for interpretation of the meaningfulness of
differences. While all assumptions of statistical testing are rarely met in any
study, including this one, these tests are nevertheless highly robust and far
better than relying on impressions of differences. Further, there is no reason
to expect that the uniform application of these tests biases the data toward
or against prior hypotheses.
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