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National service is an idea that inspires deep passion, both among its proponents and its 
detractors. Programs like AmeriCorps and VISTA have the potential to do everything 
from revitalizing our democracy to undermining the real spirit of volunteerism. Although 
its base of support has grown noticeably over the past several decades as citizens across 
the country have had a chance to experience it first hand in their communities, there is 
still considerable debate, disagreement and confusion about its aims and effects.  It is not 
surprising that national service produces a contentious debate because it concerns the 
nature of citizenship and even what it means to be an American. Programs like 
AmeriCorps come to hold many of our aspirations, not just for this relatively small 
federal program, but for our nation itself. As a large and open screen, national service 
comes to have many visions and images projected upon it.  
 
Part of the confusion stems from national service’s decentralized and multi-faceted 
nature. There are over 900 AmeriCorps programs and two-thirds of all funds allocated to 
AmeriCorps are given directly to states as block grants. A huge variety of program aims 
and organization structures exist, as diverse as the communities that host them. 
Evaluating and understanding what is happening and which programs are effective is no 
small task. There are many possible targets of analysis and many different program 
models to choose among when seeking to come to a judgment about the impact of 
national service. To date, aside from a number of narrow and short-term efforts, little 
substantive progress has been made in reaching a well-grounded conclusion about the 
effectiveness of national service.  
 
Many of the basic disagreements over national service arise because observers bring to 
the task widely divergent normative frames. Whether national service is considered a 
good or bad idea, or even just whether it is effective, will depend on what measures and 
standards are applied to the assessment and what outcomes are defined as worth tracking 
and measuring.  In 1990, Williamson Evers wrote, “American usage of the term [national 
service] is now in a muddle…Do not expect those debating national service to share a 
precise meaning for the term.”1 More recently, E.J. Dionne and Kayla Meltzer wrote in 
2003, “Americans differ widely over which kinds of national service are genuinely 
valuable.”2 This chapter attempts to further the debate by more clearly outlining the 
various positions, visions, and frameworks that are behind the debate over national 
service. 
 

                                                 
1 National Service: Pro and Con, p. xxii. 
2 United We Serve, p. 2. 
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To begin to understand the many ways in which national service has been conceptualized, 
we conducted 50 interviews with policy and practice leaders in the field, in which we 
encouraged our subjects to explain what they thought the fundamental purpose and 
rationale for national service might be. What our interviewees found most unique, 
essential or precious in national service varied considerably. Reasonable people coming 
from widely different backgrounds and holding divergent political views, will 
conceptualize national service very differently based on their experience and worldview. 
Disagreements and conflicting visions aside, the conversation we had began to fall into a 
recognizable pattern, in which five fundamental visions or conceptions of the purpose 
and impact of national service emerged. These conceptions were distilled from interviews 
with program staff at large national AmeriCorps programs and small community based 
programs in both urban and rural locations around the country, as well as with leading 
thinkers and researchers, notable critics and those involved in crafting the 1993 
legislation and implementing it at the Corporation for National Service.  
 
Our goal was to capture the full landscape of informed perspectives on national service 
and include what people wanted to believe these programs achieved, as well as what they 
had actually seen these program accomplish. All the interviews were taped and 
summarized, and the interviewees’ conceptions of national service were coded and 
organized into overarching categories. Through further grouping, a small number of 
distinct categories of thought emerged. The five conceptions presented here represent the 
framing that demonstrated the greatest consistency in relation to the original analysis of 
our conversations while simultaneously offering an economical and practical framework 
for examining claims about national service.  
 
 
 
1. Citizenship Development 
 
The concepts of national service and citizenship are often closely linked, but on closer 
inspection the exact connection is unclear. Those who think of national service as 
citizenship development hope that service will create active, informed and effective 
citizens. However, citizenship, like national service, is a complex and multi-faceted 
concept  including 1) the recognition and appreciation of a set of constitutional rights and 
obligations, 2) participation in democratic institutions and associations, and 3) 
commitment to country and fellow citizens. 
 
Experts generally acknowledge that national service is strongest on the second and third 
goals and may not directly contribute to a greater understanding of, and appreciation for, 
legal rights and responsibilities per se. AmeriCorps, for example, does not require its 
programs to educate their members about these rights and responsibilities. The learning 
that takes place is more informal and applied through members’ participation in 
American associational life via the nonprofit sector. 
 
Furthermore, AmeriCorps explicitly prohibits members from engaging in political 
activities (e.g. working with a political party) or interest group advocacy. But many 
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suggest that the service members promotes citizenship by exposing them to people from 
other socio-economic circumstances, to injustice and failures of our social safety net they 
may not otherwise experience first hand. The consequence of this exposure is often an 
increased sensitivity to these issues and concern for those affected, which can motivate a 
lifetime of active citizenship addressing the root causes of these injustices. 
 
While the experience of otherness is a powerful moment for young people, which 
can take them outside their comfort zones, some we talked with believed that the 
strict prohibitions on advocacy work that were needed to win approval of 
AmeriCorps have hurt the ability of this national service program to really teach 
active citizenship.  
 

The compromises that were made getting AmeriCorps out of the business 
of advocacy were terrible, terrible compromises, because the history of 
our country speaks to the importance of people understanding political 
institutions and the role of a citizen and advocating for change. It cost 
them the soul of the program. Having said that, I still think doing direct 
service work is a way to expose people to issues and challenges and if we 
complement the direct service with some sort of historical analysis we can 
make up for some of the things we’ve lost in not having a direct action 
component to AmeriCorps. 

 
Limits on political action work do not mean that national service cannot still be a 
laboratory for learning about what it means to be a citizen.3 As some of our interviewees 
explained, volunteers may get a sense of their general responsibilities as citizens simply 
by virtue of acting to help others in need. Many members also talk about what they have 
gotten through serving others. In this way, national service may develop a sense of 
generalized reciprocity, making members more inclined to seek to exercise their rights 
and uphold their responsibilities after their year of service has completed. Through the 
giving and receiving that occurs in service and through interacting with local community 
based institutions, these members may learn civic habits that will translate to higher 
levels of public institutions.  
 
Another part of this story is that citizenship is cultivated when individuals come 
to believe that their engagement and participation can make a difference. National 
service tends to attract young people interested in making a difference and 
increases the appetite of volunteers for change when their experiences are good. 
Some caution is needed, however, before claiming that service stimulates civic 
participation. A leading expert on civic engagement noted that the link between 
national service and civic engagement has not been conclusively demonstrated, 
and that AmeriCorps’ explicitly non-political orientation may have some 
discouraging effects as well. 
 

                                                 
3 Note that some national service programs are more permissive: VISTA members are able to engage with 
government institutions and have an opportunity to learn about how they work. 
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But, as one of our interviewees eloquently described, service is only distinct from the 
concept of advocacy under a distributive framing of “politics.”  
 

I think of politics in an older, richer sense to be everywhere, not just 
elections, which is an entirely modern concept. Politics is not ideological 
but is instead Aristotelian: the negotiation of difference. And then the 
public work angle of vision also highlights the productive/creative side of 
politics which more distributive understandings don’t, which see it as a 
matter of who gets what. Democracy is something created by the whole 
society, including all sorts of institutions as well as citizens. The key 
question to ask about policies is in what ways does it enhance civic 
capacities, power and responsibility and capacities for collaborative work 
and build a democratic way of life? Which is different from a distributive 
perspective in which citizens are just seen as rights bearing voting 
individuals and customers. 

 
In this framing, good citizens work together to create things and processes of lasting civic 
and public value. This work can take place in any sector, or across sectors, may be paid 
and/or voluntary, and includes everything from discussion and debate, to direct service, 
problem solving, but also direct action and protest depending on the situation. People 
engage this work out of an enlightened sense of self-interest and the belief in a common 
good. Reframing politics in this way gives us a broader notion of citizenship, one that 
national service certainly contributes to. 
 
Another interviewee echoed this view, suggesting that because national service 
participants generally serve for only one year, they have no vested interested in the 
existing system other than the “common good.” If citizens do “tours of duty” in the 
institutions that govern their lives, they will simultaneously nudge these institutions into 
alignment with the common good and develop a detailed understanding of the challenges 
we face as a nation that will stay with them their entire lives and inform their ongoing 
choices and work. 
 
Some of those we spoke with generally supported this view, but also thought that the 
common good is not something that is naturally apparent – it must be discerned though 
engagement with others. Diverse Americans serving together under a shared purpose is 
one way to create new ties to, and knowledge of, those one might otherwise feel alienated 
from. This engagement may be challenging, but it is enriching. By building social capital 
in this way and creating a broader understanding of “us,” patriotism is also built and a 
common good emerges.4  
 
Other interviewees doubted the existence of a “common good” in a nation as diverse as 
ours and considered the above view of citizenship misguided. These experts tended to 
focus more on the constitutional rights and responsibilities, although some also 

                                                 
4 Please see the section on social capital for more information on ways national service can enhance 
patriotism. 
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considered a feeling of patriotism to be an essential additional ingredient of good 
citizenship. They were likely to promote an appreciative inquiry into what has and does 
make America great, which would come in the form of selected history lessons and 
general civics instruction. It would be possible to incorporate this kind of education into 
national service, but it is not inherently a product of national service. 
 
Regardless of how one conceives of citizenship, many of our interviewees expressed 
confidence that national service could indeed contribute to its development. As discussed 
above, national service does not promote all the facets of citizenship equally and clearly 
favors some over others. In some cases, this is inherently due to the nature of national 
service, but in others it is a function of particular policies and implementation decisions 
that could be changed. These choices will not be examined here, but there is a rich 
literature on civic engagement and citizenship that investigates this question directly. 
 
 
 
2. Personal Growth 
 
It is easy to think about national service in terms of the personal growth it generates for 
those it touches, particularly the volunteers, but including everyone touched by these 
programs. Service creates an opportunity to work on problems of public concern and 
participate in the lives of others whose paths one might otherwise never cross in a 
structured and supportive environment. As they experience making a difference for 
others, volunteers or corps members, as they are sometimes termed, grow and mature, 
and also develop new skills and talents. National service imbues participants with 
benefits that far exceed the meager financial stipends that often accompany service. 
Those who participate in service benefit from a broadened perspective on work and life, 
the development of workplace skills, and greater awareness of public issues.  
  
Those who hold this developmental view of national service tend to believe the way to 
unlock our nation’s potential is through the development of our human capital. The 
impact of a program like AmeriCorps is the sum of the transformation of the many 
individual lives it touches. As these individuals go about their lives they carry with them 
all that they learned during their time of service. It informs and influences their choices, 
providing an understanding of, and appreciation for, the public interest, which results in 
an increase in prosocial behavior. It also provides them with skills and motivation they 
would otherwise not have to make a difference in their workplaces and communities, thus 
strengthening the nation. 
 
Within this broader frame of individual growth and development, our interviewees 
described a number of different impacts of service and underlying mechanisms through 
which AmeriCorps changes those who serve. Some focused on the increased 
understanding and broader perspective that comes from exposure to new situations and 
people, which helps them to better understand their place in society and the way in which 
they can make a contribution to the community. Service takes individuals out of the 
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constraints or “boxes” that have defined their experience and opens up new opportunities 
and perspectives. 
 

 [My colleague] always says that if every 18-year-old spent a year or even 
less in a homeless shelter, he would guarantee that in a generation 
homelessness would disappear, not necessarily because of the work they 
did in those shelters, but because there would be a shared generational 
conversation about homelessness, a shared outrage and creativity about 
it…By actually participating in a year or more of service to your nation, 
you get to experience what a citizen needs to experience to understand the 
common good…because they have no vested interest in the system other 
than a common good approach. 

 
These transformations are available not only to those who enter their service with high 
ideals, but those with more practical considerations. In some poor rural areas, the 
AmeriCorps stipend is actually financially attractive, particularly to young people with 
limited employment options. As a result, not all of the members a program selected come 
with a commitment to service. Some may sign up because of uncertainty about what to do 
next in the lives, while others might be attracted simply by the prospect of having 
something to do and a first line on their resumes. We heard that young people like these 
who come in with concerns no larger than their personal happiness often leave with a 
strong service ethic that they take with them for the rest of their lives. 
 
Other policy and practice experts focused less on identity and perspective changes like 
these and more on the development of practical skills. They see the potential of 
AmeriCorps in terms of workforce development, providing participants with training in 
both hard, technical skills and soft, interpersonal “workplace” skills, as well as providing 
supervised opportunities to practice those skills. They argue that this kind of development 
results in more informed career choices, makes members more attractive to employers, 
and creates a stronger workforce. “If you look at what employers are looking for, and the 
debate about the qualifications of entry level workers, you’ll find people wanting 
workplace skills and certainty wondering how to get them. AmeriCorps provides one 
example.” Thus, above and beyond the personal growth and awareness that service may 
impart, there are more practical considerations at play: Service may also help young 
people train and gain work skills. 
 
Finally, some of those we spoke with pointed to ways that AmeriCorps develops the 
leadership skills of volunteers and the staff in nonprofits that host AmeriCorps programs. 
By providing opportunities to demonstrate responsibility and take action in a supportive 
and structured context, people experience making a difference for themselves and others, 
building a sense of efficacy, reinforcing their idealism and inspiring them to take on 
further responsibility in the future. The communities in which national service operates 
can be classrooms in which important lessons about leadership and responsibility are 
learned. Some of these lessons may be immediately clear, while others may take years to 
fully emerge. The head of a large nonprofit put it this way: 
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Our organization’s greatest need is not money or other resources, it’s 
leadership. Because if you have good leadership the rest of that stuff will 
follow along. I think that’s one of the most important aspects of what 
AmeriCorps does, and why I’d like to see it broadened in terms of the job 
descriptions. Anytime you can take a young person and give them an 
experience where they have to exhibit leadership, we’re building a 
stronger country and a stronger world…I think we should be developing 
leadership all the time, and if we can do that by serving others, I can’t 
think of anything better . 
 

This sort of leadership development is an explicit goal of many AmeriCorps programs, 
both for faith-based program that emphasize that “the blessing you receive are to be 
shared,” and for secular program that may talk about moving people up the “ladder of 
service.” Some programs even choose to invest in alumni networks to enable them to 
encourage and monitor service after members complete their AmeriCorps year. “In the 
same way we’ve always looked at growing the capacity of our volunteers, we want to 
provide the same challenge to our members. We call it ‘cultivating persons of service.’”  
 
The head of a state service commission suggested that not only is the leadership 
of members developed by national service, but also that of basically everyone 
touched by a well-designed Americorps program. 
 

AmeriCorps brings out the best in a community and individuals and 
invites people to serve for perhaps for the first time. People who in the 
past may have been consumers of service, an AC member is now able to 
invite them to step from the sideline and be a full contributor even if they 
never thought they could serve. And that increases self-worth and self-
esteem and brings them into the solution mix. 

 
One reason personal growth can be achieved is that many service programs  are marked 
by a culture of idealism.  People start national service programs and decide to join as 
members because they believe, or at least open to the possibility, that they can make a 
difference and that a better world is possible. Through a selection bias for these idealistic 
individuals and against hardened cynics, a culture of idealism grows around the 
programs, contributing to creativity and innovation through a greater openness to try new 
things, or to try old things a second time. This culture in turn ends up strengthening the 
idealism of individual participants in a virtuous cycle.  
 
The promise of individual growth is important to participants. It provides some of the 
attraction of national service. One program director who originally served as a member 
had this to say: “People are willing to sacrifice a year of their lives and live on a pittance 
if they can say, “Wow! I really grew from that in a way that I would not have been able 
to if I just worked for that organization and I think it’s worth it.” That’s certainly why I’m 
still here.” 
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The conceptions of national service as individual growth above are aspirational: 
achieving these benefits is not simple or straightforward and requires meaningful 
training, strong program management and oversight and good design. Without them, the 
same service experiences can just as likely result in greater alienation, frustration, a 
decreased sense of efficacy and a kind of civic stunting that would be hard to reverse.  
 
Beyond these empirical questions, this conception of national service can be attacked on 
other grounds. Some will point to the urgency of the problems we face as a nation and 
consider developing individuals to be too indirect and inefficient a mechanism for 
addressing them and advocate for more direct action. Others will suggest that the focus 
on individuals is misguided, pointing to the importance of institutions and communities. 
These critics will place greater emphasis on capacity building and investing in social 
capital. Another faction will highlight the need to connect more people, especially young 
people, to government institutions and the political process. And finally, more than a few 
people feel strongly that government should have no role in moral and ethical 
development, which has long been the responsibility of family and church. 
 
The goal of is this paper is not to resolve these questions and debates, merely to lay them 
out for later inquiry. 
 
 
 
3. Capacity Building 
 
The nonprofit sector is not generally known for its investment in capacity building. 
Pressure from funders to demonstrate quick results; grants for programs but not the 
supporting organization; a staff commitment to serving beneficiaries so strong that people 
regularly burn themselves out are all facets of this situation. Therefore it is not too 
surprising that most people do not think much about the organizational impacts of 
national service. It is much more common to think of impacts on the beneficiaries and the 
servers. But little by little, evidence is growing that AmeriCorps does indeed impact the 
hosting nonprofits and more and more people believe these effects to be significant. 
Capacity building has also been an explicit priority under President Bush, which helps to 
raise awareness of what was already happening and to further align programs with this 
goal. For these reasons, we have gone into greater detail on this vision of national service. 
 
Those who advocate this perspective see a variety of different ways AmeriCorps builds 
capacity. AmeriCorps can help expand the reach of existing programs, or stimulate the 
creation of innovative, new programs. It can institutionalize systems, processes and best 
practices that leave behind a lasting infrastructure. It can develop management capacity 
and promote a more intensive focus on mission. It increases the awareness of, and ability 
to leverage, additional resources and establish strategic partnerships. The underlying 
logic of capacity building as a conception of national service that by developing the 
capacity of the nonprofit sector and bringing effective initiatives to scale, we have 
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increased the ability of the sector to respond effectively to important national needs, thus 
benefiting us all.5  
 
The most basic kind of capacity building is through expansion of existing programs. A 
program can use AmeriCorps resources to be able to offer the same services to more 
clients. Examples of this model would be many tutoring programs, which add members 
as full time tutors. This sort of capacity exists only as long as AmeriCorps funding is 
sustained; however, if the community sees that the organization is successfully getting 
things done in a significant way, this can increase long term capacity by attracting new 
funding and other commitments from the community. 
 
Other interviewees described how the opportunity AmeriCorps presented stimulated them 
to think of new programs that complemented their existing offerings. For example, one 
organization found that AmeriCorps provided them with an opportunity to create a new 
program to engage law students in legal aid work, advancing their mission of 
surmounting barriers to equal justice for the disadvantaged.  
 
National service does not just add to the capacity of existing organizations, it actually 
fuels the formation of new capacities for addressing public problems. National service 
somehow stimulates creative problem solving on our public problems, leading to new, 
unforeseen solutions that have a huge potential to improve the quality of life for all 
Americans. A number of the people interviewed suggested that one of the most important 
effects of national service is to promote civic innovation and social entrepreneurship. 
Underlying this perspective is an assumption, sometimes stated and sometimes implied, 
that the key to addressing our problems as a nation is not working harder in the same 
ways, or our development as citizens or individuals, or even our social capital, but instead 
is the need for creativity. By reinventing the way we conceive of and address problems 
we have the potential to transcend the limitations of past approaches and respond to the 
massive and ongoing changes in American society. 
 
These observers draw analogies to the business sector where companies like Dell 
Computer, Walmart, and Southwest Airlines and have reinvented and disrupted 
established conventions, creating more value in the process. They point to the growing 
trend in social entrepreneurship, in which the entrepreneurial mindset has been brought to 
bear in the nonprofit sector, leading to new strategies, growth, and qualitatively higher 
levels of effectiveness. In fact, some of the nonprofits best known for their 
entrepreneurship have affiliations with AmeriCorps, including City Year, Jumpstart and 
Teach for America. Organizations like these, and the people who lead them are 
innovative, resourceful and oriented to see opportunities in pursuit of practical solutions 
to our problems and the creation of public value. 

                                                 
5 It is not immediately obvious how AmeriCorps programs supposedly achieve these 
results. It is clearer with VISTA, whose members have an explicit mandate to think about 
the sustainability of their efforts, but there are only 6000 VISTA members compared with 
45,000 members in the state, national and NCCC branches of AmeriCorps.5 
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Our interviewees proposed a number of different ways that national service and 
AmeriCorps in particular may cultivate innovation and new capacities. At the most basic 
level, AmeriCorps provides a new, fairly large pool of funds available to individuals 
interested in engaging Americans in civic service. This presents an opportunity for people 
to “think bigger” about their work. 
 

AmeriCorps stretched us to go into the public schools in a way that we 
hadn’t been before. They have helped us refine our work with people of 
low income and I’m so grateful for that…We didn’t have a national 
network. We created it with this AC project and learned so much as a 
result. The partners we work with are strengthened, we’re strengthened, 
everybody’s a winner. It’s incredible! I don’t think we could have planned 
it: no one could have seen how great it was going to be. We’re now 
engaging in dialogue with our sisters in Great Britain about starting a 
program there. Everyone wants to look at our program. Our AC program 
is highly respected by sisters in the US and around the world. 

 
As this quote suggests, there is also something beyond simply thinking bigger: there are 
often positive benefits beyond what is planned or anticipated. National service creates a 
context of goodwill and shared purpose that makes it possible to discover new win-win 
outcomes, which manifests itself in the experience of serendipity described above. 
 
In this context, people are willing to share information and collaborate, across lines of 
difference that would otherwise breed mistrust and avoidance (e.g. race and class). By 
sharing information and working together, new solutions can be found. This effect is 
enhanced by the diversity of the participants. When engaged effectively in a real 
dialogue, their multiple perspectives make it possible to see problems in new ways, to 
challenge normally unconscious assumptions. Furthermore, their collective social 
network enables them to mobilize all the necessary constituencies to implement complete 
solutions. As these groups produce results together on problems they all genuinely care 
about through a process is on the whole enjoyable, they initiate a virtuous cycle of trust, 
skill and efficacy building that creates a lasting social infrastructure for tackling future 
problems. This virtuous cycle cannot get started in the presence the natural mistrust of 
unfamiliar people and rational self-interest. But because they are all there to serve, 
defenses are lowered and the cycle can begin. 
 
AmeriCorps members are generally the representatives of an organization closest to the 
community. The members make it possible for cash-strapped organizations with limited 
staff to work more closely with their beneficiaries. An indirect benefit of this direct work 
is that members can bring back detailed information to the organization on community 
needs and sentiment. This information also fosters learning and innovation and makes it 
possible for organizations to respond more immediately and flexibly to changing 
circumstances. This effect is only enhanced when members come from the communities 
being served, which is not atypical. This grounding in the realities of the organization’s 
work also serves as an important balance to the idealistic energy that surrounds 
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AmeriCorps, ensuring that the service addresses real needs. That AmeriCorps members 
are not permanent staff also matters, both because they bring fresh eyes and can see old 
problems in new ways and because they have little self-interest in the status quo. 
 
Other interviewees talked about national service itself as an innovative strategy for 
addressing certain kinds of social problems, particularly those requiring a decentralized 
response where there is little financial incentive to allow for a market response or that are 
resistant to bureaucratic government intervention. An example might be the care of the 
frail elderly. One program interviewed, which is sponsored by a rural county hospital, 
was able to save the hospital money and provide better quality of care by sending 
AmeriCorps members to do home visits to homebound elderly. These members can spot 
problems early and request professional evaluation, preventing expensive emergency 
room visits, and handle routine care issues not requiring professional attention (e.g. 
housecleaning). Furthermore, because they are intrinsically motivated to serve, they can 
provide a higher level of support than the average poorly-paid employee who is there 
only for the income. 
 
Our interviewees report that some of the capacity developed through AmeriCorps persists 
after funding has ended, which seems to be for three distinct reasons. In some cases, the 
systems, processes and practices established with the creation of their program proved 
more broadly beneficial and were retained. An example of this would be the continued 
use of performance measures and regular evaluation where they previously had been 
unused. The second reason might be called the “Possibility Effect,” where once a 
community is aware of what it is possible for them to achieve with AmeriCorps, they will 
seek out new and creative ways to enable these activities to continue.  
 
The third reason comes from using the capacity provided by national service to move 
their beneficiaries in the broader community from dependence to self-sufficiency. Having 
the capacity to cross this threshold can free the organization to take on new challenges, 
expand their scope, or otherwise advance their mission. In this way the beneficiaries and 
nonprofits go from “survive” to “thrive” together. 
 
In addition to the actual activities of these new programs, the structure of a one year 
service position may inherently help to build capacity. Because members must get up to 
speed quickly, the organization must develop its training, policies, procedures and 
systems. Oftentimes it is the members themselves who develop these resources at the end 
of their year before they leave. This planning for sustainability is emphasized particularly 
with VISTA members. However, a few interviewees noted that the one year 
appointments are in some cases too short, meaning that an organization invests in 
members resources that are never “repaid” to the organization. 
 
Similarly, the funding structure of AmeriCorps grants itself may help organizations focus 
more directly on mission, although there were conflicting opinions on this point. Some 
interviewees complained that the funding they receive through AmeriCorps is insufficient 
to cover essential aspects of their program, in particular evaluation and training and 
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technical assistance. As a result, they feel they underinvest in these areas, undermining 
their ability to advance their mission.  
 
However, most interviewees thought the funding structure reinforced mission.  One state 
commission director who supports this hypothesis noted, “Everyone has to go in the hole 
in order to administer AmeriCorps, because the funding provided doesn’t cover the costs. 
When you find an organization with the culture, support of the leadership and internal 
capacity, we want to hold onto those folks because finding people to step up and do it in a 
proper way and achieve outstanding results is pretty hard to come by.” A new program 
director described this effect from her perspective. 
 

We have other federal funders that talk a lot about public/private 
partnership, but [AmeriCorps] is the truest public/private 
partnership…What it comes down to is this program, out of any other, is 
that it is helping us to fulfill our mission, rather than our financial bottom 
line…You have to be so committed to your mission and goals for the 
project…The funds from CNS don’t cover our expenses…but in the end, 
we’ve recognized that the value of the service we’ll be able to provide is 
much greater. 

 
Other interviewees went one step further to say that AmeriCorps enabled them to 
leverage existing resources to attract additional funding, volunteers and other 
resources. For example, AmeriCorps members often do community outreach to 
engage new volunteers, and these members enable organizations to provide a 
quality of volunteer experience that would otherwise not be possible, which 
means more volunteers are interested in coming back in the future. 
 
Other interviewees mentioned similar effects with regard to funding. Not only can 
participating in a national service network increase their awareness of funding 
opportunities, but it can make them more attractive to funders. One faith-based seeking to 
grow discovered that by meeting the administrative requirements of their AmeriCorps 
grant they gained a legitimacy with corporate donors they would otherwise would have 
not had. The donors did not have to worry that their money would go towards 
proselytizing or other concerning activities. 
 
Furthermore, the accountability and evaluation structure provided by the Corporation for 
National Service and the state commissions may play a role in stimulating innovation by 
driving continuous improvement. Through the oversight of program officers, the use of 
performance measures and required evaluations of programs receiving AmeriCorps 
funding, this structure creates new awareness of areas of strength and weakness as well as 
new incentives for improvement. Over a period of years, even small improvements add 
up to potentially significant changes in programs and real innovation. 
 
The decentralized nature of AmeriCorps, in combination with the emphasis on 
evaluation, also contributes to innovation. By letting “1000 flowers bloom,” it becomes 
possible to understand which approaches are more and less effective for dealing with a 
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range of social problems. Harris Wofford has stated his belief that national service can be 
a “kind of research and development operation into what works and what doesn’t.”6 
 

AC has the advantage and disadvantage of being relatively decentralized 
so they are relying on a lot of innovative programs across the country. The 
downside is they tend to get held responsible for the low performers when 
the reality is they can’t really control them. There’s likely to be higher 
variation in quality in a decentralized program, but my hunch is that 
overall the quality is going to be better and there will be more opportunity 
for innovation. The focus areas were developed so that the government 
could have some ability to focus on something like literacy and it wouldn’t 
be totally scattershot. 

 
Unfortunately, there are limits to the current structure in this kind of innovation through 
experimentation. Specifically, because it is a government program, and one that started 
without strong bipartisan support, there is little tolerance for failures or honest evaluation. 
But our interviewees suggested that innovation is only possible where learning can 
happen, and learning only happens when the good can be distinguished from the bad. 
Unlike for venture capitalists in the for-profit sector where only one in 20 investments 
may succeed, every AmeriCorps program was expected to succeed.  Similarly, we heard 
concerns that the recent push for greater sustainability of direct, instrumental impacts 
might undermine the sustainability of AmeriCorps’ ability to stimulate innovation. 
 
AmeriCorps also creates both formal and informal networks of programs that promote 
innovation and learning through sharing best practices, mentoring of new programs, and 
other forms of shared problem-solving and support. As members of the network begin to 
understand “what works,” this information spreads quickly to other programs and 
communities.  
 
National service can be seen as an engine of innovation through this variety of 
mechanisms. However, at least one of the people we spoke with expressed serious 
concern that government interference in the nonprofit sector was likely to undermine 
innovation by reducing the overall diversity of approaches, through selection bias, and by 
otherwise interfering with a philanthropic sector that has been working well undisturbed 
from the time of our country’s founding. 
 
Beyond the potential of national service to leverage resources or stimulate innovation, 
capacity is also built through developing management competency. AmeriCorps, for 
example, requires a certain level of program oversight that may not preexist in all 
nonprofits, especially small community-based organizations. As currently implemented, 
AmeriCorps provides some training and support for program directors and other staff to 
develop these competencies, which a number of interviewees very much appreciated. 
This competency then spreads more broadly throughout the organization through 
modeling and internal training. 

                                                 
6 CQ Researcher, 6:46, Dec. 13, 1996, p. 1085 
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Much in the same way national service stimulates the diffusion of these competencies 
and skills through organizations, it can also affect positive culture change in 
organizations, infusing idealism and openness to new possibilities. Among others, 
interviewees mentioned new flexibility in thinking about funding, the use of full time 
volunteers beyond the AmeriCorps program, a greater appreciation for younger 
volunteers and other traditionally underrepresented groups and interest in attracting them, 
less cynicism, and new, more positive ways of engaging internally and with the 
community. 
 
At a grander scale, many of the people we spoke with also emphasized a long term form 
of capacity building through the development of certain public professions, such as 
teaching, public interest law, or community development. By providing an opportunity 
for young people and older individuals considering a career change to try out these 
professions in a low-risk and well-structured way, they believe they are encouraging 
more people to join these professions, thus ensuring a qualified and committed 
workforce. 
 
There seems to be evidence to suggest that viewing national service through the lens of 
capacity building has merit, but whether this is empirically true over the full range of 
national service programs remains to be seen. There are more than a few critics of 
AmeriCorps who worry that it instead develops dependence of federal funds, disconnects 
nonprofits from their local community and drives away volunteers, thus destroying 
organizational and community capacity. The ultimate effect of national service on non-
profit organizations is yet to be empirically established. 
 
 
 
4. Social Capital 
 
The appreciation for the value of relationships, networks and community in the United 
States has been on the rise as the decline in this stock of “social capital” has become 
more apparent. Books like Bowling Alone have provided evidence of this decline and 
made the case that there is real social value in community aside from whatever intrinsic 
rewards it may provide. Relationships provide us with access to resources, opportunities 
and information, and help us to coordinate to get things done, especially on complex 
social problems. If national service builds social capital, it builds our capacity as a nation 
and within our communities. And to the extent that national service establishes ties that 
cross traditional divides of class, race, ethnicity, etc., it also reunites an increasingly 
diverse America in our shared patriotism and commitment to each other.  
 
People that conceive of national service as social capital building see it’s strength not in 
the work that gets done, nor the transformation of individuals, nor its impacts on 
particular institutions and organizations, but instead in the relationships and connections 
that get formed between these individuals and organizations. These relationships become 
a critical source of creativity, energy and coordination, and ensures that the associational 
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life of the nation remains strong, which many people, most prominently Alexis de 
Tocqueville, believe has made our country great. 
 
How then does national service foster these relationships and connections? What sorts of 
connections does it promote, specifically? The most common way mentioned was 
through what might be called the building of a broader “we.” According to this 
understanding of national service, when programs bring together diverse people under a 
shared purpose of their own choosing, this shared purpose, in combination with an 
intensive year long experience together as equals and skilled facilitation from program 
staff, creates a strong holding environment in which the members can develop new 
understanding and appreciation for each other. Individuals and groups that may have 
entered with a frame of “us” and “them” leave as just “us” with a broader social network.  
 

Social networks are valuable to the individual (e.g. the importance of your 
rolodex) and to the broader community. Empirically, communities where 
people know and trust each other have better schools, better local 
government, better public health, and better economic performance. 
“Bridging” social capital in particular is important because these ties are 
less likely to form on their own (birds of a feather really do flock 
together), because it breaks down stereotypes, and because if you have a 
broader vision of social equality or justice, it would be very hard to get 
that enacted unless there was some common sense of “we,” as opposed to 
us versus “them” over there with the problems. Personal friendships that 
bridge from one side of the tracks to the other are a way of importing 
clout into disadvantaged communities. 

 
A number of interviewees commented on the role national service can play in reducing 
stereotypes, whether it be of the elderly, immigrants, young people, or the disabled. The 
lines between servers and beneficiaries become blurred as those who have traditionally 
given, get, and those who have been given to, give. This helps strengthen and spread a 
norm of reciprocity. 
 
For example, one AmeriCorps program puts both developmentally delayed and more 
average young adults together on teams to provide services and companionship to the 
elderly. This program simultaneously reduces stereotypes between young and old as well 
as between the general population and the differently-abled. It also integrates the 
developmentally delayed into their broader community as they gain greater independence 
and come to see themselves as contributors as well as beneficiaries of services. For many 
participants, this may be the first time they even thought it was possible to be anything 
except a passive recipient. 
 
Examples like this also point to the importance of “showcasing” these efforts, which 
extends their impact beyond the individuals involved to the broader community. Through 
the media or simply seeing this service being done in one’s community also shift 
stereotypes and presents an inspiring alternative to the self-interested individualism that 
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one is otherwise likely to be exposed to, planting the seeds of future service and a norm 
of reciprocity. 
 
This norm of reciprocity is also reinforced between institutions and individuals through 
national service. For example, members are rewarded for their service with an education 
award and all AmeriCorps programs are required to have significant member 
development that accompanies their service. Investments like these emphasize the social 
contract between the members, their community, their country, and the hosting 
nonprofits. Finally, through service people develop an deeper appreciation for our 
interdependence and are exposed to the intrinsic rewards of service, perhaps for the first 
time, which has the effect of merging one’s self-interest with an interest in others, 
creating an “enlightened” sense of self-interest. In this way, viewing national service as 
social capital building can be thought of as the “mirror image” of the individual 
transformation it generates. 
 

Volunteering wasn’t really modeled to me growing up, although my 
parents were both very engaged in my and my friends’ lives…but I found 
an incredibly rewarding reciprocity through service. Everything from 
exploring a neighborhood I’d never otherwise know, to meeting new 
people, to challen  ging myself to understand what’s going on outside my 
own world. That discovery of that reciprocity caught me on fire and 
became insatiable. As I found more of that I wanted to bring others to that 
too, taking on leadership. And that’s what I’ve done. I participated in 
AmeriCorps for two years. My original plan was to go to law school, but I 
determined that wasn’t the right move for me, and I’ve been working with 
service organizations ever since.  

 
Social capital can be built through new collaborations between organizations as well. 
This sort of social capital was mentioned by many of the people we spoke with, a number 
of whom noted that these collaborations and connections were not always planned 
intentionally but emerged organically through running their AmeriCorps program. One 
academic talked about the way their program brought together people from different 
departments both at the faculty and student levels, creating an unprecedented cross-
fertilization that is still in evidence today two years after the termination of the program. 
We heard that new organizational partnerships also form as AmeriCorps members and 
staff in different programs discover opportunities to work together through their support 
networks. In this way, informal, interpersonal networks solidify into lasting, formal 
organizational networks, such as the Save AmeriCorps Coalition. 
 

The data that Corporation has gathered doesn’t really capture the impact 
of AmeriCorps. I would use another index. When AC was under the gun 
last year, 44 governors including a whole slew of Republicans signed a 
letter urging it to be preserved and strengthened. The same with mayors, 
college presidents, nonprofit organizations. It’s now an integral part of 
thousands of communities across the nation. The activity of the Save 
AmeriCorps Coalition validated what we had been saying on faith, that it 
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was out there and it was making a difference. It is insinuating itself, in the 
best sense of the word, into American life.  

 
Finally, national service has the potential to create social capital by breaking down silos 
between professions, organizations and other communities with interests that may not be 
entirely aligned with the common good. By developing citizens with an appreciation for 
the common good, as described in the section on citizenship development above, the 
walls of these silos are slowly eliminated. 
 
Social capital and norms of reciprocity are not an inevitable consequence of AmeriCorps 
programs: it is also possible for stereotypes to be reinforced, animosity to grow, and 
connections to be weakened. Furthermore, AmeriCorps programs are not mandated to 
engage diverse constituents, which means that these programs may not create bridging 
ties at all. A number of interviewees emphasized the importance of skilled facilitation to 
ensure that when people are brought together they can have positive experiences, to 
demonstrate what people may otherwise not know was possible. They also emphasized 
the need to intentionally design programs with reciprocity in mind. The director of a faith 
based program in New York City uses the Greek concepts of kononia and diaconia to 
structure their program: “building community, but in service to the broader community 
and world.” Investments are made in members, beneficiaries and their congregation, but 
with the explicit intention that they will in turn use their new capacity to serve and invest 
in others, creating a virtuous cycle of personal and community growth. 
 
 
 
5. Getting Things Done 
 
In its simplest terms, national service is about achieving well-defined public goals and filling 
gaps created by government and market failures. Volunteers are part of a system designed to 
deliver at low cost important public services that otherwise would not be available to 
communities. National service is believed to be an alternative means of addressing public 
needs without reliance on traditional forms of contracting or direct public service 
employment. More recently, service has been considered as a vehicle for mobilizing to 
promote national security.  
 
Most people think about national service in terms of the instrumental ends it 
accomplishes: the “getting things done” notion emphasized during the early years of 
AmeriCorps. This emphasis is at least partly a matter of political expediency (hours 
tutored is much easier to track and communicate than citizens developed), but also 
reflects the broader paradigm in which we find ourselves. There has long been a tension 
in American society between those who see citizenship from the lens of civic education, 
identity development and patriotism and those who conceive of it in terms of behavior 
and what results are achieved. The second very much holds sway in recent years. 
 
To understand national service conceived of in terms of what it concretely accomplishes 
for communities and the nation as a whole does not require too much explanation. The 
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immediate, direct results of the service undertaken are the most visible, the most easily 
comprehensible, and the least subject to debate. It is fairly clear whether certain outputs 
are being produced. Given the uncertainty of other indirect effects and the importance of 
the service being undertaken, a number of interviewees felt it appropriate to view national 
service primarily in these terms. 
 
Others we spoke with hesitated to focus on instrumental effects, drawing a distinction 
between outputs and impacts. AmeriCorps certainly generates a lot of activity, but what 
does it actually accomplish for communities or the nation? 
 

I am not as convinced that there is something unique about the work that 
gets done [through national service] that is significantly different than 
typical volunteer work…Because of the limits placed on advocacy there is 
little work that focuses on systemic change. It’s easier to put a price tag 
on the quantity of the volunteer work…and justify the cost in terms of 
volunteering, which is why I think that has been such a focus. 
 

But the majority of people interviewed felt that national service did indeed create impacts 
for communities. Management training combined with CNS oversight, evaluation and the 
use of concentrated, intensive full-time service ensures that outputs accumulate in 
meaningful ways to produce impact. Of course, the fraction of part-time members is 
growing, which somewhat undermines this position.  
 
A further question arises whether the impact AmeriCorps generates for communities is 
truly “national” service. What is the relationship between this community level service 
and our national needs? Is there a difference? Some people see a definite distinction, 
considering things like military service and public infrastructure projects (like roads) 
national needs and most of what AmeriCorps does strictly community based. Others are 
willing to consider things like education national needs but exclude nonprofit capacity 
building. Finally, some consider anything of community value to be of national value. 
The former tend to wish AmeriCorps was more centralized and the later advocate for 
further decentralization. Here we see the tension illustrated: 
 

Interviewee 1: I think AC in some ways has suffered from the 1000 flowers 
blooming, funding so many things, and having a hard time, besides a long 
list, really saying this is what’s fundamentally different in this country as a 
result of the service and subsequent work of alumni. And I think we 
strongly believe that out of school time should be a much more central and 
strategic focus of AC. Some of that is happening anyway, but if there was 
central funding and some baselines around training and achievement of 
children in programs that were AC funded, I think that would be part of 
how we could strengthen the whole out-of-school-time field, for example. 

 
Interviewee 2: I think AC would be weaker if every member did tutoring, 
for example. It would tend to draw people who thought they wanted to 
spend a year being tutored, it wouldn’t necessarily attract people who 
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wanted to do other things. Part of the strength of AC to have local 
communities say what their needs are. 

 
Even some of those who are ultimately concerned more with individual growth, 
citizenship development and social capital building sometimes put the instrumental goals 
of AmeriCorps first. One interviewee drew an analogy with the military: it does an 
excellent job developing individuals and citizens, but these goals are entirely secondary 
to the main instrumental goal of the military: national defense. They point out that if the 
military were conceived more in terms of self-help or developmental ends, it would likely 
not only fail to achieve those ends but fail to provide effective defense. There is 
something about putting one’s own needs second to the good of the community and 
nation for a period of time that inherently promotes development. Therefore, although 
these developmental goals may be most important, these observers still choose to 
conceive of national service as “getting things done” for the nation. 
  
As this section indicates, what at first glance appears to be obvious is more complex. 
Despite the rhetorical emphasis on “getting things done,” there is some question whether 
this is indeed the best way to conceive of national service. 
 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
Note that there is clear overlap and bleed between these conceptions. And that the 
conceptions are not strictly bound by the level of impact in which they are placed. The 
framework is idealized and intended to help us make sense of what has up until now been 
a very confused debate. 

National service is like a swiss-army knife, which a problem for studying 
it. It’s like the family. Try to study the family! What is the family? It’s a 18 
year housing program, 18 year food assistance program, it’s a 18 year 
nurturing program, etc. All of these things. And if you tried to replace it 
with separate programs they would cost incredible amounts of money. You 
can’t take it apart. I see national service in that kind of realm, as 
essentially creating a family unit for America. 

 
There is the famous parable of the blind men and the elephant. Explain it briefly  
 
National service is like the elephant in this analogy: it is larger than any of the ways 
people have conceived it. The challenge may be to hold the apparent tension between the 
perspectives and see how they are in fact all true. 
 
What are the underlying themes or commonalities underlying these conceptions? Are 
there common principles linking these levels of impact? At the core, what makes national 
service work? This is a question that will require further study. However, here are two 
hypotheses: 
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·  Generalized capacity building: leadership development at the individual level, 
capacity building at the organizational level and moving beneficiaries to self-
sufficiency at the community level are all the same underlying process 

·  Reciprocity and shared purpose: AmeriCorps, at all levels, and because it is 
fundamentally about shared purpose, brings to life the possibility of reciprocity, 
where self-interest and other-interest overlap and become one. Little by little, it 
has the potential to create tremendous social value, by reconnecting us, 
stimulating creativity and through the unlocking of virtuous cycles of win-win 
outcomes, moving us to a more enlightened, unified and fulfilled America (and 
world). 

 
Some people may say that most of these conceptions do not have anything specifically to 
do with national service as an idea, but that may be the point. It is flexible and allows for 
multiple purposes addressing the needs of a diverse population when implemented and 
properly understood. The question is not whether or not to keep it, but how to make it 
live up to it’s full potential against all 5 of these conceptions. This project will stimulate 
dialogue between those holding these various conceptions and slowly move us towards a 
new agreement regarding the role of national service in American society, or at least help 
people to understand that perspective is one of several and that the “answer” is far from 
clear. 
 
The five conceptions of service are grouped into three primary levels of activity and 
impact: individual, organizational and community. 
 
These conceptions and their various flavors reflect the full diversity of the perspectives 
articulated in our interviews, although they are not a direct translation. They reflect our 
interpretation in an effort to fashion a coherent framework. They are idealized 
conceptions. 
 
Other observers have previously conceptualized national service, but all of these 
frameworks were missing important aspects as articulated in the interviews. 
Organizational level conceptions were most noticeably absent.  
 
This framework is empirically grounded and constructed bottom up rather than 
theoretically derived. 
 
We have set aside the military as a conception of national service. There are many people 
who believe that military service is the only true form of national service. This 
framework covers all civilian forms of national service. 
 
Also set aside those who do not believe any form of civilian national service is valuable. 
There are three different types of critics of AmeriCorps: 

1. Those who would like to see it emphasize one of these conceptions more than it 
currently does. They believe that their conception of national service is “better” 
than the other conceptions and would like to see AmeriCorps redesigned to 
achieve better alignment; 
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2. Those who believe that AmeriCorps is designed properly, but consider it to be 
badly managed or implemented, causing it to be ineffective or less effective than 
it could be; 

3. Those who believe the federal government has no role to play, and thus the idea 
of a national service program like AmeriCorps is inherently flawed. These critics 
may agree entirely with the intended aims of AmeriCorps, but worry that the 
creation of a government program will either prove to be a waste of money, or 
worse, actually undermine or pervert private philanthropic and business efforts. 
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The blind men and the elephant parable (for reference) 
http://www.cs.princeton.edu/~rywang/berkeley/258/parable.html 
 
A number of disciples went to the Buddha and said, "Sir, there are living here in Savatthi 
many wandering hermits and scholars who indulge in constant dispute, some saying that 
the world is infinite and eternal and others that it is finite and not eternal, some saying 
that the soul dies with the body and others that it lives on forever, and so forth. What, Sir, 
would you say concerning them?"  
The Buddha answered, "Once upon a time there was a certain raja who called to his 
servant and said, 'Come, good fellow, go and gather together in one place all the men of 
Savatthi who were born blind... and show them an elephant.' 'Very good, sire,' replied the 
servant, and he did as he was told. He said to the blind men assembled there, 'Here is an 
elephant,' and to one man he presented the head of the elephant, to another its ears, to 
another a tusk, to another the trunk, the foot, back, tail, and tuft of the tail, saying to each 
one that that was the elephant.  
"When the blind men had felt the elephant, the raja went to each of them and said to each, 
'Well, blind man, have you seen the elephant? Tell me, what sort of thing is an elephant?'  
"Thereupon the men who were presented with the head answered, 'Sire, an elephant is 
like a pot.' And the men who had observed the ear replied, 'An elephant is like a 
winnowing basket.' Those who had been presented with a tusk said it was a ploughshare. 
Those who knew only the trunk said it was a plough; others said the body was a grainery; 
the foot, a pillar; the back, a mortar; the tail, a pestle, the tuft of the tail, a brush.  
"Then they began to quarrel, shouting, 'Yes it is!' 'No, it is not!' 'An elephant is not that!' 
'Yes, it's like that!' and so on, till they came to blows over the matter.  
"Brethren, the raja was delighted with the scene.  
"Just so are these preachers and scholars holding various views blind and unseeing.... In 
their ignorance they are by nature quarrelsome, wrangling, and disputatious, each 
maintaining reality is thus and thus."  
Then the Exalted One rendered this meaning by uttering this verse of uplift,  
O how they cling and wrangle, some who claim  
For preacher and monk the honored name!  
For, quarreling, each to his view they cling.  
Such folk see only one side of a thing.  
 
Jainism and Buddhism. Udana 68-69:  
Parable of the Blind Men and the Elephant  
 

 
Udana 68-69: We give a version of this well-known Indian tale from the Buddhist canon, 
but some assert it is of Jain origin. It does illustrate well the Jain doctrine of Anekanta, 
the manysidedness of things. Cf. Tattvarthaslokavartika 116, p. 806. Mihir Yast 10.2: Cf. 
Analects 15.5, p. 1020. 
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National service 
conceptions 

Resources & 
inputs Activities Outputs Outcomes Impacts 

Underlying
of reference

Individual Growth 
Willing participants and 
guidance 

Experiences and 
reflection Personal growth 

Identity, character and 
skills 

Increased prosocial 
behavior and maturity Human develop

 Individual Individual Individual Individual Community/Nation  

Citizenship 
Development 

Structured contact with 
public institutions 

Civic education and 
engagement 

Civic understanding and 
institutional involvement 

Civic habits and 
patriotism An effective citizenry Institutional 

 Individual/Organization Individual Individual Individual Public institutions  

Capacity Building Competent assistance 

Program expansion and 
infrastructure 
development 

Organizational capacity 
and scale 

Nonprofit sector 
strength 

Effective responses to 
public problems Managerial/Org

 Individual Organization Organization  Sector Community/Nation  

Idealism, Innovation 
and Entrepreneurship  

Fresh perspectives and 
idealism 

Creativity and 
leadership development 

Innovation and 
entrepreneurship 

Better solutions and 
mechanisms 

Continuous adaptation 
to changing 
circumstances 

Inspiration, crea
problem solving

 Individual Individual/Organization Individual/Organization Community/Nation Community/Nation  

Social Capital 
Time together and 
facilitation 

Positive shared 
experiences 

Relationships, 
partnerships and norms Social capital A unified nation Relational 

 Individual Individual Individual/Organization Community/Nation Nation  
Getting Things Done Effort and training "Getting things done" Completed projects Results Improved quality of life Hard work 
 Individual/Organization Community Community Community  Community/Nation  
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