
THE YAI LEARNING SUMMARY - EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
Background & Purpose 
The Lilly Endowment, Inc. (LEI) is committed to understanding the impact of the Young Adult 
Initiative (YAI). In its first phase, the YAI funded twelve Innovation Hubs across the nation, each 
of which supported multiple congregations in their young adult ministry efforts. This executive 
summary captures the major learnings from each of the twelve hubs over the last five years, 
determining strengths and exploring what needs to change going forward.    
   
As part of this effort, Springtide Research Institute conducted a custom study for LEI from 
February 2022 to June 2022. This study is a follow-up to the 2018-2019 mid-point assessment 
conducted by the Social Research Lab of the University of Northern Colorado. It reflects findings 
from a survey of the young adults, congregational leaders, hub staff; a tailored analysis of 
secondary data collected by the respective hubs; and interviews and focus groups with these 
same actors and stakeholders. Together, these data paint a comprehensive picture of the YAI 
and synthesize the major learnings of the initiative.  
 
 
Research Design & Methods 
To design the research project, Springtide conducted Discovery calls with LEI and other 
stakeholders to identify the following set of study objectives.  

• Objective 1: What is the overall impact of the young adult initiative on the life and 
mission of congregations and the young adults they serve?   

• Objective 2: What is the impact of this initiative on the religious lives of young adults?    
• Objective 3: How has this initiative widened congregations' understanding and 

assumptions about the religious lives of young adults?     
• Objective 4: How have congregations grown in their relationship with young adults?     
• Objective 5: What types of approaches and practices enabled the maturing and ultimate 

flourishing of those relationships?   
 
We used these objectives to build the research methods, examine secondary datasets, conduct 
analyses, and present the findings in this executive summary, in the accompanying full report, 
and in the individual reports for each hub. 

• Survey: We used a combination of existing measures and customized questions to 
develop a comprehensive survey about key perceptions regarding the YAI including 
efficacy, important resources, and impact of the program. The survey was launched in 
February 2022, with 331 total respondents from the 12 hubs. Survey respondents 
opted-in to the survey either through a link emailed by the hubs or through a link 
emailed by Springtide. The survey serves as a comparison to the initial 2018-2019 study 
and a generalized summary of overarching objectives. This year’s evaluation was much 
longer and more robust than the original survey because we tried to capture as much 
nuance as possible to inform this “final” evaluation.  



• Interviews & Focus Groups: We reached out to hub leaders to gather a list of possible 
interview and focus group candidates including congregational leaders, young adult 
participants, and hub staff. Interviews and focus groups were conducted either in 
person or remotely depending on both hub and participant preferences. This qualitative 
data collection resulted in 17 focus groups and 56 interviews with a total of 113 
participants.   

• Secondary Data Analysis: We reviewed the aggregated report from the mid-point 
evaluation in 2018-2019, conducted by the Social Research Lab of the University of 
Northern Colorado, to determine where there were similarities, lessons learned, 
interventions, and major changes. We reviewed resources (including websites, 
interviews, videos, and research reports) provided by hubs to gather background 
information about the hubs and their unique contexts. We did not analyze these 
resources but used them to inform our understanding of each hub’s specific context.  

 
 
Key Findings 

• The YAI’s activities positively contributed to young peoples’ authentic investment in the 
congregational life, an increase in young adult engagement in congregational life, and 
an openness within congregations to change.  

 
• Community emerged as the number one key contributor to the positive impact of the 

YAI on the life and mission of congregations and the young adults they serve. The 
material, emotional, and social support provided by the YAI community allowed hubs 
and their young adults to take creative and innovative risks that they otherwise would 
not have taken. Open-mindedness and authenticity were critical precursors to 
developing a sense of community.  

 
• Through the YAI, many congregations focused less on developing a specific project (e.g., 

renovating the young adult room) and more on building meaningful and reciprocal 
relationships. Young adult ministry was most successful when it focused on building and 
being in community, rather than on a specific activity.  

 
• While young adults’ faith lives are often formed and lived out beyond the walls of the 

church, the YAI hubs provided young adults with the skills, resources, and desire to 
develop their faith lives both within and outside of the church.  

 
•  The YAI gave congregations tools to challenge typical assumptions about young adults 

by creating channels for deeper understanding, acknowledging and responding to 
differences, encouraging openness to change how things have traditionally been done, 
and placing young adults in leadership positions. These efforts contributed to the 
positive shifts that did take place in congregations’ perceptions about young adults and 
how to meaningfully engage with them.  

 



• Both young adults and congregations make assumptions about each other, and these 
assumptions can make it difficult to connect. By investing in collaborative, reciprocal, 
and mutually transformative relationships, congregations were better able to serve 
young adults and integrate them into the community. Both young adults and older 
congregation members expressed enthusiasm for continuing to develop 
intergenerational relationships and agreed that there is still much work to do in this 
area. 

  
• Participants shared that Lilly was supportive while respecting hubs’ autonomy. 

However, many participants reported a desire for a bit more involvement from Lilly in 
some capacity. Specifically, hub leaders welcomed guidance for ways to 
overcommunicate the mission and vision of the initiative to those in their service. They 
found that some congregational members did not fully understand the purpose of the 
initiative and were at a loss for how to move the message more broadly.   

 
 
Conclusion and Recommendations 
Overall, there is no doubt that the YAI had a positive and significant impact on the life and 
mission of congregations and the young adults they serve. Still, notable challenges remain. 
Future cohorts would do well to focus on community ties and relational metrics of success, 
build structures that allow for failure and learning, and create enduring and consistent 
pathways to connect with other participants throughout the project life cycle. Other notable 
recommendations, expanded on in the full report, include:  
 
• Community: Help young adults experience church in different ways, fostering an open and 

consistent community among congregation members of all ages. Demonstrate commitment 
to young adult ministry by fostering authentic relationships with young adults, empowering 
young adults to take on leadership positions in the church community, investing material 
and emotional resources, and being open to change existing congregational systems.  

• Culture: Create a culture of learning from failure. Teach how to fail early on to allow for 
safe, creative freedom. Empower people to try new ideas, roles, processes, etc. by giving 
them the tools, means, and authority to iterate as needed. Continue to commit to the 
relational work that congregations and the hub have undertaken by sustaining current 
intergenerational and inter-congregational relationships and working to develop new and 
wider-reaching connections.   

• Faith: Identify shared values to bolster the impact of young adult ministry and creating a 
connection both inside and out of the church through mission-driven service and other 
“outside of the walls” activities. Design intentional spaces where young adults can ask 
difficult questions, have open conversations with faith leaders and peers, and feel safe 
sharing the bumps and joys of their unique faith journey.  


