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Arnold Toynbee, in his classic 12-volume study of history 
(1934-1961) was troubled by the one exception to his 
universal rules governing the eventual decline of every 
people. He declared that the Jews were “a vestigial 
remnant” of a people destined to perish soon.

)

The Demise of the Jewish People
Has Long Been Predicted



The Demise of American Jewry
has Long Been Predicted

RELIGION AMONG JEWS FOUND TO BE WANING; Case-Workers Also Contend 
the Charity Federation Here Is Not a Unifying Influence. 

Special to THE NEW YORK TIMES.

May 30, 1934, Wednesday

ATLANTIC CITY, May 29. -- The New York committee of case-workers, a section of 
the National Conference of Jewish Social Service, reported today that there was a 
decreasing influence of religion in American Jewish life and a large gap between the 
communal leadership and the masses, and that the Federation of Jewish Charities 
was not the unifying influence it purports to be.
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May 5, 
1964

opined that 
Jews would 
disappear 
from the 
US by the 
year 2000!
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1986 -Essays on the “Ever-Dying People”
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Assimilation and Its Discontents
How success ruined the New York Jew. 

September 28, 2008

Who would want to belong to a club that didn't accept Jews? 
What on earth would you do there?
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The US now has:

Hundreds of College Judaic Studies Programs with thousands of courses and 
thousands of students. Almost none of this existed 50 years ago

Thousands of Jewish and Israel-oriented websites

More than 60 Florence Melton Adult Mini-Schools have opened since 1986

Chabad and Aish HaTorah are flourishing and attracting many non-Orthodox 
Jews

More than 50 Jewish museums

Jewish Book Fairs, Jewish Film Festivals, and Israel Independence Day 
celebrations are attracting hundreds of thousands each year

)

)

)

)

)

)

)

Like Mark Twain, who read his own obituary in the 
Newspaper, American Jews can respond that the 

report of their death “is highly exaggerated”
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Foundation for Jewish Camp supports more than 150 Jewish camps throughout 
the US

Taglit - Birthright Israel has taken over 150,000 American Jewish youth to Israel 
on free ten-day educational trips

Hillel on the college campus has seen significant strengthening

More than 100 Chabad Houses on US campuses

Number of synagogues increased from 2,851 in 1936 to 3,727 in 2001

)

)

)

)

)

Further Signs of Strength
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US News and World Report, December 13, 2007: In Judaism, in addition to a 
small but detectable surge in the Orthodox denomination, . . . even the 
moderate Conservative and the progressive Reform denominations are shifting 
toward the older ways, including the use of more Hebrew in the services or 
stricter observance of the Halakha. Many young adults are joining . . . the 
independent minyanim, are drawn in part by the commitment to traditional 
liturgical practices and observances. Reform may still be the largest Jewish 
denomination in America, but much of the faith's vitality is devoted to 
recapturing those traditions that modernizers dismissed as relics.

More than half of Reform rabbis keep kosher
Reform now encourages aliyah

)

)
)

Further Signs of Strength
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Some Basic Facts About American Jewry



11 Geographic Distribution of Jewish Population 1970
42% of Jews live in New York

77% of Jews live in NY, CA, PA, NJ, IL, or MA

Each dot represents 10,000 Jews
Dots are randomly placed within each state



12 Geographic Distribution of Jewish Population 2009
25% of Jews live in New York

69% of Jews live in NY, CA, FL, NJ, PA, or MA

Each dot represents 10,000 Jews
Dots are randomly placed within each state

Top 4 states account for 128 electoral votes

Top 10 states account for 246 electoral votes

(269 electoral votes are needed to secure the White House )

Recall what a difference a few votes in Florida made in 2000



13
Changes in

Geographic Distribution of Jewish Population
1970-2009
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655

-2,545

-3,820

28,605

3,530

56,675

3,100

62,665

1,935

-365

3,130

-3,530

-185,080

23,065

-1,240

-9,405

-905,600

71,020

8,550

77,535

6,170

-1,440

-850

20,320

505

-2,575

-25,125

12,210

-6,260

6,620

53,940

14,665

-5,440

605
16,125

-6,855-5,765

995

-2,370

102,020

353,635

6,100
13,000

7,830

63,645478,895

85,400
-1,305

-240



Source: American Jewish Year Book
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States with the Largest Jewish Population
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States with the Highest Percentage of Its 
Residents Who Are Jewish
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Political (discussed above)

Need to rebuild infrastructure: synagogues, JCCs, Jewish day schools

This need to rebuild infrastructure has also been affected by movement from 
urban to suburban areas

Movement of Jews into areas with a low density of Jewish population contributes 
to friendship networks that contain many non-Jews, thus increasing 
intermarriage

)

)

)

)

Implications of Change
in Geographic Distribution
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4-Year College Degree or Higher
(Adults Age 25 and Over in Jewish Households)
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Median Household Income
(In dollars adjusted for inflation)

(Jewish Households)
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Jewish Identification
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Orthodox Identification
(Jewish Respondents)
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Conservative Identification
(Jewish Respondents)
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Reform Identification
(Jewish Respondents)
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Just Jewish Identification
(Jewish Respondents)
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Reported Current Synagogue Membership
(Jewish Households)
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Received Some Formal Jewish Education
as a Child

(Born or Raised Jewish Adults)
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Five Questions:

1) How Many American Jews Are there?

2) Is the Jewish Population Increasing, 
Decreasing, or Remaining the Same?

3) What Light Does Data on Jewish Continuity 
Have to Shed on the Question of 

the Future of American Jews?

4) What are the Political, Psychological, and 
Economic Implications of the Likely Future 

Decrease in the US Jewish Population?

5) What Interventions Is the Organized Jewish 
Community Taking to Counteract 

the Forces of Assimilation?
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Question 1:
How Many Jews Live in the United States?
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Both an ethnic group and a religious group
Orthodox and Conservative: matrilineal descent
Reform and Reconstructionist: patrilineal and matrilineal 
descent
Israeli law of return: one Jewish grandparent
Social Scientists studying American Jewry: “Consider Self 
Jewish” but no Messianics

)

)

)

)

)

Defining Jews
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Jews are not counted in the US Census (except for Kiryas 
Joel, Monsey, and New Square)

Older methods
Census variables: "mother tongue” and % Russian and 
Polish
Absences from school on Yom Kippur
Death records

Current methods
Random digit dialing (RDD) Telephone Surveys
Distinctive Jewish Names Ratios
Key Informant/Internet estimates
Brandeis University meta-analysis

)

)

)

)

)

)

)

)

)

)

Methods for Counting Jews
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Generate four numbers at random to go at the end of each 
area code/exchange code in the study area, resulting in 
10-digit numbers.

212-589-XXXX

If a household is reached, inquire if anyone in the 
household is Jewish. Ask household size and whether each 
person in household is Jewish

Calculate the percentage of households reached that are 
Jewish.

)

)

)

)

Random Digit Dialing



 Screener

Hello. We are calling for a population study for the Jewish community sponsored by the San Antonio Jewish
Federation. We are NOT asking for donations or selling anything AND we do not know your name or
address. We ARE randomly interviewing households with one or more Jewish persons. 

Was anyone in your household born or raised Jewish, or is anyone currently Jewish?

           Yes           A mixed response    No

(There is a Jewish born or raised
person in the household, but no one is
currently Jewish.) 

Since no one in your household is
Jewish, let me just thank you for
your time. 

Have a great (day/evening).

Great! My name is _______,  
(FIRST NAME ONLY)

and your participation is
important in helping the San
Antonio Jewish community
identify needs and plan for the
future.

Again, your answers will be
anonymous.  

We do NOT know your name
or address.

DO THE SURVEY

So that we can properly understand
your answer, would you please tell
me what you mean when you say
someone in your household was
(born/raised) Jewish but is not  
            currently Jewish?

   Continue with “My name is” for: 

    Agnostic
    Atheist
    Doesn’t identify as Jewish 
    No religion
    Non-observant
    Non-practicing
    Non-religious 
    Non-Western religion (Buddhist)
    Nothing
    Secular

   “Not consider self Jewish, but has
  NOT converted out and is not a 

1. Messianic (Jews for Jesus, Hebrew
Christian, Completed Jew)
2. Converso, Marrano, Crypto Jew
3. Converted to another religion
4. Not formally converted to
another religion, but regularly
attends church or other services
5. Grandparent was Jewish 
6. Father Jewish, but raised in
another religion
7. Mother Jewish, but raised in
another religion
8. Mother and father Jewish, but
raised in another religion
9. Father Jewish, but not raised in
any religion
10. Mother Jewish, but not raised
in any religion
11. Mother and father Jewish, but
not raised in any religion
12. Believes has some Jewish
blood
13. Black Hebrews

 Screener

Hello. We are calling for a population study for the Jewish community sponsored by the San Antonio Jewish
Federation. We are NOT asking for donations or selling anything AND we do not know your name or
address. We ARE randomly interviewing households with one or more Jewish persons. 

Was anyone in your household born or raised Jewish, or is anyone currently Jewish?

           Yes           A mixed response    No

(There is a Jewish born or raised
person in the household, but no one is
currently Jewish.) 

Since no one in your household is
Jewish, let me just thank you for
your time. 

Have a great (day/evening).

Great! My name is _______,  
(FIRST NAME ONLY)

and your participation is
important in helping the San
Antonio Jewish community
identify needs and plan for the
future.

Again, your answers will be
anonymous.  

We do NOT know your name
or address.

DO THE SURVEY

So that we can properly understand
your answer, would you please tell
me what you mean when you say
someone in your household was
(born/raised) Jewish but is not  
            currently Jewish?

   Continue with “My name is” for: 

    Agnostic
    Atheist
    Doesn’t identify as Jewish 
    No religion
    Non-observant
    Non-practicing
    Non-religious 
    Non-Western religion (Buddhist)
    Nothing
    Secular

   “Not consider self Jewish, but has
  NOT converted out and is not a 

1. Messianic (Jews for Jesus, Hebrew
Christian, Completed Jew)
2. Converso, Marrano, Crypto Jew
3. Converted to another religion
4. Not formally converted to
another religion, but regularly
attends church or other services
5. Grandparent was Jewish 
6. Father Jewish, but raised in
another religion
7. Mother Jewish, but raised in
another religion
8. Mother and father Jewish, but
raised in another religion
9. Father Jewish, but not raised in
any religion
10. Mother Jewish, but not raised
in any religion
11. Mother and father Jewish, but
not raised in any religion
12. Believes has some Jewish
blood
13. Black Hebrews

Was anyone in your household born or raised Jewish, or is anyone currently Jewish?

           Yes          A mixed response   No

(There is a Jewish born or raised
person in the household, but no one is
currently Jewish.) 

Since no one in your household is
Jewish, let me just thank you for
your time. 

Have a great (day/evening).

Great! My name is _______,  
(FIRST NAME ONLY)

and your participation is
important in helping the San
Antonio Jewish community
identify needs and plan for the
future.

Again, your answers will be
anonymous.  

We do NOT know your name
or address.

DO THE SURVEY

So that we can properly understand
your answer, would you please tell
me what you mean when you say
someone in your household was
(born/raised) Jewish but is not  
           currently Jewish?

  Continue with “My name is” for: 

   Agnostic
   Atheist
   Doesn’t identify as Jewish 
   No religion
   Non-observant
   Non-practicing
   Non-religious 
   Non-Western religion (Buddhist)
   Nothing
   Secular

  “Not consider self Jewish, but has
  NOT converted out and is not a 

1. Messianic (Jews for Jesus, Hebrew
Christian, Completed Jew)
2. Converso, Marrano, Crypto Jew
3. Converted to another religion
4. Not formally converted to
another religion, but regularly
attends church or other services
5. Grandparent was Jewish 
6. Father Jewish, but raised in
another religion
7. Mother Jewish, but raised in
another religion
8. Mother and father Jewish, but
raised in another religion
9. Father Jewish, but not raised in
any religion
10. Mother Jewish, but not raised
in any religion
11. Mother and father Jewish, but
not raised in any religion
12. Believes has some Jewish
blood
13. Black Hebrews

 Screener

Hello. We are calling for a population study for the Jewish community sponsored by the San Antonio Jewish
Federation. We are NOT asking for donations or selling anything AND we do not know your name or
address. We ARE randomly interviewing households with one or more Jewish persons. 

Was anyone in your household born or raised Jewish, or is anyone currently Jewish?

           Yes           A mixed response    No

(There is a Jewish born or raised
person in the household, but no one is
currently Jewish.) 

Since no one in your household is
Jewish, let me just thank you for
your time. 

Have a great (day/evening).

Great! My name is _______,  
(FIRST NAME ONLY)

and your participation is
important in helping the San
Antonio Jewish community
identify needs and plan for the
future.

Again, your answers will be
anonymous.  

We do NOT know your name
or address.

DO THE SURVEY

So that we can properly understand
your answer, would you please tell
me what you mean when you say
someone in your household was
(born/raised) Jewish but is not  
            currently Jewish?

   Continue with “My name is” for: 

    Agnostic
    Atheist
    Doesn’t identify as Jewish 
    No religion
    Non-observant
    Non-practicing
    Non-religious 
    Non-Western religion (Buddhist)
    Nothing
    Secular

   “Not consider self Jewish, but has
  NOT converted out and is not a 

1. Messianic (Jews for Jesus, Hebrew
Christian, Completed Jew)
2. Converso, Marrano, Crypto Jew
3. Converted to another religion
4. Not formally converted to
another religion, but regularly
attends church or other services
5. Grandparent was Jewish 
6. Father Jewish, but raised in
another religion
7. Mother Jewish, but raised in
another religion
8. Mother and father Jewish, but
raised in another religion
9. Father Jewish, but not raised in
any religion
10. Mother Jewish, but not raised
in any religion
11. Mother and father Jewish, but
not raised in any religion
12. Believes has some Jewish
blood
13. Black Hebrews
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Berman      Gross            Lieberman
Caplan      Grossman Rosen
Cohen           Jacobs Rosenberg
Epstein      Jaffe            Rosenthal
Feldman      Kahn            Rubin
Freedman     Kaplan Schwartz
Friedman      Katz            Shapiro
Goldberg      Kohn            Siegel
Goldman      Levin            Silverman
Goldstein      Levine           Stern
Goodman      Levinson Weinstein
Greenberg Levy            Weiss

)

)

)

)

)

)

)

)

)

)

)

)

Distinctive Jewish Names

About 8%-12% of Jews in US have one of these names



38

Estimates of the Jewish population of over 1,000 American 
Jewish communities are summarized annually in the 
American Jewish Year Book (AJYB)

When the results of an RDD survey or DJN procedure are 
available for a particular community, this is used in place of 
a key informant number

Of the total number of Jews reported by the AJYB, more 
than 80% of that number is supported by RDD estimates of 
local Jewish communities made during the past 15 years

)

)

)

Key Informants and Internet Estimates



Virginia
1997-2001 Blacksburg-Radford 175
1997-2001 Charlottesville 1,500
1997-2001 Danville area 100

2009 Fredericksburg (parts of Spotsylvania, Stafford, King George, and Orange Counties) 500
1997-2001 Lynchburg area 275
1997-2001 Martinsville 100
1997-2001 Newport News-Hampton-Williamsburg-James City-York County, and Poquoson City 2,400

2008 Norfolk (2001) 3,550
2008 Virginia Beach (2001) 6,000
2008 Chesepeake-Portsmouth-Suffolk (2001) 1,400
2008 Norfolk-Virginia Beach Total (2001) 10,950

2003 Arlington-Alexandria-Falls Church (2003) 28,000
2003 South Fairfax-Prince William County (2003) 25,000
2003 West Fairfax-Loudoun County (2003) 14,500
2003 Greater Washington Total in Northern Virginia (2003) 67,500

2009 Petersburg-Colonial Heights-Hopewll 200

2006 Central (1994) 2,200
2006 West End (1994) 2,400
2006 Far West End (1994) 4,800
2006 Northeast (1994) 1,200
2006 Southside (1994) 1,900
2006 Richmond (Henrico and Chesterfield Counties) Total (1994) 12,500

1997-2001 Roanoke 900
1997-2001 Staunton-Lexington (Augusta, Bath, Highland, Page, Rockingham,

and Shenandoah Counties) 370
1997-2001 Winchester (Clarke, Frederick, Warren, and Winchester Counties) 270
1997-2001 Other places 150

Total Virginia 97,890

The Virginia Section of the 2009 
“American Jewish Year Book”
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Source: American Jewish Year Book (Schwartz and Scheckner until 2001, Sheskin and Dashefsky 2006-2009)

5,
94

1

5,
9 8

1

5,
7 9

8

5,
8 2

8

5,
8 4

0

5,
8 8

0

5,
9 0

0

6,
0 0

0

6,
0 0

5

6,
0 6

1

6,
1 3

6

6,
1 6

5

6,
4 5

2

6,
4 3

3

6,
4 8

9

6,
5 3

7

1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009
0

1,000

2,000

3,000

4,000

5,000

6,000

7,000
(thousands)

Number of American Jews
American Jewish Year Book Estimates

40



5,
5 0

0

5,
2 0

0

1990 2000
0

1,000

2,000

3,000

4,000

5,000

6,000

7,000
(thousands)

Number of American Jews
national Jewish Population Survey Estimates

41

Estimates are 
much lower than 
AJYB

Shows a 
decrease, while 
AJYB shows an 
increase
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The AJYB estimate of 6.5 million is well above the NJPS estimate of 5.2 million 
in 2000

Why?

The NJPS estimate is too low
A disproportionate percentage of Jews refused to participate in NJPS 2000, 
resulting in an undercount

The AJYB estimate is too high
Students
Snowbirds
Movers between Studies
No Studies in some communities (informants overstate)
Informants are not really knowledgeable and overestimate turns out not to 
be a reason: an analysis shows a 3% underreporting

The Brandeis University meta-analysis confirms the 6.0-6.4 million from the 
AJYB

)

)

)
)

)
)
)
)
)
)

)

The Problem 



Source: American Jewish Year Book (Sergio DellaPergola)
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(6 - 6.5 million)

Note that if the 5.2 million 
is correct, there are now 
more Jews in Israel. 

If the 6.0-6.5 million is 
correct, US is still first.



24 Largest American Jewish Communities
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Question 2:
Is the Jewish Population Increasing, Decreasing, 

or Remaining the Same?



Source: American Jewish Year Book (Schwartz and Scheckner until 2001, Sheskin and Dashefsky 2006-2009)
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Does this 
show a 
10% 
increase, 
or just 
better 
measure
ment?
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Shows a 
decrease, while 
AJYB shows an 
increase, BUT

Not really, 
because 5.2 
million is within 
the “margin of 
error” of the 5.5 
million
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6-12 years apart
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The data seem to show a Jewish population that has 
remained relatively constant over the past couple of 
decades (probably because of the in-migration from the 
FSU), but which is likely to decrease in the future due to:

a fertility rate of 1.9, not all of who will be raised as Jews
a high percentage of elderly
a significant number of persons who “opt out”

)

)

)

)

Increasing, Decreasing, or Remaining the Same?
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Question 3:
What Light Does Data on Jewish Continuity Have 

to Shed on the Question of the Future of 
American Jews?
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Red shows significant 
increases
Blue shows significant 
decreases
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Question 4:
What are the Political, Psychological, and 
Economic Implications of the Likely Future 

Decrease in the US Jewish Population?
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Jews are either 1.7% or 2.1% of the American population 
depending on whether NJPS or AJYB is correct.

Jewish political influence comes from the Electoral College 
and from Jews concentrating in certain states

Political influence will be dependent on a core group of 
politically-active Jews who donate and campaign

But eventually, decreasing numbers will impact the ability of 
the Jewish community to impact policy

)

)

)

)

Political Implications
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Many Jews, who have themselves chosen to become less 
involved in Jewish life, feel that the "correctness" or 
"inevitability" of their choice has been confirmed by the fact 
that many others have followed the same path. 

Other Jews reacted with alarm at the implications of the 
findings of significant increases in intermarriage. 
Determined to reverse the trends, Jewish continuity was 
made a priority in many American Jewish communities (and 
in the Jewish community nationally) and addressed by 
"Jewish continuity commissions" in many Jewish 
communities. This led to additional funding for both formal 
and informal Jewish education and for programs like 
birthright Israel. 

)

)

Psychological Implications
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Cost of being Jewish is often a major reason for 
non-participation. 

As the number of Jews decreases, particularly in small 
communities, the costs of running the community per 
remaining household increases.

Miami decreasing from 143,000 Jews to 113,000 Jews over 
a decade has less impact then decreases in small 
communities

)

)

)

Economic Implications
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Question 5:
What Interventions Is the Organized Jewish 

Community Taking to Counteract the Forces of 
Assimilation?

Using Middlesex County 2008 Data to Illustrate



Attended a Jewish Day School as a Child
(Born or Raised Jewish Adults)
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Households in Which an Adult Received Some
Formal Jewish Education as a Child 
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(Households with Born or Raised Jewish Adults)



Attended or Worked at a
Jewish Sleep Away Camp as a Child
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Attended or Worked at a
Jewish Sleep Away Camp as a Child by Age

(Born or Raised Jewish Adults)
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Households in Which an Adult Attended or 
Worked at a Jewish Sleep Away Camp as a Child
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(Households with Born or Raised Jewish Adults)



Participated in a Jewish Teenage Youth Group
as a Teenager
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Households in Which an Adult Participated in
a Jewish Youth Group as a Teenager
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Participated in Hillel/Chabad While in College
(Excluding High Holidays) 
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Participated in Hillel/Chabad While in College 
(Excluding High Holidays) by Age

(Born or Raised Jewish Adults Who Attended College) 
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Households in Which an Adult Participated
in Hillel/Chabad While in College 

(Excluding High Holidays) 

91%

92%

94%

44%

43%

38%

94%

60%

41%

22%

79%

81%

81%

18%

16%

18%

78%

40%

25%

12%

Mezuzah on Front Door

Passover Seder

Chanukah Candles

Sabbath Candles

Kosher Home

Attend Services 1X/Month+

In-married

Synagogue Member

Took Adult Jewish Education

Donated $100+ to Federation

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Hillel Participant
Not Hillel Participant

Correlation with Adult Jewish Behaviors

Always + Usually

Always + Usually

Always + Usually

72

(Households with Born or Raised Jewish Adults Who Attended College)



Correlations with Trips to Israel - I
(Jewish Households)
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Conclusions:

1) How Many American Jews Are there?
Probably 6.0-6.5 million

2) Is the Jewish Population Increasing, 
Decreasing, or Remaining the Same?

Has Been about the same, But will decrease

3) What Light Does Data on Jewish Continuity 
Have to Shed on the Question of the Future of 

American Jews?
We are losing Jews to Assimilation
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Conclusions:

4) What are the Political, Psychological, and 
Economic Implications of the Likely Future 

Decrease in the US Jewish Population?
Political: Not yet significant

Psychological: is depressing to some, makes 
others want to do more

5) What Interventions Is the Organized Jewish 
Community Taking to Counteract the Forces of 

Assimilation?
jewish Day School, Camp, Hillel, Youth Group, 

Israel Trips


