
A look at the economy’s impact on Salvation Army youth services

growing up in  
a downturn



“My grand-mom says that we get by - 

the Lord provides for our needs.”

lahtee

age 9

“It’s difficult not being sure if 

tomorrow there will be a job for my 

family. But we take it one day at a 

time with hope for tomorrow.”

ruben

age 12

“Mom is working two jobs to make 

ends meet for our family.”

deajah

age 9
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The true impact of the Great 
Recession is incalculable. Money, 
jobs and homes have all been lost. 
Our neighbors – families and 
friends – have fallen on hard times. 
Some who had little to begin with 
now have less and are working 
harder everyday to make it to 
tomorrow.

To better understand the influence of the recession 
on American youths, The Salvation Army National 
Headquarters commissioned a survey of more than 
100 youth programs in cities across the country, 
including major metropolitan areas such as Los 
Angeles, New York and San Francisco and smaller 
cities like Oak Creek, WI and Peoria, IL. Participants 
responded to questions related to service demand and 
giving to their programs during 2011 and since the 
recession began in 2008. The survey also looked at the 
impact of the downturn, first-hand, from the youths 
who are living through it every day.

The results are alarming, but not unexpected. 
Approximately 81 percent of Salvation Army youth 
programs saw an increase in demand in 2011, while 
41 percent of Salvation Army youth programs have 
been forced to cut back on services provided, ranging 
from reduced hours of service, laying off staff or even 
closing their doors.

 Such statistics highlight that throughout America, 
parents are facing daily questions about how to 
provide for their families, spend their money and 
share their time. Should they spend their latest pay 
check on food or rent? How can they spend time with 
their children while working two jobs? How can they 
provide their children with a childhood? 

There are no easy answers to these questions. But The 
Salvation Army is committed to being there to help 
families and children when times are at their darkest. 
Last year, The Salvation Army continued to see an 
increase in need, providing assistance to more than 30 
million Americans, including hundreds of thousands 
of children who received shelter and warm meals and 
attended a variety of Salvation Army programs such 
as summer camps, classes in education, art, theater, 
athletics and youth ministry.

 Some Salvation Army programs were able to 
accommodate the increased demand from families 
and youths coming through their doors. Some saw 
donations grow and were able to expand programs 
and services, hire staff and increase volunteer levels to 
meet the rise in need.

However, not all programs could keep up. Some 
Salvation Army youth programs had to make 
hard decisions and figure out where to best direct 
donations and resources. With great regret, many 
programs were forced to make cutbacks or even close 
their doors due to loss of funding from private, public 
and government donations and grants.

In some areas, this is expected to continue throughout 
2012. The Salvation Army looks to the American 
donor and volunteer to help young Americans who 
may not be able to help themselves. No child deserves 
to grow up without hope for a better tomorrow.

– Commissioner William Roberts 
 National Commander of The Salvation Army
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Growing Up in a 
Time of Great Need
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For more than 130 years, The Salvation Army 
has been providing America’s youth with new 
opportunities to learn, experience and grow as 
individuals through any number of social service 
programs in their local communities. Hundreds of 
thousands of youths, of all ages, come through the 
doors of The Salvation Army, seeking a place to go 
when they cannot go home, need a good dinner or 
someone to look after them.

Through Salvation Army Corps Community Centers, 
Ray and Joan Kroc Corps Community Centers, 
summer and day camps, preschools, daycare and 
after-school programs, youths are provided warm 
meals, friendship, education, music classes, athletic 
opportunities, arts and crafts, camping, Christian 
fellowship, character-building experiences and more.

 

The Salvation Army also provides services for youths 
who feel the pressures of negative outside forces. 
Services include at-risk teen and gang intervention, 
residential substance abuse treatment, homeless 
family shelters, and pregnant and parenting teen 
programs. These programs provide alternatives and 
hope to youths and their families to avoid social 
dysfunction and crime.

 

For older youths, The Salvation Army also provides 
employment opportunities for low income college and 
high school students, vocational training, college prep, 
personal finance training, linguistics education and 
anger management.

 Many of the youths who take part in Salvation 
Army programs are at-risk and do not have 
access to opportunities outside their immediate 
environments. The Salvation Army gives all youth 
a chance to experience educational enrichment, 
life skills development, and spiritual and physical 
wellness. Such experiences allow at-risk children and 
adolescents to envision and pursue better futures for 
themselves and their families.

 For additional information on youth services, please 
contact your local Salvation Army or visit  
www.SalvationArmyUSA.org. 

salvation army 
youth centers

For youths throughout America,  
The Salvation Army operates:
n  1,232 Corps Community Centers
n  371 Community Centers, Boys / Girls Clubs
n  145 Child Day Care Centers
n  563 Group Homes
n  45 Camps
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No one doubts the impact of the recession on 

Americans. Due to the loss of jobs and homes, and 

the fear of not being able to provide for their children, 

parents have turned to The Salvation Army for 

support. In 2011, The Salvation Army stretched every 

cent further to meet the growing demand – 81 percent 

of Salvation Army youth programs saw an increase in 

demand, up from 75 percent in 2008. Rising demand 

tested the ability of The Salvation Army to provide 

adequate care to each and every child in need of 

assistance. 

When broken down further, remarkable levels  

of demand have been felt throughout The  

Salvation Army:

Demand for 
Salvation Army 
Youth Programs
} }Eighty-one percent of Salvation Army  
youth programs saw demand rise in 2011

INCREASE IN DEMAND 2011 
Percentage of Salvation Army  

Youth Programs to See Rises in Demand

1 to 20 percent
21 to 49 percent
50 percent or more
Overall Decrease
No Change

44%

26%

11%

12% 7%

n Sixty percent of Salvation Army youth programs saw an increase in demand of up to 49 percent.

n Eleven percent of Salvation Army youth programs saw an increase in demand of 50 percent or more.
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a glimpse of  
the recession
forty-five perCent of Salvation army athletiC 

programS Saw an inCreaSe in demand of up to  

50 perCent in 2011.

thirty perCent of Salvation army art and muSiC 

programS Saw an inCreaSe in demand of up to  

25 perCent in 2011.

“Funding has been cut, and The 

Salvation Army is desperately trying 

to keep our programs running by 

using more and more volunteers. 

Parents do not want their children to 

be left behind or go without care.”

LT. COL. BLanChe ReynOLds 

ChiLdRen’s OuTReaCh  

MinisTRy BuReau diReCTOR 

saLvaTiOn aRMy  

easTeRn TeRRiTORy 

spRing vaLLey, ny

“Overall the needs of our youths 

and their families have increased 

dramatically, and the decrease  

in donations has made it truly  

difficult to serve them in the  

same ways as we did before.”

major anthony baSo 

CorpS offiCer, KentuCKy  

and tenneSSee diviSion 

KingSport, tn



5

Meeting the Need
} }Fifty-six percent of Salvation Army youth 

programs are at or beyond capacity

As demand for Salvation Army youth services has 

increased over the past three years, the economy 

has pushed a majority of programs to capacity. 

Forty percent of Salvation Army programs are at 

full capacity, while another 16 percent are beyond 

capacity. As a result, resources, including funding and 

staffing for these programs are stretched to provide 

the same level of assistance as before the recession.

SALvATION ARMY YOUTH 
PROGRAM CAPACITY

Beyond Capacity
Full (80% - 100%)
Half Full or More (50% - 79%)
Less Than Half Full (0% - 49%)

26%

18% 16%

40%



6

a glimpse of  
the recession
the Salvation army haS Seen an upward trend of 

people in need, providing aSSiStanCe to 30.2 million 

ameriCanS in 2010, up from 28.9 million in 2007.

Some of the moSt requeSted ServiCeS and  

aCtivitieS by youthS inCluded:

n after SChool tutoring

n mentoring

n SportS

n Summer Camp

n dinner

n muSiC

“The Salvation Army was beyond 

capacity three years before the opening 

of the Ray and Joan Kroc Center, but 

the center has increased The Salvation 

Army’s ability to serve. There is 

always a high demand for a strong 

program no matter its capacity.”

Captain brett meredith 

CorpS offiCer/KroC Center 

adminiStrator

texaS diviSion

Kerrville, tx 

“Losses are happening everywhere  

– locally and nationally – but it’s  

not surprising. While we absolutely  

see the value of youth services,  

that seems to generally be the  

lowest on the priority list.”

major martha Sheppard

Commanding offiCer

Southern California diviSion 

graSS valley, Ca



Since 2008, 41 percent of Salvation Army youth 

programs have been forced to cut back services or 

close programs completely. In some communities this 

is attributed to decreases in funding from private 

donations and public grants. When coupled with 

increased demand, programs have been hampered by 

the amount of social services they are able to provide. 

On average, Salvation Army youth programs that 

were forced to make cutbacks are serving 10 percent 

fewer youths than before the recession.

Overall in 2011:
n One-third of Salvation Army youth programs 

have seen a reduction in giving.

n Donations have remained flat for 31 percent of 
Salvation Army youth programs.

Nevertheless, there are bright spots in the economy 

where donations have flourished over the past year 

and have allowed Salvation Army programs to remain 

open to youths. Twenty-six percent of Salvation Army 

programs saw an increase in donations of up to 20 

percent for youth services.

giving to the  
salvation army

7

} }Forty-one percent of Salvation Army youth 
services have been forced to make cutbacks

DECREASE IN DONATIONS 2011 
Percentage of Salvation Army Youth  
Programs to See Losses in Funding

INCREASE IN DONATIONS 2011 
Percentage of Salvation Army Youth  
Programs to See Gains in Funding

1% - 20% 1% - 20%21% - 49% 21% - 49%50% or more 50% or moreNo Change  
or Unsure

0% 0%

10% 10%

25% 25%

5% 5%

20% 20%

15% 15%

30% 30%

35% 35%

19%

26%

4%
6%

11%

3%

31%
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a glimpse of  
the recession
nearly one-third of Salvation army CenterS have Seen 

an inCreaSe in demand of 50 perCent or more for food 

SinCe 2008, and 25 perCent have Seen the Same inCreaSe 

in 2011.

eduCation programS have been in high demand SinCe 

the reCeSSion began with 31 perCent of programS 

Seeing demand inCreaSe by up to 25 perCent.

“Cutbacks in giving have meant that 

staff is stretched further and thinner. 

The Salvation Army’s goal is to keep 

up our level of service for our  

youth program, but we cannot  

keep it up indefinitely without  

the appropriate funds.”

Captain tom mCComb 

CorpS offiCer 

wiSConSin and  

upper miChigan diviSion 

oaK CreeK, wi

“Closing our childcare center was  

a difficult decision. The closure had  

a huge impact on the lives of 13 

teachers and all the families enrolled 

in The Salvation Army center.”

joanna eSquivel 

direCtor of Child 

development 

Southern California diviSion 

loS angeleS, Ca



Not all Salvation Army youth programs have faced 

loss in these trying times. Community members in 

some areas have helped The Salvation Army meet the 

growing demand. Notably, despite the loss of funding, 

limitations on operations and the closure of certain 

programs, 67 percent of Salvation Army programs 

have been able to redirect services, and in some cases, 

have expanded or even opened new youth facilities – 

starting new programs, extending hours or increasing 

youth enrollment. In addition, 62 percent of Salvation 

Army youth services have seen increases in volunteer 

rates from community members.

 With continued support from the community, 92 

percent of Salvation Army programs expect to meet 

the increased demand for as long as the children come 

to the Army for assistance. The Army’s goal is to 

continue providing a positive, life-changing experience 

for marginalized youth.

communities  
come through
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} }Sixty-two percent of Salvation Army youth 
services have seen increases in volunteerism

1% - 20% 21% - 49% 50% or more Overall  
Decrease

No Change 

0%

10%

25%

5%

20%

15%

30%

35%

40%

45%

41%

14%

7%

16%

22%

INCREASES IN  
vOLUNTEERISM 2011 

Percentage of Salvation Army Youth  
Programs to See Rises in Volunteerism
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a glimpse of  
the recession
SinCe 2008, attendanCe at Salvation army day Care 

programS inCreaSed by more than 40,000 youthS 

nationwide.

artS, theater and muSiC programS have been aCtively 

requeSted by youthS. during 2011, 29 perCent of 

Salvation army programS Saw an inCreaSe of up  

to 25 perCent for theSe ServiCeS.

“Parents are struggling to meet 

essential needs such as rent, utilities, 

food and clothing. Parents are no 

longer able to afford extracurricular 

athletics, proper tutoring, and at times 

even proper childcare. The Salvation 

Army will try to meet as much of the 

need as we can, for as long as we can.”

Captain Katherine jaChe 

CorpS offiCer 

weStern pennSylvania diviSion 

punxSutawney, pa 

“If money allows us to, we plan on 

continuing to meet the needs of the 

youth at our center. We hope that  

we can provide the right amount  

of staff to provide appropriate 

attention to meet those needs.”

Captain tory roSS 

CorpS offiCer 

golden State diviSion 

modeSto, Ca



The recession has put a burden on everyone, including 

children. How youth feel and interpret the recession’s 

impact is important. Though many are too young to 

fully understand what the recession means for their 

family, they realize the direct changes in their lifestyle.

What the recession has meant to youths in  

Salvation Army programs:

“My mom has less time with us because  
she has to work a lot more hours.” 

Savannah 
age 7 

“My family did not have much before the recession,  
but post-recession has become even more difficult.”

terranCe 
age 17

“There is no space for me. My large family has  
had to move in together and now there are a lot  

of people in one small house.”

thomaS 
age 11

“We used to go to the beach, shopping and family activities, 
but that has stopped. Mom complains about taking us  

places because of gas prices.”

indaizah 
age 16

youth  
of the recession
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“Growing Up in a Downturn” was 
compiled from data collected during an 
internal audit of Salvation Army youth 
programs between September 9th and 
October 14th 2011. The audit examined 
the recession’s impact on child services 
provided by The Salvation Army. 
Specifically, on-the-ground Salvation 
Army youth service staff members and 
administrators completed the survey, 
providing a first-hand account of need.

The survey was conducted online and 
targeted to provide a national sample of 
urban and rural cities from each of The 
Salvation Army’s four Territories in the 
United States. The survey asked about 
demand and donation rates for youth 
services in 2011 and since the recession 
began in 2008, as well as the future 
outlook for youth services at Salvation 
Army programs.

The Salvation Army is releasing this 
summary as part of a 2012 report on 
youth services in the United States. 
More than 80 cities, including a dozen 
major metropolitan areas such as 
Baltimore, Cincinnati, Los Angeles, New 
York, Philadelphia, San Diego and San 
Francisco participated in the survey. 
This is the first year that The Salvation 
Army is releasing internal data on its 
youth service programs and the results 
are meant to highlight the need for 
public support to ensure that the needs 
of children are met.

survey  
methodology
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