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REAL ESTATE

In and out burghers
For young workers who move constantly, a loss of community

By Ambreen Ali, Medill News Service
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WASHINGTON (Medill News Service) -- At 25, Catherine Range has called six different places home. Plus, her work 
in Washington frequently takes her to Jordan and Sri Lanka for extended visits.

When she moved to Washington two years ago, she joined a church, began dance classes and even began teaching English
to immigrant adults to create a sense of home. Even then, she said, "I don't think I'll ever feel I have roots even if I lived in a 
place for a long time in the future."

Range, as part of a generation of young American professionals who move cities
-- and countries -- frequently, is paying for her mobile lifestyle with less 
community engagement.

"It's easy to feel responsibility to a place when you grow up there," said Range,
who works for the Near East South Asia Center for Strategic Studies. "[Local 
issues don't] really matter if you know you're moving away, but you also feel a 
distance from the federal government. You feel like you don't have any voice."

Young professionals are more likely than others to move frequently and farther,
either abroad or to a different region of the country. Often they are moving for a 
job, and among those with international careers, a job in Washington.

Social scientists have documented the negative effect moving around can have
on civic engagement, particularly as it relates to voter turnout. In 2000, a study in 
the American Journal of Political Science reported that people who had stayed in
one place for at least three years had a voting rate nearly 11 percentage points 

higher than those who had moved within a year of Election Day.

"People don't (immediately) know how to connect with local issues," said Karlo Marcelo, research associate for Circle, which
studies civic engagement among youth. "They have to re-register to vote, there's new policy in that location, and they have to
learn about new candidates. Also moving to a new city requires that people focus on themselves while they get settled."

Dan Nadel, 27, is a foreign-affairs officer at the U.S. State Department. He left his home in Queens, N.Y., at 18 and has lived
in Germany, Rwanda, Kosovo and Mongolia.

"When you decide to be involved in international politics, I think there is a tradeoff," he said. "You just don't have the time to
devote to the school board or your local city council."

Maggie Lockner, a 31-year-old lawyer, gave up teaching in Ecuador in 2003 to be back with family in her home state of
Minnesota. Now, she feels more involved in her community and doesn't plan to leave.

"I'm more thoughtful about how I spend my time," Lockner said. "I now get more involved in political issues, like parks, that I
would never have before. This is the place where I live and I see myself staying here for a long time. I want it to be a nice 
place for people to be."

Local give and take

It's not certain what impact this less tied-down generation has on the communities they leave behind. They take with them
resources, including the taxes they paid and their own intellectual and occupational abilities. But that's not too much of a 
problem, as long as others are moving into the community with their own resources.

Yet at certain periods whole regions of the country have seen population declines from domestic migration. For example, the
Midwest and the Northeast experienced a net loss of about 100,000 people in 2002.

"The community effect hasn't been studied," Circle's Marcelo said. "But political science theory says that taking away
resources from communities, especially small communities, will have an adverse effect on them."

Peter Simons is the director of the Institute for Ethical and Civic Engagement at the University of Colorado in Boulder. His job
is to get students to give back to the local community during their time in Boulder.

"The students take advantage of the community's offerings and they are impacted by laws here," he said. "For four years
they are an integral part of Boulder and they can have a tremendous impact."

The center has funded university projects to educate poor communities on health-care access and legal contracts and to
clean up nearby water sources.

"Even if you're only in a place for a couple of years, there are still a myriad of ways you can help," he said. "You're there in
the community, you're taking advantage of the community, and you should feel an obligation to it."

Home base
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Daria Gage, a 27-year-old grad student at Georgetown University, has changed addresses -- ranging from Morocco to
Montreal -- at least 10 times, but she said she has tried to make every place home.

"I don't love traveling aimlessly and quickly from place to place," Gage said. When she lived in Morocco for three months,
she opted for a longer commute to live in an apartment instead of a hotel with other expatriates. "It was just three months but
it was so important for me to meet people in the neighborhood."

Gage leaves Washington in a few months for another trip abroad: She'll travel through Europe and East Asia on a
government fellowship to study post-conflict development efforts.

Her roommates in Washington are like family to her -- for now. They even share a dog.

"Home is very important to me, but I'm flexible enough to allow it to change," she said. "I'm not very attached to anybody or
anything or any habit. I always have a plan B, and I can't imagine myself feeling a great sense of loss. To me change is 
good, it's exciting."

Less clear is whether this generation of professionals will settle down in one place at some point. Gage said her children will
benefit from seeing the world as she continues her travels, but Nadel said he wanted a sense of base before having his own 
children.

"I would like to provide my kids with the same sense of having a base I had in Queens," Nadel said. "But also I'd like to instill
in them my love of travel and the sort of opportunities the world has to offer." 
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