
by Rick Cohen

Volunteering by the Numbers

OLUNTEERS HAVE ALWAYS BEEN
a part of the workforce of the civic
sector, and they have played a powerful
central role in some of the most inspired
world-changing work nonprofits have

accomplished. They are this sector’s strategic
advantage but what does this component of our
workforce look like? Is it getting larger or smaller?
Is it more or less diverse than the population at
large? What effects are generational and socioe-
conomic shifts really having? The research does
not always provide clear answers but what follows
is a summary of its findings.

Who Volunteers and How Much?
The Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) conducts its
Current Population Survey (CPS) of 60,000 house-
holds annually to generate statistics on population
changes and demographic dynamics without
having to wait for data from the official decen-
nial census. For a few years, the BLS has also
incorporated questions from the Corporation for
National and Community Service (CNCS) con-
cerning volunteering, which has yielded some
interesting results. 

The BLS’s Volunteering in the United States,
2007 indicates that, between September 2006
and September 2007, nearly 61 million people vol-

unteered at least once.1 How many hours do those
61 million Americans put into their volunteer
labors? In the BLS study, respondents volunteered
a median amount of 52 hours annually, equivalent
to one hour a week, for those 16 years of age and
older, with equal amounts of time spent by men
and women. A closer look at the findings indi-
cates some differences by age, marital status, and
race.
• Volunteering by age. Boomers age 55 to 64

years old devote a median of 60 hours a year to
volunteering; seniors age 65 and older, 96
hours, with nearly 10 percent of seniors report-
ing more than 500 hours annually of volunteer-
ing. Those age 16 to 24 devote approximately
40 hours a year to volunteering, while those
age 25 to 34 spend a median of 36 hours volun-
teering.

• Volunteering by marital status. Married
people volunteer a median of 59 hours a year,
people who are divorced, separated, or
widowed 54 hours a year, and those single and
never married only 40 hours. 

• Volunteering varies by racial category.
Whites devote a median of 52 hours annually
to volunteer activities, Latinos 48 hours,
Asians 36, but blacks or African Americans
report a median of 60 hours of volunteering
annually. 
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A CNCS study of

volunteerism among

baby boomers also

confirms that busy

people make good
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decades ago is an increase in “episodic volun-
teering”: that is, short-duration volunteering that
totals less than 99 hours a year. 

The behavior of older volunteers provides addi-
tional insight into the character of those who vol-
unteer. Data from the Urban Institute supports the
counterintuitive finding that starting work, caring
for a spouse, or providing child care (for grand-
children) actually increases the odds that senior
citizens will volunteer. Like volunteers among all
age groups, senior volunteers lead busy lives, but
being busy is an indication that people will volun-
teer. Like most volunteers, seniors are less likely
to quit volunteer activities if they have volun-
teered for many years and have spouses or part-
ners who do so as well. The longer a person
volunteers and the more volunteerism is part of
a family culture or ethic, the lower the volunteer
turnover rate.

A CNCS study of volunteerism among baby
boomers also confirms that busy people make
good volunteer recruits. Like seniors, boomers
are more likely to volunteer for organizations if
they already volunteer; that is, an organization
interested in recruiting baby boomers for volun-
teer slots will likely do best by inviting those who
already volunteer at other organizations.4 Rather
than being a detriment, a busy schedule is a strong
predictive factor of potential new volunteer
recruits. The more volunteer hours that boomers
put in, the more likely it is that they will continue
to volunteer. And in concert with the number of
volunteer hours, retention rates increase dramat-
ically. 

Volunteering for What?
The BLS survey reveals the immense diversity of
volunteers’ interests and priorities. Religious
organizations are the primary beneficiaries of
volunteering (35.6 percent), followed by educa-
tional or youth service (26.2 percent) and, finally,
social or community service (13.1 percent). Higher
proportions of women put time into youth activ-
ities and health care-related volunteer activities;
men apply more time to social or community
service and civic, political, or professional vol-
unteer slots. Those age 35 to 44 emphasize youth-
oriented and educational service opportunities;
for seniors, the focus is religious organizations,
and teens participate most heavily in youth-ori-
ented educational opportunities and community
service. 

Rates of Volunteerism
A statistic of an estimated 60 million volunteers
is impressive, but the BLS data suggests that the
rate of volunteering has declined. Between 2003
and 2005, the rate of volunteering was 28.8
percent, but since 2005, that number has declined
to 26.2 percent of the population. But, according
to a CNCS publication, the nation’s current 26.2
percent volunteering rate still represents a huge
increase over the 1989 level of 20.4 percent.2 Do
the recent years of declining rates of volunteerism
warrant concern, or are they simply minor sta-
tistical “blips” in an otherwise upward trajec-
tory? BLS statistics about volunteerism by age
and gender suggest some areas for further inquiry
and analysis.
• Rate of volunteering by gender. While

lower than in previous years, the volunteer rate
for women was 29.3 percent, compared with a
static 22.9 percent for men. 

• Rate of volunteering by age. The highest
rate of volunteering by age is for those between
the ages of 35 and 55 (at 30.3 percent); the
lowest for those in their early twenties (17.7
percent). 

• Rate of volunteering by marital status.
Married people are the most inclined toward
volunteering: 31.9 percent of married respon-
dents volunteer, compared with 19.2 percent of
people never married and 20.9 percent for
those with other marital statuses. 
Compared with the previous year, the largest

proportional decrease for these groups occurred
among teens age 16 to 19, declining from 28.8
percent to 26.6 percent for women and from 24.1
percent to 22.5 percent for men. With all the
national discussion of community service becom-
ing part of high school and college curriculums,
this decline is perplexing and potentially disturb-
ing. Proposals such as the Aspen Institute’s—
which recommends that a “summer of service”3

become a requirement for students moving from
middle school to high school—seem geared
toward instilling a volunteer spirit among
America’s young people. This may be the locus of
part of the volunteerism downturn and the area
where policy makers have to focus in order to
halt future declines. 

The Nature of Volunteering
According to the CNCS data, the distinction
between volunteering today and volunteering two
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trouble finding people interested in volunteering,
and 51 percent are thwarted because potential
recruits are too busy to volunteer. 

A similar skill-mismatch finding was uncov-
ered in a survey of 250 HR managers of Fortune
500 companies, examining how these organiza-
tions encourage employees to volunteer.8 Accord-
ing to the Deloitte authors, the rate of volunteering
among corporate employees increases by level of
education (according to the BLS statistics, 21.7
percent of high-school graduates without a college
education volunteer, 34.1 percent of people with
some college or an associate degree volunteer,
and 45.6 percent with a bachelor’s degree or higher
volunteer), but that does not necessarily mean
that those more educated volunteers use their
business or technical skills in their volunteer
placements. Although corporations are increas-
ingly interested in promoting volunteer opportu-
nities for their employees, only 16 percent of
companies “make it a regular practice to intention-
ally offer skills-based volunteer opportunities for
employee development” (emphasis added).

For a firm like Deloitte, skills-based volunteer-
ing would involve helping organizations with
finances and accounting, strengthening nonprof-
its’ business practices. The BLS survey might
reveal a corporate bias, since only 13 percent of
corporations offer volunteering options to all
employees. The others restrict corporate-spon-
sored volunteer programs to management-level
employees and above. That might explain the
stunning statistic in the BLS survey that only 1.3
percent of volunteers became involved with a
nonprofit because of an invitation or introduc-
tion by a boss or employer. Other surveys confirm
that only about one-fifth of corporate employers
allow most or all employees to do volunteer work
during regular work hours. A survey of 1,100 cor-

As table 1 demonstrates, distinctive differ-
ences arise in volunteering by race and ethnic-
ity. These statistics reflect complex dynamics
that may be explained in several possible ways.
One might be that the high proportion of African
Americans volunteering in religious organiza-
tions reflects the important social and institu-
tional roles of churches in the black community.
The high proportion of Latinos involved in educa-
tion or youth services might reflect the larger
families than other ethnic and racial groups.5 As
volunteer studies have long shown, the presence
of children in a household is a strong indicator of
volunteer activity (and often related to children’s
educational and youth activities). These differ-
ences in volunteer interests are probably not
simply cumulative totals of individual interests but
part and parcel of the family, age, employment,
education, and income characteristics of these
different racial and ethnic groups. 

What kinds of work do volunteers do—func-
tionally—at their desks or elsewhere in organiza-
tions? Fundraising is the top activity, involving
10.9 percent of volunteers (and 12.4 percent of
women volunteers).6 Providing management assis-
tance, including serving on boards, involves 7.6
percent of volunteers, and 9.3 percent of male vol-
unteers. 10.8 percent of volunteers tutor or teach
(12.9 percent of female volunteers). 

For boomer and older volunteers, a primary
motivation for volunteering is to engage one’s busi-
ness or technical skills. But a recent report from Vol-
unteerMatch, an organization devoted to matching
potential volunteers with organizations, suggests
that two out of five nonvolunteers age 55 and older
don’t volunteer because of an inability to find the
right opportunity.7 Some kind of disconnect has
occurred, where 46 percent of the nonprofits in
the VolunteerMatch survey say that they have

Table 1: Volunteering Rates by Race and Kind of Service

Overall 
Volunteer 

Rate

Percentage of
Volunteers in

Civic or
Professional

Percentage of
Volunteers in
Education or

Youth Service

Percentage of
Volunteers in
Health Care

Services

Percentage of
Volunteers in

Environment and
Animal

Protection

Percentage of
Volunteers in

Religious
Organizations

Percentage  of
Volunteers in

Social or
Community

Service

White 27.9 5.2 26.3 8.1 2.1 34.5 13.1

African 
American

18.2 4.0 24.3 5.1 0.6 47.9 11.6

Asian 17.7 3.4 24.9 7.9 0.9 38.3 12.0

Latino 13.5 3.1 34.8 6.3 1.4 35.5 10.9

Fundraising is 

the top activity,

involving 10.9 

percent of 

volunteers.

REPRINTED FROM FALL  2008 • WWW.NPQMAG.ORG THE NONPROFIT QUARTERLY 37



porations with 50 or more employees conducted
by the Families and Work Institute found that for
those corporations permitting work-time volun-
teering, approximately one-half provided no pay
for volunteer hours, 23 percent compensated staff
up to a maximum of 19 hours, and one-fourth
provided some pay for 20 or more hours of volun-
teer activity.9

The CNCS study of baby-boomer volunteers
suggests that boomers might not be attracted to
volunteering opportunities induced by employ-
ers: “Among volunteers who are asked to volun-
teer, those who are asked by the volunteer
organization have the highest retention rates,
while those asked by their employer to volunteer
have the lowest retention rates (70.5 percent
versus 53.9 percent).”10 That suggests that volun-
teerism reflects values and beliefs, not orders and
expectations from a boss. Much like workplace
pressures to make payroll-deductible charitable

When you look at data on volunteerism, consider a study’s methodology and sample. Con-
sider the research cited here, and you’ll find the following definitional challenges:

The Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) study Volunteering in the United States, 2007, uses
this definition: “Volunteers are defined as persons who did unpaid work (except for
expenses) through or for an organization.”But the BLS survey was presented to respondents
this way: “We are interested in volunteer activities, that is, activities for which people are not
paid, except perhaps expenses.” How might a respondent have interpreted the “perhaps”
(noting that 71 percent of BLS respondents were self-reports, so no clarifying questions
were possible)? 

What kind of work constitutes volunteering? The BLS describes volunteer activities this
way: “The count of volunteers only includes persons who volunteered through or for an
organization; the figures do not include persons who volunteered in a more informal
manner.” For example, helping organize Little League games would be considered volun-
teering, but informally organizing softball games for kids in the neighborhood without the
official structure of a sponsoring organization such as the Little League would not be con-
sidered volunteering for the purpose of the BLS survey. 

Could this distinction between formal and informal volunteering reflect a cultural bias?
Perhaps so. This definition, for example, may result in a significant undercount of volun-
teering among Latinos.19 As expressed in one summary of the research, “Latino volunteerism
occurs first in the context of family and secondarily in the neighborhood and church as
opposed to mainstream community-based organizations.”20 The dominant culture’s
predilection for counting time “volunteered” at only mainstream organizations may well
overlook a significant amount of time devoted by particular groups to help their neighbors
without recompense.

Who’s a Volunteer?

Two out of five

nonvolunteers age 

55 and older don’t

volunteer because of 

an inability to find 

the right opportunity.

contributions, more or less compulsory corpo-
rate-structured volunteer activities may create
resentment rather than enthusiasm about chari-
table activity. Volunteerism flourishes in envi-
ronments of freedom of choice and potentially
suffers where the activity is perceived as part of
one’s job responsibilities. 

Volunteer Screening and Interviewing
Nonprofits have multiple challenges in recruit-
ing, screening, and managing volunteers. Recent
studies offer some perspective on integrating vol-
unteers into nonprofit work environments.
Turnover among volunteers is no less disruptive
than turnover among paid staff. Good manage-
ment to sustain quality work environments counts
for volunteers as well as employees. Like paid
employees, volunteers need to be treated well and
managed appropriately. While much of the writing
on volunteer management in the United States
tends toward consultant-marketed bromides, the
U.K.-based Institute for Volunteering Research
(IVR) conducts robust surveys on volunteer man-
agement practices that work. IVR’s 2008 survey of
more than 1,300 managers of volunteers reveals
the following findings:11

• One-fourth of the surveyed organizations had
no financial resources dedicated to supporting
organizations’ volunteer operations.

• The average volunteer manager or organizer
was responsible for an average of 15 volunteers
and a median of 20.

• One-fourth of all volunteer managers were
themselves unpaid volunteers.

• Less than 10 percent of respondents identified
recruitment or retention as a serious problem
for their organization. 
Though written about extensively, some of the

basic elements of good volunteer management are
missing from many of the surveyed U.K. chari-
ties: 81 percent of volunteers say that they did not
have job descriptions, nearly as many say that
they never received training for their volunteer
work, and despite reports from volunteer coordi-
nators, an almost equal amount claim never to
have been interviewed by a member of the organ-
ization before beginning volunteer activity.12

British charities lacking volunteer managers or
relying on unpaid staff to manage volunteers were
typically the smaller nonprofits in IVR’s survey
sample. Not surprisingly, screening of volunteers
was not particularly rigorous: 84 percent reported
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recently described the initiatives as “sputtering”
and “a disappointment,” a victim of the adminis-
tration’s intense focus on the Iraq war.14

In the current presidential competition, Senator
Barack Obama of Illinois has proposed a massive
increase in national service. He would increase
AmeriCorps to 250,000 slots (from its current
level of about 75,000 members15), double the size
of the Peace Corps (currently around 8,000 volun-
teers16 ), encourage middle- and high-school kids
to engage in community-service programs, offer
a tuition tax credit for college students who devote
100 hours of annual service, and create special
service opportunities for disadvantaged youth.17

Senator John McCain’s campaign Web site
recently inserted a plan for new national service
incentive programs as well.18

The nonprofit sector is fond of complaining
about its lack of visibility in policy arenas but it
is the go-to part of the economy on this emerging
national initiative. It is important for groups at
the local, state, and national levels to look at these
kinds of findings and help drive not only better
practice but excellent policy on this question. Vol-
unteers are a critical resource for nonprofits—
let’s begin as a sector to think strategically about
them.
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