CPS Supplement on Volunteerism, 2002: Putting the Findings into Context

Because of important differences in survey design, the 2002 Current Population Survey (CPS) estimate of national volunteering is not comparable to earlier findings from either the 1989 volunteering supplement (CPS 1989) or the regular surveys of volunteering conducted for Independent Sector (IS). There are three categories of differences among the surveys.

(1) Sampling Differences: The IS surveys include respondents aged 21 and over and have a response rate of about 35%. The CPS covers people 15 and over (16+ in 1989) and has a response rate of 93%. That youthful skew should reduce the CPS findings relative to the IS findings because young people volunteer at a lower rate than do young and middle-aged adults. By the same reasoning, the CPS 2002 finding should be slightly lower than the 1989 finding because the 2002 sample included more teenagers. The response rates also play a role in the difference in estimates. Because non-respondents tend to be less engaged than are people who agree to be interviewed, surveys with lower response rates (e.g., IS) should yield higher estimated volunteer rates. 

(2) Recall Differences: In asking about volunteering, the IS surveys present respondents with an extensive list of potential types of volunteering (health, education, etc.). The CPS 1989 presented a far less extensive list, and the CPS 2002 provided even fewer possibilities. IS’s more extensive use of recall prompts would be expected to push the IS estimates upward relative to the CPS estimates. In addition, CPS allows one household member to report on another’s volunteering, while IS surveys do not. Although this year’s CPS took aggressive new steps to reduce the use of proxy respondents, the different data collection methods used in the IS and CPS surveys make the findings difficult to compare. 
(3) Contextual Differences: The CPS survey is focused on employment issues, while the IS survey is focused on charitable activity only. Because people tend to overstate their involvement in socially desirable activities, particularly if they know that such activities are of particular interest to the survey sponsor, the IS findings probably overstate the actual volunteering rate.

 Summary of Survey Effects
Each of these effects – context, recall, and sampling – work in the same direction: to elevate the IS estimate of volunteer prevalence relative to that of the CPS. Likewise, changes to the CPS all work in the direction of lowering the 2002 estimate relative to the 1989 estimate. Thus, it would be incorrect to conclude that the actual rate of volunteering in America has fallen in 2002 relative to earlier years.

Heeding the Call to Service
Despite the slow economy, charities report that volunteering over the past year has held steady and in many cases surged, particularly in the immediate aftermath of 9/11 and the President’s widely publicized calls for every American to spend 4,000 hours in service to their community. Volunteer leaders have long noticed that, even as individuals respond generously in times of national crisis, changing aggregate patterns of altruism is a long-term proposition. 
Following is a sample of findings from volunteer groups that collect monthly data: 
VolunteerMatch, an online nationwide referral service, saw an increase of 18% in people seeking volunteer opportunities in the first ten months of 2002. Since January 2002, volunteer referrals have increased by an average of 5% per month.

The Colorado branch of Volunteers of America reported an 11% rise in volunteers from September 2001 to September 2002, according to the Rocky Mountain News (September 9, 2002).
Hands on Memphis has seen a steady, 40% rise in calls from people inquiring about volunteer opportunities. Before September 11, the group had one volunteer orientation per week; now, because of increased demand, it has two or three per week.

Make a Difference, a Phoenix volunteer center, engaged 3,200 people in 234 projects to commemorate the September 11 attacks, and afterward saw a 25% increase in people attendance at sessions to orient new volunteers.
The Volunteer Center of Rhode Island saw an 81% increase between February and March in “hits” to the volunteer-opportunity search page on its web site. Since that time, the number of hits has continued to rise. The Volunteer Center reports that it did nothing different that might account for the post-February spike and speculates that it may well be due to President Bush’s calls to service.
AmeriCorps saw an 88% increase in on-line applications after the President's State of the Union address compared to the same period the year before, and calls to the recruitment center have nearly doubled. Interest in joining the Peace Corps has increased sharply, as well.

� Some of these issues were covered by Howard V. Hayghe, “Volunteers in the U.S.: who donates the time?” Monthly Labor Review, February 1991.
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