CPS Supplement on Volunteerism, 2002
Putting the Findings Into Context

Because of crucial differences in survey design, the 2002 Current Population Survey (CPS) estimate of national volunteering is not comparable to earlier findings, from either the CPS or other surveys. 
This memo outlines some reasons for the non-comparability. Then, it presents findings from an informal Corporation survey of a diverse range of nonprofit groups. This informal survey suggests that volunteering has been rising, sometimes substantially, in the wake of the 9/11 tragedy and President Bush’s calls for Americans to rededicate themselves to service.
A. A Tale of Two Surveys

There are two organizations that conduct survey research on volunteering: The Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) and Independent Sector (IS). BLS has attached volunteering supplements to the CPS four times over the past 40 years: 1968, 1974, 1989, and 2002. IS has commissioned regular surveys of volunteering seven times over the past 15 years: 1988,  1990, 1992, 1994, 1996, 1999, and 2001.
 The incidence of volunteering from each survey is summarized in the following chart. 
Fraction of Americans Volunteering in Past Year: Estimates from Two Surveys
	
	BLS (CPS)
	IS

	1965
	18%
	

	1974
	24
	

	1988
	
	45%

	1989
	20
	

	1990
	
	54

	1992
	
	51

	1994
	
	48

	1996
	
	49

	1999
	
	56

	2001
	
	44*

	2002
	??
	


*The 2001 IS estimate excludes “informal” volunteering, and the sampling frame was changed from adults 18+ to adults 21+. This may account for some or all of the drop from the 1999 estimate.

Note that the BLS estimates of the volunteerism rate are typically about half the estimates from the Gallup/IS surveys. What’s more, the 2002 CPS estimate is lower than the 1989 CPS estimate. 

These disparities are more likely the result of differences in survey methods and design than to actual changes in citizens’ voluntary behavior. Below, we outline the the major differences between the CPS and IS surveys, and between the 2002 and 1989 CPS surveys, and suggest how these methodological issues can affect the results.

(1) Contextual Differences
Issue: The CPS survey is focused on labor market behaviors, with volunteering questions quite incidental, while the IS survey is focused on charitable activity only. 

Net Effect: 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.
(2) Recall Differences
Issues: The CPS 2002, CPS 1989, and IS surveys are based on different questions about volunteering, and in some cases different methods of collecting the information. 
First, the surveys vary in their use of “recall prompts.” The IS surveys provide respondents with a card listing 15 types of volunteer activities (health, education, environment, political, etc.) and then asking the which activities the respondent had engaged in over the past month and over the past year. By contrast, CPS surveys contain far less extensive memory prompts. In 1989, the survey defined volunteering as unpaid work “for hospitals, churches, civic, political, or other organizations” and then asked if anyone in the household did “any unpaid volunteer work.” In 2002, the survey asked respondents if they had done “any volunteer activity through or for an organization” then prompts with a follow up, “Sometimes people don’t think of activities they do infrequently or activities they do for children’s schools or youth organizations as volunteer activities.  Since September 1st of last year, have you/has ____ done any of these types of volunteer activities?” 

Second, the survey organizations have different policies on the use of proxy respondents, or those who are permitted to answer on another household member’s behalf. Proxy responses can be problematic in that one household member may now know about, or remember, the full range of another member’s activities. The IS surveys do not permit proxy responses; the CPS does.

Net Effect: IS’s extensive use of recall prompts, and CPS’s use of proxy responses, would work in tandem to push the IS estimates upward relative to the CPS estimates.
(3) Sampling Differences
Issue: The IS and CPS surveys use very different sampling frames and have different response rates. The IS surveys collect information at the individual level. The most recent IS survey included approximately 4200 randomly selected respondents, aged 21 and over, and earlier IS surveys included adults 18 and over. By contrast, the CPS collects information at the household level. The 2002 CPS covered some XX people in XX nationally representative households, including all household members aged 15 and over. The 1989 CPS had much the same sample size, but collected information on all household members aged 16 and over.

Net Effect: The difference in the respondents’ age range across the two survey batteries should be expected, again, to elevate the IS findings relative to the CPS findings. This is so because young people volunteer at a lower rate than do young and middle-aged adults. Thus, adding more less-participatory respondents to the mix will bring down the overall point estimate of volunteer prevalence. By the same reasoning, the CPS 2002 finding should be slightly lower than the 1989 finding because the 2002 sample included a larger number of teenagers after the age criterion was lowered by one year.

(4) Non-response Differences

Issue:  The Current Population Surveys have a response rate in excess of 90%, while the Independent Sector surveys have a rate around 35%. 

Net Effect: Because non-respondents tend to be less engaged than are people who agree to be interviewed, surveys with lower response rates typically are skewed toward participatory people. In other words, low-response surveys, such as the IS studies, yield upwardly biased estimates. 

(5) Summary of Survey Effects
Each of these effects – context, recall, sampling, and non-response – 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. Encouragingly, that surge appears to have been sustained, month after month and now nearly a year later.

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.
The Colorado branch of Volunteers of America reported 1n 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.

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.

At Amherst College roughly 100 of the 1600 students participated in a day of service to commemorate 9/11, and campus leaders have seen a steady increase in students seeking to serve in AmeriCorps and the Peace Corps.

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 data are compiled in a widely cited report, Giving and Volunteering in the United States.


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





