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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Recent reports about the state of the philanthropic sector have suggested that America is 
experiencing a generosity crisis. In 2021, the formal volunteer rate - the percentage of adults who 
do unpaid work through or for an organization - experienced its largest decline since the U.S. 
government began collecting data on volunteering. In 2022, for only the third time in the last 
forty years, the total amount donated to charity declined after adjusting for inflation. Yet, leading 
indicators of these results were detected several years earlier: the percentage of people donating 
to charity has declined steadily since the early 2000s, and the formal volunteer rate decreased 
during the early 2010s. 

A closer look at the recent history of generosity in America will help us understand the state of 
generosity in the country today. If we focus on donations of time (volunteering) and donations of 
money (giving) to charitable organizations, which are two of the most common forms that 
generosity traditionally takes, we can say that the decision to give or volunteer is likely to 
depend on personal circumstances, social connections and community characteristics. These two 
measures - "formal" volunteering, through or for organizations (including schools and 
congregations), and making gifts of $25 or more to charitable organizations - are only two of the 
many activities that could be considered generosity. The survey contained several follow-up 
questions about volunteering, but due to space limitations, only the single yes/no question about 
giving was included, which prevents us from analyzing measures of generosity such as 
percentage of income donated. In this report – the first of two in this series - the primary data 
source, the Current Population Survey Supplement on Volunteering (CPS Volunteer 
Supplement), enables us to measure the influences of personal, social and community 
characteristics on the decision to give time or money to philanthropic causes. 

The CPS, the U.S. government’s official survey for labor force statistics, added a special series of 
questions each September between 2008 and 2015 on volunteering and giving. By design, CPS 
samples are very large (more than 90,000 adult respondents from more than 60,000 households 
nationwide) and geographically diverse, with a representative sample of households from every 
state. Because the survey includes questions about a wide variety of personal, family, and 
household characteristics, and also identifies the general location of the household, we can use 
CPS data to measure micro-level influences (personal, family and household characteristics) and 
macro-level influences (characteristics of the state or metropolitan area) on the decision to 
volunteer or donate money. 

In this report, we use multilevel modeling methods, which allow us to estimate the influences of 
our micro-level and macro-level variables, controlling for all other factors. Previous studies have 
used multilevel methods, along with CPS data, to study volunteering, while they have most often 
been used to study giving in cross-national contexts. In this report, we use the same set of 
micro-level and macro-level variables in our models of giving and volunteering, using CPS data 
from 2010-2015 and supplementing it with macro-level data about state characteristics. 



Multilevel modeling allows us to calculate the independent marginal effect of each of our 
variables on the probability of giving and volunteering when all other variables are held constant. 
These marginal effects can tell us which variables have the most influence on volunteering and 
giving, and also whether any given variable has more influence on giving than on volunteering 
(or vice versa). 

The results of our multilevel models reveal the following about the micro-level and 
macro-level factors that influence volunteering and giving: 

MICRO-LEVEL VARIABLES 

GENDER  
Women are more likely to volunteer and to give than men, controlling for all other personal, 
family, household and state-level characteristics. The “gender gap” during the period 2010-2015 
is about 6.3 percentage points for volunteering and about 7.6 percentage points for giving. 

RACE AND NATIONAL ORIGIN 
The CPS surveys allow respondents to “check all that apply” from a list of five categories that 
denote race or national origin. Among people who identify with only one racial category, White 
adults are most likely to give and to volunteer, all else being equal; the racial differences in 
participation rates (marginal effects) are larger for giving than for volunteering, and the 
differences in participation rates are greatest for those who identify only as Asian. Multiracial 
adults (those who identify with more than one racial category) are about as likely to give as those 
who identify only as White, and are more likely to volunteer. 

LATINO ETHNICITY 
Independently from the race and national origin question, the CPS allows people to self-identify 
as Latino (or Hispanic). Latinos are less likely to volunteer and to give than non-Latinos, 
controlling for other factors. The gap is 9 percentage points for volunteering and 8 percentage 
points for giving, but the differences increase in size with educational attainment: the difference 
in participation rates between Latinos and non-Latinos is largest among college graduates. 

EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT 
Our results support the claim, made in previous studies, that educational attainment is the single 
strongest predictor of volunteering. Compared to those without high school diplomas, college 
graduates are 19.4 percentage points more likely to volunteer, on average. The difference in 
giving is 32.5 percent, but age is actually a stronger predictor of giving than educational 
attainment. 



PARENTHOOD 
Parents - adults who are living with their own children under age 18 - are more likely to give and 
volunteer than non-parents. This is the only micro- level variable that has a larger effect, 
controlling for other factors, on volunteering (8.1 percentage points) than on giving (4.4 
percentage points). 

MARITAL STATUS 
People who are married and living with their spouses are more likely to volunteer and give than 
those who have never been married. The difference is much larger for giving (15.7 percentage 
points) than it is for volunteering (4.5 percentage points). Compared to those who have never 
married, those who are divorced, separated or widowed are more likely to give, and about as 
likely to volunteer. 

LABOR FORCE STATUS 
On average, people who work part time have higher volunteer rates than people who work 
full-time (the difference is 6.5 percentage points) but are about as likely to give. Those who are 
unemployed are more likely to volunteer (4.6 percentage points) than people who work full time, 
controlling for other factors - particularly educational attainment – but are significantly less 
likely to give (7.4 percentage points). Those who are not in the labor force – a subgroup that 
includes those who are retired or otherwise not looking for work - are much less likely to give 
(10.7 percentage points) than those who work full time, controlling for other factors, especially 
age. However, they are only slightly more likely to volunteer (0.7 percentage points). 

FAMILY INCOME 
Both volunteering and giving are more likely among people with higher levels of family income. 
The difference in volunteer rates between the lowest income bracket (annual income of $35,000 
or less) and the highest ($75,000 or more) is 9.7 percentage points, controlling for all other 
factors. The difference in giving rates is 18.9 percentage points. 

URBAN-SUBURBAN-RURAL HOUSEHOLD LOCATION 
Across the population, controlling for other factors, people living in rural areas are 2.6 
percentage points more likely to volunteer than people living in urban areas, and 2.1 percentage 
points more likely to volunteer than people in suburban areas. People in suburban areas are more 
likely to give than people in rural areas (2.3 percentage points) and those living in urban areas. 

AGE 
Historically, the adult volunteer rate declines during young adulthood, then rises until midlife, 
after which it declines again as people age. When controlling for other factors, we see the 
early-adulthood decline (2.4 percentage points), but the volunteer rate actually increases by 
almost 9 percentage points until ages 65-74, and finally declines at age 75. The giving rate 



increases steadily over the life cycle; the difference in giving rates between ages 16-24 and ages 
75 and over is 34.6 percentage points. 

SURVEY YEAR 
Overall, controlling for other factors, the volunteer rate declined by 3.2 percentage points 
between 2010 and 2015, and the giving rate declined by 3.1 percentage points. This is much 
higher than the actual observed declines in the giving and volunteer rates, without controlling for 
demographic change in the adult population. These results suggest that the observed declines in 
giving and volunteering may have been due less to demographic changes and due more to 
changes in people’s willingness to help others. 

MACRO-LEVEL VARIABLES 
A number of the macro-level variables, measured at the state level, are statistically significant in 
the models for giving and volunteering, although few are significant in both equations. 

MULTI-UNIT HOUSING 
Within cities or states, multi-unit housing is said to discourage volunteering because the people 
who live there tend to have looser connections to the community. In fact, the percent of adults 
who live in multi-unit housing is significant and negative in the volunteering model, controlling 
for other factors, but not in the model for giving. A one standard deviation (SD) increase in this 
variable decreases the volunteer rate by 2.3 percentage points, all else being equal. 

EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT 
The percentage of state residents who are college graduates seems to have more influence on 
individual giving and volunteering decisions than the percentage of residents who have 
graduated high school. Educational attainment is not statistically significant in the giving model 
for the entire population, but for every one-SD increase in the percentage of state residents who 
are college graduates, the volunteer rate increases by 2.2 percentage points, controlling for other 
factors, especially the respondent’s own level of educational attainment. 

POVERTY RATE 
Contrary to the hypothesis that generosity is less prevalent in economically deprived areas, the 
percentage of state residents living below the poverty threshold is significant and positive in the 
multilevel models for both giving and volunteering. For a one-SD increase in the state poverty 
rate, the volunteer rate increases by 1.6 percentage points, and the giving rate increases by 2.7 
points, controlling for other factors. These results suggest that people who live in a state with 
widespread poverty are more likely to respond with generosity, all else being equal. 

PREVALENCE OF LARGE AND SMALL NONPROFIT ORGANIZATIONS 
Because most nonprofit organizations take in so little revenue that they are not required to file 
IRS Form 990-EZ, let alone the full Form 990, we include two measures of nonprofit prevalence 



in our models: large nonprofits (annual gross receipts of $50,000 or more) per 1000 state 
residents, and small nonprofits per 1000 state residents. 

Since small nonprofits are especially reliant on volunteers and small donors for their resources, 
we would expect their prevalence to have a large impact on individual volunteering and giving. 
In fact, the prevalence of small nonprofits only has a significant impact on giving, not on 
volunteering; controlling for other factors, a one-SD increase in small nonprofits per 1000 
residents is associated with a 2.7 percentage point increase in the giving rate. However, a one- 
SD increase in large nonprofits per 1000 residents is associated with a 3.3 percentage point 
decrease in the volunteer rate, and an 8.7 percentage point decrease in the giving rate. 

MEDIAN INCOME 
Median income is positive and significant in the model for giving, which indicates that people 
who are living in more affluent states are more likely to give – even after controlling for their 
own personal and household characteristics, especially education and income. While median 
income is not significant in the model for volunteering, a one-SD increase in the state’s median 
income is associated with a 5.5 percentage point increase in the giving rate. 

PREVALENCE OF CONGREGATIONS 
Congregations are also tax-exempt nonprofits, and many are reliant on volunteer work and 
donated revenue for their resources. The prevalence of congregations is not significant in the 
model for giving, but a one-SD increase in the number of congregations per 1000 state residents 
is associated with a slight (0.9 percentage points) increase in the volunteer rate. 

INCOME INEQUALITY 
The Gini index, which takes on larger values in states with higher income inequality, is negative 
and statistically significant in the giving model, even after controlling for personal 
socioeconomic characteristics like family income and education. This indicates that giving to 
charity is more prevalent in places with less income inequality, although income inequality has 
no significant effect on volunteering. A one-SD increase in the state Gini index is associated with 
a decrease of 1.5 percentage points in the giving rate. 

SOCIAL CAPITAL / PHILANTHROPIC CULTURE 
This index, which was originally created for use in Robert Putnam’s Bowling Alone, is positive 
and significant in the multilevel model of volunteering for all adults. As anticipated, if not 
predicted, it is not significant in the giving model - indicating that macro- level measures of 
social capital, or philanthropic culture, influence the decision to volunteer but not the decision to 
donate money. A one-SD increase in the state social capital index is associated with an increase 
of 1.6 percentage points in the volunteer rate. 
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The Generosity Commission is a group of leaders from across the charitable sector committed to 
celebrating and supporting Americans’ spirit of generosity as expressed through everyday giving, 
volunteering, and other forms of civic engagement. Launched in October 2021, it is an 
independent project of Giving USA FoundationTM, whose mission is to advance research, 
education, and public understanding of philanthropy. 

Through research and conversation, the Generosity Commission will contribute to national 
understanding about how individual givers and volunteers are reimagining generosity in 
powerful and positive ways, strengthening our society and democracy in the process. 

The Generosity Commission will conclude its work in 2024 with recommendations for all 
sectors to support and enable everyday giving and volunteering. Ultimately, the Generosity 
Commission seeks to foster a culture of individual and collective generosity in the face of the 
social and economic challenges our society faces today. 

For more information, visit WWW.THEGENEROSITYCOMMISSION.ORG. 

INTRODUCTION 
Several alarming statistics about a potential decline in American generosity were released during 
the first months of 2023. In late January, AmeriCorps - the federal agency for national service 
and volunteerism - reported that the percentage of American adults who performed volunteer 
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work through or for an organization declined by seven percentage points between 2019 and 
2021. While the percentage of Americans volunteering informally - helping or working with 
their neighbors, friends, and communities outside of organizations - held steady during this time 
period, the 2021 decline in the formal volunteer rate was the largest ever recorded.1 In mid-June, 
the Giving USA Foundation released Giving USA 20232, which revealed that the total amount 
given to charity declined, controlling for inflation, by more than 10 percent in 2022. This was 
only the third time in the last forty years that total giving declined from the previous year in 
current dollars. 

Not everyone agrees that the declines in participation rates represent an irreversible crisis in 
generosity: the national adult volunteer rate tends to rise and fall slightly over the long term3, 
and the 2022 decline in total giving amount occurred right after the 2021 total reached an 
all-time high. However, recent trends in participation rates for both giving and volunteering have 
been negative: giving rates have declined precipitously between 2000 and 20184, and the 
national formal volunteer rate for all American adults ages 16 and over also declined much more 
often than it increased during the period 2002 through 2015, bottoming out at 24.9 percent in 
2015.5 

If the latest data, collected during the COVID-19 pandemic period, suggest that generosity in 
America has declined, what can the recent past teach us about why we are where we are today? 
The overall goal of this study - which will be published as two reports, this being the first - is to 
take a closer, deeper look at the state of generosity in America during the decade of the 2010s. 
This report focuses on giving money and volunteering, two activities that unquestionably meet 
the definition of philanthropy as “private giving for public purposes,”6 and (along with group 
membership) the main “communal activities” that fit the definition of civic engagement.7 

With this report, we hope to learn more about these recent trends by estimating the effects of the 
individual and geographic variables that are likely to influence both giving and volunteering in 
the United States. Much of the data we use comes from the Current Population Survey (CPS), a 
monthly labor- force survey that is administered by the Bureau of Labor Statistics and the U.S. 
Census Bureau. The CPS has several advantages over other high- quality data sources on giving 
and volunteering: each supplement contains large national and statewide samples every year and 
collects data for a wide variety of household-level, family-level and individual-level variables. 

Every September between 2008 and 2015, the CPS included a supplemental survey on 
volunteering (the Volunteer Supplement) that contained questions about giving to charitable 
organizations and volunteering with an organization (formal volunteering). Generosity can take 
many forms in addition to these activities - especially activities that don't involve organizations 
at all - but we focus on these because they have been consistently measured over a relatively 
long time period on an official government survey. 

Our study builds on a 2007 report published by the Corporation for National and Community 
Service (CNCS)8 that identifies a number of geographic variables that could help explain why 



volunteer rates varied across major metropolitan areas during the mid-2000s.9 The 2007 report 
compared volunteer rates in the 50 largest metropolitan areas, as calculated from the CPS 
Volunteer Supplement, with aggregate demographic and socioeconomic data collected from other 
sources. Although the 2007 report used aggregate data, the results suggest several ways in which 
the behavior of people might be affected by the physical and structural characteristics of the 
place where they live. For instance, the report found that volunteer rates are higher where the 
number of nonprofit organizations per 1000 residents (especially small ones that rely on 
volunteers) is higher, and volunteering is less frequent when it takes longer for people to 
commute to work, and presumably to also volunteer outside the neighborhood. 

The Do Good Institute (DGI) extended this research in a 2018 report, “Where Are America’s 
Volunteers?”, 10 that examined whether recently observed declines in volunteer rates may have 
been influenced by community-level factors. Like the 2007 CNCS report, “Where Are America’s 
Volunteers?” uses data measured at the state and metropolitan area levels to identify possible 
reasons for the differences we see in volunteer rates. 

However, the use of aggregate data makes it hard to tell whether these differences are due to 
compositional effects (which are related to the characteristics of the people living in these places) 
or contextual effects (which are related to characteristics of the places themselves).11 

This study builds on both prior reports by using a multilevel modeling approach, which allows us 
to estimate the influence of both micro-level variables (characteristics of the person who 
responds to the survey) and macro-level variables (characteristics of the place or community 
where the respondent’s household is located). A multilevel model would help us avoid the 
units-of-analysis problem that afflicts the CNCS and DGI reports, in which the absence of 
micro-level variables makes it hard to tell how much influence the macro-level variables really 
have. Multilevel modeling allows us to estimate the influence of various individual-level and 
geographic variables on both giving and volunteering – which will tell us how much of the 
overall variation in giving and volunteering can be attributed to the micro-level and macro-level 
factors, respectively. 

Several studies have capitalized on the availability of micro-level and macro-level data to study 
generosity and philanthropic behaviors. While micro-level analyses of giving and volunteering 
are common, macro-level analysis – especially when cross-national data are available - has 
helped researchers understand how and why volunteering12 and giving13 14 15 rates vary across 
geographic contexts. American studies that focus on state-level differences in giving rates16 17 
are the closest analogues to the CNCS and DGI macro-level studies, but multilevel models of 
giving to charity have been used to study generosity internationally18 and within the U.S.19 
Robert Putnam used a multilevel model in his well-known study of the influence of community 
diversity on social capital,20 but the studies that have influenced our own analysis most directly 
are the studies by Rotolo and Wilson, which use multilevel analysis and the CPS Volunteer 
Supplement to examine state-level21 and metropolitan-area level22 influences on volunteering. 



Micro-level and macro-level influences are not the only types of factors that can influence 
generosity. Some studies incorporate meso-level variables,23 which measure the influences of 
groups, organizations, social networks or other institutions, into the analysis. Both meso-level 
and macro-level variables can be described as measures of how connected individuals are to their 
community. With meso-level variables, the interpersonal connections are more direct; 
macro-level variables describe the social or philanthropic culture24 of the community. Our study 
of generosity will take full advantage of the size and diversity of CPS data by using variables 
measured at all three levels. In this report, we will focus on the creation of multilevel models that 
include micro-level and macro-level variables. In the second report, we will add meso-level 
variables to the analysis to further examine the social determinants of generosity. 

MOTIVATIONS FOR GENEROSITY AND PHILANTHROPIC 
BEHAVIOR 
Historically, economists have had a difficult time explaining why, in general, people donate time 
and/or money to charitable causes, given that donors do not benefit from these activities as they 
would from market transactions. In recent years, though, economists have begun to incorporate 
ideas from other social science disciplines into their own framework. Andreoni (2006)25 and 
Bénabou and Tirole (2006)26 each offer several explanations of how and why economically 
rational actors might behave unselfishly. Although Andreoni27 argues that charitable behavior 
may actually be consistent with self-interest, either in the present (wealthy fans of classical 
music who donate to the symphony orchestra) or the future (those who donate to medical 
research that they might someday need), Bénabou and Tirole28 go further by identifying three 
distinct ways in which people can get utility from donations of time and money: intrinsic 
motivation, self-image, and social esteem. Their explanations have many common elements with 
lists of motivations for donating money;29 for donating blood;30 and for donating time 
(volunteering).31 

Intrinsic motivations – motivations that are not influenced by external forces in any way – are 
often seen as a “last refuge” by economists,32 but other social scientists use terms like “values” 
or “altruism” to describe these motivations. Self-image refers to factors that explain why 
charitable behavior makes people feel better about themselves. This category of motivations 
includes factors that are described as the “joy of giving,”33 “impure altruism,”34 or the “warm 
glow” of giving.35 Similarly, volunteer motivations sometimes refer to concepts such as 
“enhancement” and “protection,” which describe the benefits to one’s ego from volunteering.36 
Finally, the term social esteem, which describes how social norms and public expectations can 
encourage prosocial behavior, is present in other lists of motivations under other names, such as 
“reputation”37 and “perceived expectations.”38 

Many factors that influence generosity and prosocial behavior operate indirectly, by working 
through social connections and/or being influenced by personal characteristics. Wilson (2000)39 
uses the categories “human capital” and “social resources” to classify these indirect influences, 



and argues that they are often the primary reasons why people volunteer, whereas values do a 
better job of explaining why volunteers find meaning in their work. In his influential review 
essay, Smith40 develops his “dominant status theory” that explains how a cluster of personal 
characteristics that reflect high socioeconomic status help to give people the “social background” 
that encourages volunteering. 

These authors argue that “social resources” and “dominant status” are associated with 
volunteering because they are also associated with strong and vibrant social networks. Such 
networks encourage or stimulate charitable activities in several ways: by influencing the 
likelihood of whether or how you are asked to volunteer,41, 42 or donate money;43 by making 
people aware of the need for donations;44 by providing opportunities for reciprocity;45 and 
through family channels, such as the parental influence on the decision to donate blood.46 While 
any or all of these mechanisms might help to explain why people act with generosity, the 
question of how social factors influence giving and volunteering is less well understood. Only a 
few empirical studies47, 48 directly compare the results of models that predict giving and 
volunteering to see whether micro-level, macro-level and meso-level variables might have 
different effects on generosity based on the form of activity being studied. 

MODELING STRATEGY 
One primary inspiration for our empirical models is a multilevel analysis on volunteering 
published in 2014 by Rotolo and Wilson.49 Like previous research by CNCS and DGI, Rotolo 
and Wilson used the CPS Volunteer Supplement, which was conducted every September between 
2002 and 2015, as their source for data on generosity. During the 2002-2015 period, the CPS 
Volunteer Supplement survey began by asking respondents two primary questions about their 
activities in the preceding twelve months: 

This month, we are interested in volunteer activities, that is activities for which people are not 
paid, except perhaps expenses. We only want you to include volunteer activities that 
(you/NAME) did through or for an organization, even if (you/he/she) only did them once in a 
while. Since September 1st of last year, (have you/has NAME) done any volunteer activities 
through or for an organization? 

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 1 of last year, 
(have you/has he/has she) done any of these types of volunteer activities? 

The respondent was counted as a volunteer if he or she answered “yes” to either of these two 
questions. 

In 2008, a question about giving to charity was added: 

During the (previous year), did [you or anyone in your family] donate money, assets, or property 
with a combined value of more than $25 to religious or charitable organizations? 



This question is the first of several questions about charitable contributions that have been 
included on the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID), a nationally representative 
longitudinal study that has collected data from a national sample of families and households for 
more than forty years. The PSID data are used for the landmark Philanthropy Panel Study (PPS), 
which has been conducted by Indiana University’s Lilly Family School of Philanthropy since 
2002. Given space limitations for the CPS Volunteer Supplement, none of the PPS follow-up 
prompts, including questions about the amount contributed or the type of organization receiving 
the contribution, were added along with this question. 

Because we want to maximize comparability in the results, we use the same specifications of the 
multilevel models for each measure of generosity (volunteering and giving). Both multilevel 
models contain micro-level variables, mostly taken from the CPS, that describe the survey 
respondent, the respondent’s family, or the respondent’s household, and macro-level variables, 
taken from non-CPS data sources, that describe the state where the respondent’s household is 
located. 

In Rotolo and Wilson’s model, the macro-level variables were measured at the level of the 
metropolitan statistical area (metropolitan area, metro area, or MSA) in which the household is 
located. The goal of the current study was to extend the Rotolo-Wilson analysis in several ways: 

• To use more recent CPS data (their analysis used CPS data from 2006-2008; we use data from 
2010-2015); 

• To add micro-level and macro-level variables that have been used in previous studies; 

• To use state-level data for the macro-level variables, so we could include people living in rural 
(nonmetropolitan) areas in the analysis; and 

• To estimate similar models of giving (donating money) and directly compare the results with 
those for volunteering (donating time). 

After collecting data for our macro-level variables at the metropolitan area level, we were able to 
reproduce the Rotolo-Wilson model specification and estimate their volunteering model with 
data from the 2010 CPS Volunteer Supplement. We added macro- level variables to the basic 
Rotolo-Wilson model that, according to previous work published by CNCS and DGI, have been 
shown to be associated with volunteer rates in metropolitan areas, and collected data for all 
variables for states and metropolitan areas for the years 2010 to 2015 from the same sources. 

Both of our models were estimated using the Stata command melogit, which is designed for 
multilevel models where the dependent variables are binary, as the giving and volunteering 
variables are in the CPS.50 We calculated marginal effects for each variable, which represent the 
value of a one-unit increase in the variable on the probability of volunteering or giving, when all 
other variables are held constant at their means. 



MODEL SPECIFICATION: MICRO-LEVEL VARIABLES 
To form our expectations about the effects of the micro-level variables on volunteering, we rely 
heavily on a series of annual briefs, called “Volunteering in the United States,”51 which were 
published by the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) between 2002 and 2015. The “BLS briefs” 
present demographic differences in volunteer rates that are calculated from the September CPS 
Volunteer Supplement, which at that time were produced annually. Wherever possible, we use 
the coding strategy found in the BLS briefs for our models. 

While the BLS briefs are primary sources for our expectations for the micro-level variables in 
our models, several extensive reviews of the literature, including the book-length literature 
review by Musick and Wilson52 and review articles by Smith53 and Wilson,54 corroborate these 
expectations and suggest explanations for the empirical results we see. For our giving models, 
we rely heavily on the two-part series of articles published by Wiepking and Bekkers55, 56 that 
provide a comprehensive review of the empirical literature on giving. The studies we reviewed 
vary widely in their data sources (only a few use the CPS supplements) and, more generally, in 
their measurement strategies, but they can still help us form our expectations about the influence 
of these variables. 

GENDER 
Many, but not all, empirical studies of generosity find a so-called “gender gap” that suggests that 
women volunteer and give at higher rates, controlling for other factors. A 2009 study of the 
volunteer habits of older adults57 states that, according to conventional gender roles, “Volunteer 
work is primarily seen as women’s work”. The CPS statistics published in the BLS briefs 
(“Volunteering in the United States”) consistently show a higher volunteer rate for women than 
men. Wiepking and Bekkers58 report that studies tend to show that women also give money at 
higher rates than men, although the size of the gender gap in giving depends heavily on how well 
the models control for other factors. 

RACE, NATIONAL ORIGIN, AND ETHNICITY 
During this time period (2010-2015), the CPS labor force survey asked all respondents to report 
whether they identified with each of five designations of race or national origin: White or 
Caucasian, Black or African American, American Indian or Alaska Native, Asian, and/or Native 
Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander. In addition, all respondents were asked a single yes/no 
question to measure the concept that the CPS calls “ethnicity”: “(Is/Are) (Name/you) Hispanic?” 
People can answer “yes” to this question regardless of how many racial or national origin groups 
they identify with. We use the term “Latino” to refer to people who answer “yes” to the CPS 
ethnicity question. 

The volunteer rates published in the BLS briefs tend to support the expectations of the dominant 
status model,59 which predicts that volunteering and giving rates are generally lower for 
non-White racial groups and people of Latino ethnicity. However, Wilson60 shows that these 



estimated differences frequently vary by data source, model specification, and type of 
volunteering and giving studied. A recent study by Indiana University’s Lilly Family School of 
Philanthropy61 supports this point by showing that donations of money by racial and ethnic 
groups tends to vary by channel (giving to organizations, peer-to- peer giving, responding to 
crowdfunding requests, etc.) and type of recipient organization. 

EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT 
Educational attainment has been called the “most consistent predictor of volunteering,”62 and is 
also a key element of the “dominant social status” associated with greater propensity to 
volunteer.63 Bekkers and Wiepking64 call educational attainment a “ubiquitous correlate” of 
charitable giving, but also mention several studies where the statistical relationship between 
educational attainment and giving disappears after controlling for factors such as income, wealth 
and age. 

PARENTHOOD 
The CPS questions about the family structure of sampled households allow us to identify adults 
who are living with their own children ages 18 and under, which we use to define parents. The 
consensus within the literature is that children’s activities bring many opportunities for parents to 
volunteer, but that the demands of raising children – especially young children – can discourage 
volunteering.65, 66 Many studies on giving67 show a positive relationship between parenthood 
and donating money, perhaps because having children activates or strengthens prosocial values; 
expands social networks, which leads to increased solicitations for giving; and increases 
awareness of needs, which encourages giving. 

MARITAL STATUS 
The BLS briefs consistently show that married adults living with their spouses volunteer at 
higher rates than single people or those who have been widowed, divorced or separated. 
However, several studies68, 69, 70 argue that changes in family composition and household 
dynamics (marital status as well as parenthood) can discourage volunteering, at least initially, 
even when they encourage volunteering in the long run. Like the literature on volunteering, many 
studies on giving treat these decisions as household characteristics, where married couples make 
(or appear to make) joint decisions about how much time and/or money each spouse contributes 
to charity.71 

EMPLOYMENT STATUS 
We use the standard four-category BLS coding scheme to represent labor force participation: 
working part-time, working full-time, unemployed, or not in the labor force. Most studies on 
volunteering72 find that people who work for pay are more likely to volunteer, because work 
helps people integrate into social environments, and also exposes them to more requests to 
volunteer. However, the finding73 that part-time workers volunteer more often, and serve more 
hours, than full-time workers illustrates that volunteer commitment can be constrained by 



available free time. Most studies also show that people who are unemployed, retired, disabled, or 
otherwise out of the labor force volunteer less often than those who are working, perhaps 
because of constraints imposed by age, health, and economic and social dislocation. Because the 
workplace may offer people more opportunities to give, the expectation would be that people 
who work would also be more likely to donate money. However, the empirical literature74 
suggests that wealth seems to have more influence over this decision than employment income 
does. 

INCOME 
The “basic” monthly CPS labor force survey questionnaire includes a question about family 
income, which may vary within households that contain multiple families. This measure is not 
included in the BLS briefs, but we use categorical variables representing income brackets in each 
equation to account for possible curvilinear relationships between family income and 
volunteering and giving. Most studies of giving75 show that those with higher income are more 
likely to contribute larger amounts of money. The claim that people with higher income are more 
likely to be donors has received less support, although more recent scholarship, 77 has found 
evidence that those with higher income (and those affected by policy changes that affect after-tax 
income) are more likely to give. In the volunteering literature, the claim that people with higher 
income tend to volunteer fewer hours because of higher opportunity costs receives qualified 
support.78 However, other studies79 suggest that higher income increases the likelihood of 
volunteering, at least for some groups, perhaps because people with higher income have stronger 
social networks that lead to more opportunities for volunteering. 

URBAN-SUBURBAN-RURAL HOUSEHOLD LOCATION 
The CPS sample design guarantees a statistically representative sample from every state (plus 
Washington, DC). In addition, each state’s sample contains households from urban, suburban 
and/ or rural areas, if all such areas exist for a given state. Most households located in 
metropolitan areas can be identified as urban or suburban; nonmetropolitan households are 
classified as rural. Smith80 suggests that large cities should have lower volunteer rates than 
suburban or rural areas, while Wilson81 argues that suburban and rural residents may differ from 
each other – and from city dwellers – in their motivations for volunteering. More recently, 
Grimm and Dietz82 use CPS trend data to show that while volunteer rates are lower in urban 
areas than in suburban or rural areas, the gap decreased in size between the mid-2000s and 
mid-2010s because volunteer rates have declined  faster in rural and suburban areas. While 
urban- suburban-rural trends in giving rates have received less attention, a 2010 report by the 
Association of Fundraising Professionals and the Center on Philanthropy at Indiana University83 
shows that rural residents are significantly less likely than urban residents to donate money, 
controlling for other personal and household factors. 



REGION 
To control for perceived differences in the philanthropic culture across America,84 which are 
also important in the Canadian context,85 we include control variables for the four main Census 
regions: East, Midwest, South, and West. The CPS data tend to show that the Midwest and West 
regions have the highest volunteer rates, followed by the East and South regions. An influential 
study by Clerkin et al. 86 finds that giving patterns by transplanted North Carolina residents 
differ by the resident’s home state, controlling for other factors. 

AGE 
A large number of studies show that older people are more likely to give, at least until they reach 
one of the oldest age groups.87 In both the United States88 and Canada,89 volunteer rates tend 
to rise after age 20, reach their highest point at ages 35 to 44, and then begin to decline. The rise 
in volunteer rates at midlife can be attributed to adults settling into their community, building and 
strengthening their social networks and career, and interacting with more community institutions 
after having children. The decline in volunteer rates tends to be associated with retirement, 
diminished physical capabilities, and loss of connections with established social networks. 
However, the late-in-life decline in the volunteer rate has diminished in size since the 
mid-1970s.90 To account for the expected curvature in the relationship between age and the 
likelihood of volunteering, we include in each equation a series of indicators representing age 
groups. 

YEAR 
Finally, we include a series of indicators for the year in which the data were collected. The 
period covered by the data, 2010-2015, was a period of overall decline in the volunteer rate, so 
these indicators can address the question: How much of this decline was due to compositional 
effects (changes in the characteristics of the population) and contextual effects (changes in the 
places where people live), and how much was due to other, unmeasured characteristics of the 
population that were specific to a given time period? 

MODEL SPECIFICATION: MACRO-LEVEL VARIABLES 
Besides the micro-level variables discussed above, our multilevel models also contain several 
macro-level variables that describe the place where the respondent’s household is located. These 
variables are measured at the state level, which maximizes our ability to use all the available 
survey data while also capturing geographical variation within the survey sample. Most of our 
macro-level variables were included in the 2007 CNCS report91 that examined the correlation 
between volunteer rates and four categories of demographic and socioeconomic factors within 
the nation’s largest metropolitan areas. 

Although the 2007 report differs from our analysis in important ways - the macro-level variables 
were measured for metropolitan areas, only volunteer rates were analyzed, the variables did not 



vary over time, and the analysis relied only on bivariate correlations - the report’s conclusions 
still help to guide our expectations for the models we analyze here. In 2007, volunteer rates in 
major metropolitan areas were significantly associated with:92 

1. residents’ attachment to their community, measured by homeownership rates, multi-unit 
housing rates, and population density; 

2. commuting times, which reflect traffic-related time delays associated with routine travel, as 
well as time and energy for community engagement; 

3. socioeconomic characteristics including percentage of residents who have high school 
educations or better, percent with college degrees, percent living in poverty, and percent 
unemployed; and  

4. a community’s capacity to provide civic opportunities, measured by the number of large and 
small nonprofit organizations per 1,000 residents. 

For this study, we added several other variables to the original 2007 CNCS list of macro-level 
variables, mainly those used in the multilevel model of Rotolo and Wilson (2014).93 In their 
study, the authors used a multilevel model to estimate the influence of social heterogeneity 
(racial diversity, income inequality, and racial segregation) on volunteering within metropolitan 
areas, controlling for micro-level factors. Since the measures of racial diversity and income 
inequality used in this are also available at the state level,94 we have added these to our model, 
to test the robustness of the original Rotolo-Wilson results. Wherever possible, we collect annual 
data from the period 2010 to 2015 from the same data sources used in previous research. Table 1 
contains details about the definitions, measurement, and expectations for the macro-level 
variables in our models. 

 



 

In addition to the CNCS and Rotolo-Wilson studies, which use CPS supplement data to measure 
volunteering, we rely on other studies to guide our expectations about the influence of these 
macro-level variables, particularly on giving. 

HOMEOWNERSHIP 
We expect the homeownership rate to be more closely associated with volunteering than with 
giving, controlling for individual, household and other community-level influences. In places 
where more people own the homes they live in, residents may feel more invested and connected 
to their communities and to each other, which increases social interactions among neighbors and 
encourages volunteering.95 However, we also expect community characteristics to have less 
influence on the decision to give than on the decision to volunteer, because the giving decision is 
affected more by internal motivations.96 

MULTI-UNIT HOUSING 
Based on prior research, we expect that people living in places where large numbers of residents 
live in multi-unit dwellings would be less likely to volunteer. In such places, residents may find it 
harder to form strong ties with others in their community because staying anonymous is so easy, 
and because the transient population is so large.97 Like the influence of homeownership rate, we 
would expect a negative relationship between the multi-unit housing rate and the giving rate, all 
else being equal, but potentially a smaller effect than on the volunteer rate. 



COMMUTING TIME 
As with other indicators of urbanization such as the multi-unit housing rate, we would expect 
people to be less likely to volunteer in places where routine travel usually involves traffic-related 
time delays that reduce the time available for community engagement. To the extent that long 
commutes reduce the “sense of community” that is associated with willingness to give to 
charities,98 we would expect giving rates to be lower in places where people need to spend more 
time, on average, traveling to and from work. 

EDUCATION LEVEL 
In addition to measuring the individual’s own level of educational attainment, we add variables 
that measure the percentage of residents with high school degrees (or the equivalent) and 
bachelor’s degrees. Of the two measures, the percent with college degrees is probably more 
widely used, because it is more frequently associated with higher volunteer rates.99 Two studies 
that use state-level data100, 101 find a positive association between the per-capita amount given 
to charity and the percent of residents with college educations. However, in a multilevel model 
where the macro-level variables are measured at the state level, Rotolo and Wilson102 “find no 
relationship between the proportion of university graduates in a state and the individual 
likelihood of volunteering, taking individual level education into account”. 103 

UNEMPLOYMENT RATE 
Although the unemployment rate was not correlated with the volunteer rate in the 2007 CNCS 
analysis of metropolitan area data, it was significant in a multilevel model that examined the 
relationship between volunteering and economic dislocation.104 While other studies105 have 
found that volunteer rates are lower in neighborhoods and cities with high levels of economic 
deprivation, the empirical relationship between joblessness and giving rates is not as clear.106 
The unemployment rate is not significant in the model of state-level giving estimated by Gittell 
and Tebaldi10 and is explicitly excluded from the model estimated by Brown and Rooney.108 

POVERTY RATE 
The percentage of families (and people without families) with income below the poverty line has 
been much more widely used as a measure of economic deprivation than the unemployment rate 
has been. In Rotolo and Wilson’s multilevel mode of volunteering,109 the metropolitan area 
poverty rate is negative and statistically significant in the equation for overall volunteering and 
secular volunteering, but significant and positive in the equation for religious volunteering. The 
poverty rate is negative, but statistically insignificant, in a state-level giving model,110 and is 
also insignificant in a multilevel model of contributions to nonprofit theaters.111 However, a 
study of organization-level measures of giving based on individual gift transactions,112 such as 
total contributions, total number of donors, and donor retention rate, finds that the poverty rate is 
negative and statistically significant for all equations. 



POPULATION DENSITY 
As with multiunit housing, the population density (people per square mile of land) should be 
negatively associated with volunteer rates, because intra- community ties to other individuals 
tend to be weaker. Several studies that use field experiments find that acts of helpfulness are 
more frequent in less densely populated communities.113 In addition, an analysis of county-level 
giving rates114 finds that household giving to religious organizations tends to be higher in less 
densely populated counties. 

LARGE NONPROFITS PER 1000 RESIDENTS AND SMALL NONPROFITS 
PER 1000 RESIDENTS 
The 2007 CNCS study of volunteer rates in metropolitan areas found that volunteer rates tend to 
be higher in metro areas where nonprofit organizations are more prevalent. This is consistent 
with institutional theory,115 which argues that more volunteers are mobilized in places where the 
nonprofit sector has a stronger presence. As Rotolo and Wilson state: 

The essential point here is that a strong voluntary sector is important not only for those 
affiliated with or members of nonprofit organizations, such as voluntary associations and 
churches: even nonmembers will be more aware of opportunities to get involved where 
nonprofits are abundant. 

Bielefeld et al., who estimate a multilevel model of giving, hypothesize that nonprofits per capita 
should be included as a state-level variable in their model, because most nonprofits are supported 
by local donations. Although this hypothesis is not supported, we test it here by including large 
and small nonprofits per 1000 residents in our own multilevel giving models. 

However, the 2007 CNCS report found that the prevalence of small nonprofits (with gross 
receipts of $50,000 or less)118 is more strongly associated with volunteer rates than the 
prevalence of larger nonprofits, which may not be as reliant on donated contributions of money 
or time as smaller nonprofits are. Because of this, we include distinct measures of large and 
small nonprofit organizations per 1000 residents in our empirical models. 

MEDIAN INCOME 
Many observers seem to feel that volunteer rates should be higher in places where the average 
level of socioeconomic status (SES) is higher. To create a place-based measure of SES, most 
scholars tend to use aggregate measures of educational attainment. Median household income, 
one commonly used alternative, for the metropolitan area has the expected positive sign in a 
multilevel model of volunteer rates, but is not statistically significant. In state-level models of 
giving where the amount per donor is the dependent variable, average adjusted gross income and 
the natural log of per-capita personal income have been found to be significantly associated with 
higher per-capita giving among those who claim tax deductions for charitable contributions on 
their itemized tax returns. 



CONGREGATIONS PER 1000 RESIDENTS 
In most parts of the country, religious organizations are the most common type of organization 
for people to volunteer with. The number of congregations per 1000 state residents is significant 
and positive in a multilevel model of individual volunteering decisions. A model of giving at the 
state level that includes multiple measures of religiosity (percent Roman Catholic, percent 
evangelical Protestant, percent mainstream Protestant) finds that none of them are statistically 
significantly associated with the average amount donated to charity by itemizers. However, an 
analysis124 that uses different dependent variables (number of donors, number of contributions, 
donor retention) measured at the organization level finds that these variables are significant and 
consistent with the expectations of the earlier study. 

BLAU INDEX OF RACIAL HETEROGENEITY 
This index – which takes on values of zero when everyone in a community identifies with the 
same racial group, and larger values in more diverse communities – is used as a key 
metropolitan-area measure of racial diversity in the multilevel model estimated by Rotolo and 
Wilson.125 In this article, the authors summarize studies that show that. social heterogeneity and 
income inequality tend to be negatively associated with social trust and organizational 
memberships, and thus should also be negatively associated with volunteering. An earlier study 
by the same authors126 shows that race heterogeneity is negatively associated with volunteering 
in a multilevel model with state-level and individual-level data. Although this index measure is 
not used as often in the giving literature, generalized trust has been shown to be positively 
associated with donations to organizations of various types,127 and social and interracial trust 
(combined in one measure) is positively associated with the likelihood of giving for secular 
causes.128 Given these results, we hypothesize that people from more racially diverse places - 
where the Blau index takes on larger values - should be less likely to volunteer and to give to 
charity. 

GINI INDEX OF INCOME INEQUALITY 
The Gini index is included in our model to test the hypothesis that individuals living in places 
with high income inequality (and thus larger values of the Gini index) should be less likely to 
volunteer or give to charity. Like the Blau index of racial heterogeneity, Rotolo and Wilson 
added this metropolitan area-level measure to their multilevel model of volunteering129 after 
discussing, in their earlier article,130 the need to study the influence of other forms of inequality 
and heterogeneity on volunteering. In their model, the Gini index is negative and significant, 
which confirms the hypothesis that volunteering is expected to be less prevalent in places where 
income inequality is high. We also expect the Gini index to be negatively associated with giving, 
following Bekkers,131 who argues that “Higher GDP, national wealth, and lower levels of 
income inequality are likely to be associated with higher levels of philanthropy, in part through a 
higher sense of financial security.” However, a multilevel analysis132 of U.S. counties shows 
that income inequality does not seem to be associated with household giving. 



PUTNAM SOCIAL CAPITAL INDEX 
Although this index was originally created by Robert Putnam133 (2000) more than twenty years 
ago, it was recently validated by a government project on social capital, 134 and it is still the 
predictor most closely associated with recent changes in state-level volunteer rates.135 The 
index is only available for states, and, due to data limitations, is not reported for Alaska, Hawaii 
or the District of Columbia.136 People living in states with higher values on the social capital 
index should be more likely to engage in philanthropic behavior, due to the reputational damage 
of not engaging in philanthropy in such areas. 

RESULTS: ESTIMATES OF MICRO-LEVEL VARIABLES 
Table 2, below, summarizes the conclusions from the micro-level variables in the volunteering 
and giving models: 

 

Tables 3 and 4 show the full set of results from both models. Each table contains parameter 
estimates, standard errors, and marginal effects, which show the substantive impact of the 
independent variables. For each micro-level variable, the marginal effect represents the 
difference in the probability of volunteering or giving between being in that category versus 
being in the reference category, holding all other variables constant at their means. In the 



“p-value” column, values of less than 0.05 indicate statistically significant parameter estimates; 
the marginal effects appear in the rightmost columns. 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

In addition to the results in Tables 3 and 4, we also estimated the giving and volunteering models 
for several subgroups of the population, defined by race or national origin, ethnicity, and 
educational attainment. 



THE SUBGROUPS ARE DEFINED AS FOLLOWS: 

 

The results of these models are presented in Tables 6, 7 and 8, which can be found between the 
Conclusion and Bibliography sections. These tables present the marginal effects for all 
micro-level and macro-level variables after both equations have been estimated on each 
population subgroup. Marginal effects that are bolded, and red indicate that the difference 
between the listed category and the reference category is statistically significant. Our discussion 
of the effects of the micro-level variables will focus on the categories defined by each variable, 
and will also note whether there were identifiable differences across subgroups defined by race 
or national origin, ethnicity, and educational attainment. 

GENDER 
The “gender gap” that we expect to see in volunteering and giving is present for the adult 
population, and for all subgroups except for those who identify only as Native Hawaiians / 
Pacific Islanders. Overall, controlling for other micro-level and macro- level variables, the 
volunteer rate for women exceeds the rate for men by about 6.3 percentage points, and the 
women’s giving rate exceeds the men’s giving rate by 7.6 percentage points. The gender gap is 
typically a little larger for giving than it is for volunteering for most subgroups, with Latinos and 
college graduates being the main exceptions. Also, the size of the gender gap varies by 
population subgroup; for both volunteering and giving, the gender gap is smaller for Asians than 
it is for other racial subgroups. The gender gap for volunteering increases in size as educational 



attainment increases; the gender gap for giving is largest for people with high school education 
and/or some college, but no college degree. 

RACE AND NATIONAL ORIGIN 
Among people who identify with only one race or national origin category, those who identify as 
White have higher giving and volunteer rates than those who identify with other categories, all 
else being equal. However, multiracial respondents (those who identify with more than one race 
or national origin category) with at least some college (or a college degree) are more likely to 
volunteer than those who identify as White (only) with the same level of education, controlling 
for other factors. As Table 6 shows, the difference in volunteering and giving rates between 
people who identify as White (only) and people who identify as Black (only) is fairly consistent 
across groups defined by educational attainment. This is also true for Latinos - but for 
Asian-only respondents, the gap grows larger as educational attainment increases; it’s highest for 
college graduates. The difference in volunteer rates and giving rates between Latinos and 
non-Latinos also grows larger as educational attainment increases. 

ETHNICITY (CENSUS DEFINITION) 
Those who identify as Latino are less likely to volunteer and to give than non-Latinos within 
each of the four educational attainment categories. This difference in participation rates increases 
with educational attainment for both volunteering and giving: that is, it’s largest for college 
graduates, and smallest for people without high school diplomas.Latinos who identify as Asian 
(only) or American Indian / Alaskan Native (only) are more likely to volunteer than Latinos who 
identify with other race or national origin categories. Meanwhile, multiracial Latinos (those who 
identify with more than one race or national origin category) are more likely to volunteer and to 
give than Latinos who identify with only one category. 

EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT 
The largest marginal effect in Table 3 is the difference in volunteer rates between college 
graduates and those without high school educations, which supports the claim that education is 
the single most important predictor of volunteering. Educational attainment also has a sizable 
influence on giving, although age - as measured by the difference in giving rates between those 
aged 16 to 24 and those aged 75 and over - has a larger effect. For all groups defined by race and 
national origin and by Census ethnicity (Latino/non-Latino), volunteer rates and giving rates 
both tend to increase as education levels increase, controlling for other factors. The peak 
differences (between people without high school diplomas and people with college degrees) are 
smaller for Latinos than for non-Latinos. 

PARENTHOOD 
Across all subgroups (defined by race and national origin, ethnicity and educational attainment), 
parents are more likely to volunteer than non-parents. This gap is also present in giving rates, 
except for those who identify as Black (only), American Indian / Alaskan Native (only), or with 



more than one category. The size of the participation gap, for volunteering and giving, does vary 
by subgroup. It is larger for those who identify as White (only) than for those in other categories; 
the effect of parenthood on giving tends to vary less by race/national origin categories, but also 
tends to be smaller for each category. 

The effect of parenthood on giving and volunteering is smaller for Latinos than for non-Latinos. 
The effect of parenthood on volunteering increases by educational attainment; the effect of 
parenthood on giving also increases slightly by educational attainment, but the differences 
between educational groups are much smaller for giving than they are for volunteering. 

MARITAL STATUS 
Across almost all subgroups, married people are more likely to volunteer and to give than people 
who have never been married. The exception is for volunteering, where this difference is not 
significant for the American Indian / Alaskan Native (only), and Asian (only) subgroups. Across 
all subgroups, the “marriage difference” (difference in participation rates between those who are 
currently married and living with their spouse, and those who are single and have never been 
married) is larger for giving than for volunteering. However, the marriage difference in 
volunteering is negative (and significant) for people who identify as Asian (only): single Asian 
people are more likely than married Asian people to volunteer, though the difference is positive 
for giving, as it is for all other subgroups. 

For both volunteering and giving, the size of the marriage difference is largest for people with 
high school diplomas, but without college degrees. People who have been divorced, widowed or 
separated are generally more likely to volunteer than people who have never been married. This 
difference is also positive and significant for giving, but only for those in the White (only), Black 
(only) and multiracial subgroups. 

LABOR FORCE STATUS 
Across all subgroups, people who work part time have higher volunteer rates than people who 
work full time, as expected. This difference is especially large for those who identify as White 
(only), with more than one race or national origin category, and for college graduates. In 
contrast, people who work part time are about as likely to give than people who work full time. 
However, among those who identify as Black (only), Asian (only), and those with a high school 
education or less are significantly less likely to give than those who work full time. 

Population-wide, those who are unemployed are actually more likely to volunteer than people 
who work full time, controlling for other factors (particularly educational attainment), but are 
significantly less likely to give. Those who are not in the labor force - a subgroup that includes 
those who are retired or otherwise not looking for work – are much less likely to give than those 
who work full time, controlling for other factors, especially age. However, they are slightly more 
likely to volunteer, and not being in the labor force has a large positive impact on volunteering 
for the White (only) and Asian (only) subgroups, all else being equal. 



FAMILY INCOME 
The income effect - people with greater family income are more likely to volunteer and to give- 
is more consistently present for giving than for volunteering. For most subgroups, the income 
effect on volunteering and giving is smaller than the effect of higher educational attainment. For 
both giving and volunteering, the income effect is strongest for those in the White (only) and 
multiracial subgroups, and is slightly weaker for those in the Black (only) and Asian (only) 
subgroups. The income effect on volunteering is strongest for people with college degrees and 
people without high school diplomas; the income effect on giving is weakest for people without 
high school diplomas. 

URBAN-SUBURBAN-RURAL HOUSEHOLDS 
Overall, volunteer rates are higher in rural areas than they are in urban or suburban areas, while 
giving rates are highest in suburban areas than in urban areas or rural areas. The pattern for 
White (only) respondents mirror what we see in the population overall; we also see this pattern 
for Black (only) and Latino respondents, but only for volunteering. Among Black (only) 
respondents, giving rates are highest in suburban areas, and higher in rural areas than in urban 
areas. Meanwhile, among Latino respondents, there are no significant differences in giving rates 
by urban-suburban-rural household location. Among Asian (only) respondents, giving and 
volunteer rates are lowest in rural areas, and highest in suburban areas.  

The overall population pattern for volunteer rates - that they are higher in rural areas than in 
urban or suburban areas - holds across all educational attainment subgroups, controlling for other 
factors. Except for college graduates, giving rates are higher in the suburbs than in rural areas; 
college graduates who live in rural areas are more likely to give than college graduates in urban 
areas area. For those with some college, giving rates are significantly higher in urban areas than 
in rural areas, all else being equal. 

AGE 
The marginal effects indicate that the adult volunteer rate tends to follow an S-shaped curve – a 
drop from ages 25-34, followed by an increase in midlife, followed by a decline for those older 
than that - but with two differences from the population pattern. Controlling for other factors, 
volunteer rates are highest from ages 16-24 and not in midlife; we also see an increase for ages 
65-74 before the decline for the 75-and-over subgroup. This is generally what you see in all 
subgroups defined by educational attainment, considering the fact that many people in the 16-24 
age group are still in school, and across subgroups defined by race, national origin, and ethnicity. 
Among Asian (only) and Latino respondents, the volunteer rate declines more steadily, with no 
“bump” for the 65-74 age group. The effect of age on giving is easier to summarize: the giving 
rate increases steadily with age within all subgroups, though the rate of increase is more muted 
for Asian (only) respondents. 



SURVEY YEAR 
Controlling for other factors, including demographic changes, the national volunteer rate 
declined significantly in 2012 and 2013. The rate declined by 3.2 percentage points between 
2010 and 2015. This is the trend we see among the White (only) and non-Latino subgroups. 
However, the Black (only) subgroup saw an increase in volunteer rates from 2011-12, and no 
subsequent decline, while Asian (only) respondents saw an immediate decline in 2011, followed 
by a larger decline afterward. Within the other race and national origin subgroups, the volunteer 
rate did not decline significantly during this time period. Within educational subgroups, the 2015 
decline, in particular, seems to have been driven by those with some college experience, or 
college degrees. 

Controlling for other factors, the population-wide adult giving rate increased between 2010 and 
2011, then reverted to 2010 levels in 2012, and declined further in 2014 and 2015. The national 
giving rate declined by 3.2 percentage points (controlling for other factors) between 2010 and 
2015, and this pattern also appeared in the trends for the largest subgroups (White only and 
non-Latino). However, giving rates within the Black (only) subgroup increased in 2011, stayed at 
that level in 2012 before declining in 2013, and did not decline further in 2015; controlling for all 
other factors, the 2015 giving rate was about the same as it was in 2010. Giving rates were stable 
during this time period for all educational subgroups, except among high school graduates with 
no college, where they declined in 2014 and 2015. Giving rates were also generally stable for 
Latinos and other subgroups defined by race and national origin. 

RESULTS: ESTIMATES OF MACRO-LEVEL VARIABLES 
Together, the macro-level variables account for a tiny amount of the explained variation in 
volunteering and giving, but the results have substantive significance nonetheless. The intraclass 
correlation coefficient (ICC) for a multilevel model indicates the percentage of explained 
variation that can be explained by the macro-level variables, compared to the micro-level 
(individual, family and household) variables.139 Table 5 contains the ICC estimates for the 
giving and volunteering models for the entire adult population, and also for the models estimated 
for each of the subgroups defined by race, national origin, ethnicity, and educational attainment. 



 

For the adult population, the ICC values are less than 1 percent for both the giving and 
volunteering models, indicating that the micro-level variables explain almost all the 
individual-level variances. These ICC values are lower than those that are reported in studies that 
use cross-national data to estimate multilevel models,140 probably because the CPS allows us to 
include such a rich specification of micro-level variables. However, for some subgroups, the ICC 
values are statistically indistinguishable from zero, which suggests that the state-level variables 
essentially contribute nothing to the explained variation. This is the case for giving and 
volunteering for those who only identify as Native Hawaiians or Pacific Islanders, and for people 
who identify with more than one race and national origin category. For respondents who only 
identify as Black, it is also true for volunteering. 

Our expectations were that these macro-level variables would generally have less impact on 
giving than on volunteering, as suggested by authors like Jones,141 who argues that social 
connections influence the likelihood of volunteering more than the likelihood of giving, and that 
giving is more influenced by intrinsic motivations. Table 4 suggests that, if anything, the 
macro-level variables influence giving more than volunteering, although these variables only 



explain a tiny amount of variation in both models. The results from our multilevel models also 
allow us to test this proposition for each of our macro-level variables: does each one influence 
volunteering more than, or less than, giving? In Tables 2 and 3, the macro-level variables are all 
standardized to make it easier to use the marginal effects to make these comparisons. The effect 
size represents the effect of increasing the variable value by one standard deviation. 

Together, the results of the macro-level variables add a great deal to the story told by the 
multilevel models of volunteering and giving, even if they collectively account for only a tiny 
fraction of the variance explained by these models. 

POPULATION DENSITY 
This variable, which was omitted from the model specifications used by Rotolo and Wilson, was 
negative in both equations, as hypothesized, but not statistically significant in either one. This 
was true for all the population subgroups, except for Latinos, where population density was 
statistically significant and negative in the giving equation. This suggests that people who 
identify as Latino are less likely to give to charity if they live in states where more of the 
population lives in big cities. 

HOMEOWNERSHIP RATE, MULTI-UNIT HOUSING 
Both of these variables are conceptually related to population density, in that states with large 
cities also have large concentrations of people living in apartments instead of stand-alone 
housing, and these people are more likely to be transient or have looser connections to the 
community. Like population density, the percent of adults who live in owner-occupied dwellings 
is not significant in either the giving or the volunteering model for any subgroup. However, the 
percent of adults who live in multi-unit housing is significant and negative in the volunteering 
model for all groups except those who identify only as Asians or Native Hawaiians / Pacific 
Islanders, and multiracial people (who identify with more than one race or national origin 
category). Multi-unit housing has mixed results in the giving equations: it is positive and not 
significant for the overall adult population, and negative and significant for people without high 
school diplomas and Asian-only adults - but positive and significant for multiracial adults. 

COMMUTING TIME 
We would expect this variable to be statistically significant in the volunteering model, but not 
necessarily in the giving model, because volunteering is much more likely to require travel from 
home. However, commuting time is not significant in either model (giving or volunteering), 
although it is negative in the giving model for people with a high school diploma, or less 
education than that. For these adults, the longer they commute to work, the less likely they are to 
donate money. 



EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT 
Empirical studies of giving and volunteering are more likely to use the percent of residents with 
college degrees, rather than the percent with at least a high-school education, as a macro-level 
measure of educational attainment. In fact, the percent of residents with high school degrees is 
not significant in the models for volunteering and giving, except among people who identify as 
Black (only), where it is significant and negative in both models. If economic needs tend to be 
more pervasive in states with less-educated populations, this result may suggest that Black adults 
are likely to give or volunteer in response to these needs.  

As expected, the percent of residents with college degrees is significant and positive in the 
volunteering model (controlling for the respondent’s own educational attainment). This result 
holds for all levels of educational attainment and for the largest subgroups - non-Latinos, White 
(only) or Black (only) - defined by race, national origin or ethnicity. This variable is only 
significant and positive in the giving model for a few subgroups: those with college degrees or 
some college, people who only identify as Black or Asian, and multiracial adults. 

POVERTY RATE 
The percentage of state residents living below the poverty threshold is significant and positive in 
the multilevel models for both giving and volunteering. Contrary to the hypothesis that 
generosity is less prevalent in economically deprived areas, these results suggest that people who 
live in a state with widespread poverty are more likely to respond with generosity, all else being 
equal. Both results hold for the largest population subgroups (those who identify only as White, 
and those who do not identify as Latino) and also for Latinos. In addition, college graduates and 
people with high school diplomas (but no college) who live in high-poverty states are more 
likely to donate to charity. 

PREVALENCE OF NONPROFIT ORGANIZATIONS 
The prevalence of nonprofit organizations was significant and positive in the multilevel Rotolo- 
Wilson model of volunteering, where the macro-level variables were measured for metropolitan 
areas. We used large and small nonprofits per 1000 state residents in our models, expecting them 
to influence volunteering and giving in different ways. 

The results are surprising: Controlling for all other factors, people in states with large numbers 
of large nonprofits per 1000 residents are less likely to volunteer and to give. This result is very 
robust, appearing for the largest population subgroups and for most, if not all, educational 
subgroups. Although most “large” nonprofits, as defined here, are not ultra-wealthy in terms of 
assets, it does suggest that people are less likely to give and volunteer in states with 
concentrations of nonprofits large enough to file IRS Form 990 or 990-EZ. 

Our expectation was that both giving and volunteering should be more likely in states where the 
prevalence of small nonprofit organizations, because nonprofits of this size are so reliant on the 



resources provided by volunteers and individual donors. We find that small nonprofits per 1000 
state residents is significant and positive in the giving equation, but not the volunteering 
equation. The result for giving holds for the largest subgroups defined by race, national origin 
and ethnicity (White-only and Non-Latino), as well as for Asian-only adults. 

MEDIAN INCOME, UNEMPLOYMENT RATE 
The median state income, as well as the annual average state unemployment rate, were included 
in both models as macro-level measures of socioeconomic status and economic health. The 
unemployment rate, which has not been consistently associated with generosity in previous 
studies, is not significant in either model - except that the giving rate for Latinos is higher in 
states with high unemployment, controlling for other factors. 

Median income is positive and significant in the model for giving, which indicates that people 
who are living in more affluent states are more likely to give - even after controlling for their 
own personal and household characteristics, especially education and income. This result is 
present for the largest population subgroups; Latinos in highly affluent states are more likely to 
donate money, but also to volunteer, controlling for other factors. 

PREVALENCE OF CONGREGATIONS 
As with the prevalence of secular nonprofit organizations, we would expect people in states with 
more congregations per 1000 residents to be more likely to volunteer and to donate money, 
controlling for other factors. This variable is positive in both models, as hypothesized, but 
statistically significant only in the volunteering model. Congregations per 1000 state residents 
has a significant influence on volunteering for almost all subgroups defined by race, national 
origin, ethnicity, and educational attainment. However, the positive influence of this variable is 
much smaller than the negative influence of the large nonprofits prevalence measure. Although 
this variable is not significant in the giving equation, it is significant (and positive) for all 
educational groups except high school graduates with no college experience, and is also 
significant and positive for those who only identify as White. 

RACIAL HETEROGENEITY 
Based on previous research, we would expect the Blau index of racial heterogeneity to have a 
negative sign in our models, which would indicate that volunteering and giving should be more 
prevalent in places that are less racially diverse, all else being equal. The Blau index is negative 
and significant in the Rotolo-Wilson multilevel model of volunteering with secular organizations 
in metropolitan areas, even after controlling for income inequality and neighborhood-level 
measures of racial segregation. In our models for volunteering or giving, racial heterogeneity is 
not statistically significant, except for certain subgroups. It is negative for volunteering for 
college graduates (of all racial and ethnic subgroups) and for those who only identify as Black. 
However, it is positive for people without high school diplomas (including students under age 



18), which indicates that generosity is more likely for such people when they live in racially 
diverse states. 

INCOME INEQUALITY 
Following Rotolo and Wilson, we would expect the Gini index to be negative in the models for 
volunteering and giving. We find that the index is negative in the giving model, indicating that 
giving to charity is more prevalent in places with less income inequality, even after controlling 
for personal socioeconomic characteristics. Although the giving result is robust, appearing in the 
models for most population subgroups, income inequality has no significant effect on 
volunteering, contrary to the findings of Rotolo and Wilson. 

PUTNAM’S SOCIAL CAPITAL INDEX 
This index, which was originally created for use in Robert Putnam’s Bowling Alone, is positive 
and significant in the multilevel model of volunteering for all adults. As anticipated, if not 
predicted, it is not significant in the giving model – indicating that macro-level measures of 
social capital, or philanthropic culture, influence the decision to volunteer but not the decision to 
donate money. Putnam’s index is significant and positive for people who identify only as White, 
for those who do not identify as Latino, and for people who have high school degrees but no 
college experience. However, it is significant and negative in the giving models for those who 
identify only as Black or as American Indian / Alaskan Native. 

CONCLUSION 
The use of multilevel modeling gives a much clearer answer to the question of what factors play 
the largest role in encouraging or discouraging volunteering with an organization and making a 
gift worth $25 or more to charity - two of the most common philanthropic activities. In both of 
our models, micro-level variables - characteristics of the survey respondents, their families, and 
their households - explain almost all of the variation in the individual-level CPS survey data, 
which is what other multilevel studies using the CPS Volunteer Supplement data have found. 

Because the CPS Volunteer Supplement has been used much more often to study volunteering 
than to study giving, our results considerably extend the conclusions of previous research. Not 
surprisingly, because of the size and diversity of the pooled 2010-2015 CPS dataset, almost all of 
the micro-level variables are statistically significant in both the giving and volunteering models. 
However, the marginal effects of these variables - in general, the difference in the probability of 
giving or volunteering from being in one category rather than the reference category, holding all 
other variables constant - tell us where the “gaps” in participation are largest. There are gender 
gaps for both forms of generosity, and gaps associated with race and ethnicity, but the variables 
that affect both giving and volunteering the most are age and educational attainment. Age is the 
most important predictor of giving money, while educational attainment is the most important 
predictor of volunteering. 



One of the most important micro-level variables in our model specification is the survey year. 
The CPS allows us to measure a wide variety of micro-level and macro-level variables, but the 
Volunteer Supplement only contains questions about generous behavior: it does not allow us to 
measure attitudes toward generosity or willingness to help others. If we think of the year 
variables as proxy measures for these unmeasured factors, we can see that changes in these 
unmeasured variables are important contributors to the declines in participation rates we see. 
Controlling for all the measurable micro- level and macro-level factors that we have included in 
our models, the volunteer rate declined by 3.2 percentage points, and the giving rate declined by 
3.1 percentage points, between 2010 and 2015. Given that the actual volunteer rate only declined 
by half that amount (1.4 percentage points), and the actual giving rate only declined by 0.7 
percentage points, this suggests that Americans became less willing to act with generosity during 
this time period, perhaps in spite of demographic changes that usually stimulate more generosity. 

Compared to the micro-level variables in our models, the macro-level variables (measures of 
state characteristics) explain very little variation in our measures of whether individuals donated 
money or volunteered their time to organizations. However, because of the statistical power of 
the pooled CPS dataset, our results illustrate some surprising and important aspects of how 
geography, place and philanthropic culture influence individual- level decisions about generosity. 
Because not many studies use the same data source to directly compare multilevel models of 
giving and volunteering, we have little scholarship that directly compares the influence of 
community factors and social connections on the giving decision versus the volunteering 
decision. The intraclass correlation coefficients (ICCs) give us part of the answer, suggesting that 
the macro-level variables in our models explain slightly more variation in giving than in 
volunteering, although this difference is minuscule. 

More generally, unlike the micro-level variables, which are almost always statistically significant 
in both models, several of our macro-level variables appear to influence giving or volunteering, 
but not both forms of generosity. The two exceptions - the state-level poverty rate and the 
prevalence of “large” nonprofit organizations per 1000 state residents - are both surprising 
because of what they imply. The poverty rate is positive in both models, indicating that people 
are more inclined to be generous in states where a larger percentage of residents have pressing 
economic needs, controlling for other factors, including their own circumstances. And giving and 
volunteering both appear to be less common in states where there are more nonprofits with gross 
receipts of $50,000 or more. A recent study144 suggests that many non-donors do not contribute 
money because they feel that wealthy donors should contribute more, and because they suspect 
that nonprofits misuse donations. Although we did not expect to find results that are consistent 
with these conclusions, the real surprise is that they apply to volunteering as well as giving. 

In addition to our main findings, which are based on data that covers nearly the entire U.S. 
population, we have also produced estimates of both models for key population subgroups, 
defined by race, national origin, (Latino) ethnicity, and educational attainment. These subgroup 
results add needed context to the population results, which may not be accurate descriptions of 



the behavior of every community in the U.S. The sheer number of results that emerge from this 
subgroup analysis make it difficult to characterize them overall, but the subgroup analysis 
indicates how robust the main results are, or whether they are driven by particular subgroups. It 
also suggests areas where the subgroups may differ from one another: respondents who identify 
with two or more racial categories are more likely to volunteer than those who only identify as 
White; macro-level variables seem to have very little effect on volunteering for those who 
identify as Black (only) and those who are multiracial; and the survey-year effects are very 
different for White-only and non-Latino respondents, indicating that any potential decline in 
willingness to act generously, which is implied by the population- wide findings, is likely to be 
concentrated in the largest subgroups. 

The results of our multilevel analysis add to our understanding about how the observed levels of 
generosity depend on macro-level factors (characteristics of the state, in this case), observable 
micro-level factors, and other variables that cannot be measured directly with the CPS Volunteer 
Supplement. In our second report, we will add meso-level variables to our analysis to understand 
how social connections help explain generosity. This analysis will also explore the relationship 
between different types of generosity. If people engage in one type of behavior that could be 
considered generous - or civic or philanthropic - how much more likely are they to engage in 
other forms of generosity? 
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