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Many people need the jumpstart of being asked to volunteer in order to propel 
them into volunteer work.  Those who are asked to volunteer are four times more 
likely to volunteer than those who have not been asked (Bryant et al. 2003) even 
when controlling for socioeconomic status and church attendance (Musick and 
Wilson 2008: 290).  In particular, those who are more socially integrated and 
belong to dominant status groups (middle-class, married people, racial majorities, 
those with children, those with more friends) are more likely to be recruited for 
volunteer work than those who are more socially isolated (singles, older people, 
minorities, or unemployed persons) (Bryant et al. 2003; Lasby 2004; Prouteau 
and Wolff, 2008).  This is likely due to the increased social ties and 
organizational memberships that integrated and connected people enjoy (Lee 
and Brudney 2010; Wilson and Musick, 1997a; Wilson and Musick, 1998), which 
increase the chances that a person will be asked to volunteer (Brady et al., 
1999).   
The relationship between the potential volunteer and the person asking also 
matters.  In general, recruitment messages are more powerful and successful 
when they come from a close relationship, such as family and friends, rather than 
a colleague or acquaintance (Bekkers 2005; Paik and Navarre-Jackson, 2010).  
Being asked to volunteer by someone who is a social superior, such as a boss, 
increases the likelihood that the person will act on the invitation; the potential 
costs of saying no to a social superior are higher (Bekkers, 2010).  Recruitment 
attempts from fellow religious congregation members also tend to be successful 
(Musick and Wilson, 2008: 309-310).  Some recruitment messages are more 
likely to be accepted than others—it depends on the relationship between the two 
individuals.     
Currently the state of the field is that we know being asked to volunteer, who gets 
asked and who does the asking all matter for volunteering.  However, we do not 
know much about how being asked affects the selection of a volunteering domain 
or volunteer tasks.  What are people being asked to do?  This forms the purpose 
of this paper.  We seek to understand the relationship between social 
background variables (e.g. age, gender, race), who is asking the person to 
volunteer (e.g. friend, family member, boss) and the choice of organizational 
domain (e.g. arts, education) and volunteer tasks (e.g. serving on a board, 
preparing food, tutoring, etc).  
The data used to answer these question come from Current Population Survey’s 
annual Volunteering Supplement and includes pooled data from 2009-2011.  We 
pool the data to allow for more sub-group analysis on the different interpersonal 
pathways to volunteerism.  Using standard multivariate regression techniques 
(primarily logistic regression and multinomial logistic regression), we unpack the 
relationship between being asked to volunteer, who asks, who is being asked 
and the variety and types of volunteer work chosen.    
Being asked to volunteer is the most important interpersonal predictor of 



volunteering (Berger, 1991; Musick and Wilson, 2008; Smith, 1994: 252).  When 
being asked to volunteer is added to statistical models, many of the typical social 
background variables lose their statistical significance and the explanatory power 
of the models is increased (Musick and Wilson 2008: 293).  Despite this, 
relatively few studies have really explored more detailed questions about the 
effect being asked to volunteer has on volunteer choices.  We seek to extend 
previous work on this important topic. 
 
 


