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United Way Community Leaders Panel – Volunteering Aligned with Community 
Priorities 
 
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
In an era with tremendous competition for volunteer time, greater impact could be 
achieved if volunteering were more strategic and if it could be more aligned with the 
prioritized goals of a community.  But, are communities’ volunteering opportunities 
currently guided more by personal preference or by community priorities?   
To understand what is currently happening in communities, we asked a group of United 
Way CEOs.  Ninety-four percent of United Way CEOs see volunteering occurring 
around individual preferences and only 58% view it as taking place around community 
priorities.   
 
At a time when funders and the public demand results, many community leaders, 
including nonprofit CEOs, wonder how more impact could be achieved in their 
community through volunteers.   One possibility is to somehow squeeze a greater 
output or efficiency from existing volunteers.  According to the survey, the action that 
two-thirds of CEOs say could help those already volunteering have an even greater 
impact would be creating and promoting more volunteer opportunities aligned with 
community priorities.  
 
Another way to achieve greater results would be to try recruiting those who do not 
currently volunteer.  CEOs overwhelming agreed that using existing volunteers to make 
a personal ask of non-volunteers was the action that to a large extent could help non-
volunteers be more likely to volunteer.  Other potentially effective actions were 
promoting the opportunities more and telling volunteers how their work was connected 
to a larger community goal. 
 
FINDINGS 
 
The vast majority of CEOs see volunteering as occurring by personal 
preferences, much more than guided by community priorities.   
 

 Ninety-four percent of United Way CEOs see volunteering driven by individual 
preferences and only 58% view it as guided by community priorities.   

 CEOs were asked what the top benefit would be if volunteer activities were more closely 
aligned to community priorities.  Many confirmed a finding from our 2014 Community 
Leaders Panel in which reporting CEOs thought mentoring youth (89%) and tutoring and 
teaching (62%) were the priority volunteering needs in their communities.  To these 
CEOs, the top benefit of more aligned priorities would be: 

o To have better reading performance among young children, along with 
subsequent benefits that better reading skills enable. 

o For children in lower income families to be better prepared for academic success, 
beginning with kindergarten.  
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o Some CEOs took the benefits a step further to identify a virtuous cycle of greater 
results and more giving and volunteering.  For these CEOs, the top benefit would 
be an ability to communicate results more effectively because this focused 
communication on results might incentivize more people to engage in regular 
volunteer activities and even to donate.  

In order to achieve greater impact for their communities, the panel was asked about the 
top actions to increase the impact of two populations: the existing volunteers and the 
remaining pool of people who don’t currently volunteer.   
  
Two-thirds of CEOs say that creating and promoting more volunteer 
opportunities aligned with community priorities would to a great extent help 
those already volunteering have an even greater impact.  About half report that 
asking existing volunteers to volunteer more would help to a great extent in 
producing more results for communities.  
 

o CEOs offered many examples of volunteer opportunities that were aligned with 
community priorities and, as a result, could lead to greater results for communities:  

o At one United Way, they train volunteers to become credit coaches for low-
income adults who need to understand their credit score and improve it.  The 
staff there find that many low-income people are denied apartments and jobs 
because of bad credit. The coaches work with them one on one and give them 
tools and guidance to fix their credit scores and live within a budget. The 
community understands that self-sufficiency is elusive in this expensive place to 
live.  When more residents can make it on their own, it has spinoff benefits in 
terms of happier and healthier communities.  

o In New Jersey, a United Way is engaged in an effort to rebuild homes, clearly a 
top priority for those areas severely damaged by Superstorm Sandy. The 
organization has had over 3,000 volunteer on this effort, many from corporate 
partners such as Johnson & Johnson, Deloitte, Target, Microsoft, Comcast, 
Eaton, Fed Ex, and numerous local company and faith-based organizations.  In 
addition, alternative spring breaks sponsored by this United Way have brought in 
over two hundred college students each year working on the rebuilding effort.  

o By offering a more tailored experience, some CEOs are keeping previous volunteers 
satisfied and returning to help again.  One United Way offers companies support in 
planning Day of Action events for companies. The companies select from a list of 
activities for their employees that is connected with community goals. The United Way 
staff plans the day, providing everything the employees need down to a LIVE UNITED t-
shirt to wear.  The preparation creates a smooth execution and meaningful experience. 

 
Another path to achieving greater results is to recruit more volunteers, especially from 
the three-quarters of the population that does not currently volunteer.   
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Eighty percent of CEOs reported that having existing volunteers make a personal 
ask of non-volunteers was the action that to a large extent could help non-
volunteers be more likely to volunteer.  Other potential actions that would boost 
the likelihood of volunteering to a large extent were promoting the opportunities 
more (47%) and telling the volunteer how their work was connected to a larger 
community goal (37%). 
 

o In some cases, just asking people to volunteer connected them to an experience that 
has in fact created “volunteers for life”.  One CEO describes an initiative aimed at 
creating a new Early Childhood Center. Through frequent communication, the 
community has realized the importance of early childhood and rallied around this center.  
She identifies a “cadre of well-respected businessmen who are giving generously of their 
time every week to coach our youngest learners. They absolutely never thought they 
would or could do this. Now they say they will spend the rest of their lives doing this.”   
This CEO is convinced that individual coaching is the key to improving our graduation 
rates.  As a result of the success, her community is in the process of developing a 
"Coach a Kid" program district-wide.  

o National research on volunteering corroborates our finding that using already existing 
volunteers to recruit more is effective.    According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics,  “the 
proportion of volunteers who became involved with their main organization after being 
asked to volunteer (41.0 percent) was about the same as the proportion who became 
involved on their own--that is, those who approached the organization [on their own] 
(40.8 percent).   Those who were asked to volunteer were most often asked by someone 
in the organization.” (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2014 Current Population Survey).   In 
fact, 58% of those who said they came to the volunteer organization because of being 
asked were in fact asked by someone within the organization.    

o Our research presents the possibility that coupling several of these approaches together 
could be effective.  So, having volunteer “ambassadors” make personal asks while 
simultaneously having the volunteer organization or the beneficiary telling these new 
recruits how the work is connected to a larger goal could boost people’s chances of 
volunteering.   
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APPENDIX – Survey Questions and Charts 

How much do you agree with the following statements? 
 
(Respondents could only choose a single response for each topic) 

 
Strongly 

agree 
Somewhat 

agree 

Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

Somewhat 
disagree 

Strongly 
disagree 

Volunteering in 
my community 
is guided by 
community 
priorities 

Count 3 18 5 10 0 

 
% by 
Row 

8% 50% 14% 28% 0% 

Volunteering in 
my community 
occurs around 
individual 
preferences 

Count 19 16 1 0 1 

 
% by 
Row 

51% 43% 3% 0% 3% 
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To what extent would the following actions help people who are already volunteering have an 
even greater impact on their communities? 
 
(Respondents could only choose a single response for each topic) 

 
[Same question: frequency table] 

 
To a 
large 

extent 

To some 
extent 

To little 
extent 

Not 
at all 

Create ways to help them 
volunteer more often 

Count 19 14 4 0 

 
% by 
Row

51% 38% 11% 0% 

Create and promote more 
volunteer opportunities aligned 
with community priorities 

Count 24 11 2 0 

 
% by 
Row

65% 30% 5% 0% 

Create and promote more long-
term, recurring volunteer 
opportunities 

Count 15 20 2 0 

 
% by 
Row

41% 54% 5% 0% 
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To what extent would the following actions help the people who do not currently volunteer to be 
more likely to volunteer?  
(Respondents could only choose a single response for each topic) 
 

[Same question: frequency table] 

 
To a 
large 

extent 

To 
some 
extent 

To 
little 

extent 

Not 
at 
all 

Personal ask by someone 
already volunteering 

Count 24 5 1 0 

 % by 
Row 80% 17% 3% 0% 

Make it easier to find 
volunteer opportunities (more 
promotion) 

Count 14 14 2 0 

 % by 
Row 47% 47% 7% 0% 

Volunteer 
organization/beneficiary 
describes how volunteers 
made a difference and 
contributed to a bigger 
community goal 

Count 11 16 3 0 

 % by 
Row 37% 53% 10% 0% 

Volunteer organizer delivers 
better incentives (recognition, 
convenient scheduling, 
professional development, 
social/networking events) 

Count 7 17 5 1 

 % by 
Row 23% 57% 17% 3% 
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How effective would the following actions be in helping businesses and communities achieve 
their shared priorities? 
(Respondents could only choose a single response for each topic) 

 
 
 



United Way Worldwide 
 
701 North Fairfax Street 
Alexandria, Virginia 22314-2045 
tel 703.836.7112 
 

[Same question: frequency table] 

 
Very 
effect

ive 

Some
what 

effecti
ve 

Neithe
r 

effecti
ve nor 
ineffec

tive 

Some
what 

ineffec
tive 

Strong
ly 

ineffec
tive 

Communicate with 
employees about 
volunteer 
opportunities 
aligned with 
community priorities 

Count 22 12 1 1 0 

 % by Row 61% 33% 3% 3% 0% 

Provide employees 
paid time off to 
volunteer for 
activities aligned to 
community priorities 

Count 23 13 1 0 0 

 % by Row 62% 35% 3% 0% 0% 

Contribute to 
charities of choice 
in return for time 
spent volunteering 
on community 
priorities 

Count 12 21 3 1 0 

 % by Row 32% 57% 8% 3% 0% 

Recognize 
employees for their 
service toward 
community priorities 

Count 16 18 2 0 0 

 % by Row 44% 50% 6% 0% 0% 
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BACKGROUND on Community Leader Survey Participants & Methodology 

Of the 250 United Way CEOS invited to participate in the panel in the United States, 125 were 
selected at random to receive invitations and 125 were selected randomly weighted by the 
population within their solicitation areas.  Twenty-seven United Ways outside the United States 
were invited to participate in the panel.   
 

 Panelists Completed 
survey 

Int’l 7 0 

US 79 38 

Total 86 38 

 
 
Survey was open from 5/19/2015 to 6/1/2015. 

 
Participants were CEOs from the following United Ways: 
Heart of Florida United Way (Orlando, FL) 
United Way & Volunteer Services of Greater Yankton (Yankton, SD) 
United Way for South Louisiana (Houma, LA) 
United Way of Albany County (Laramie, WY) 
United Way of Benton & Lincoln Counties (Corvallis, OR) 
United Way of Cascade County (Great Falls, MT) 
United Way of Central Jersey (Milltown, NJ) 
United Way of Central Louisiana (Alexandria, LA) 
United Way of Central New Mexico (Albuquerque, NM) 
United Way of Central New York, Inc. (Syracuse, NY) 
United Way of Danville Area, Inc. (Danville, IL) 
United Way of Door County (Sturgeon Bay, WI) 
United Way of Enid & Northwest Oklahoma, Inc. (Enid, OK) 
United Way of Forsyth County (Winston-Salem, NC) 
United Way of Greater Milwaukee (Milwaukee, WI) 
United Way of Greater Stark County (Canton, OH) 
United Way of Greater Toledo (Toledo, OH) 
United Way of Iredell County (Statesville, NC) 
United Way of Jackson County, Inc. (Medford, OR) 
United Way of Kern County, Inc. (Bakersfield, CA) 
United Way of Manatee County, Inc. (Bradenton, FL) 
United Way of Metropolitan Chicago (Chicago, IL) 
United Way of Mid & South Jefferson County (Port Arthur, TX) 
United Way of Monmouth County (Farmingdale, NJ) 
United Way of Noble County, Inc. (Kendallville, IN) 
United Way of Northern California (Redding, CA) 
United Way of Ocean County (Toms River, NJ) 
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United Way of Porter County (Valparaiso, IN) 
United Way of Southwest Georgia (Albany, GA) 
United Way of Superior-Douglas County (Superior, WI) 
United Way of the Columbia-Willamette (Portland, OR) 
United Way of the Mark Twain Area (Hannibal, MO) 
United Way of the Quad Cities Area, Inc. (Davenport, IA) 
United Way of Washington County Tennessee, Inc. (Johnson City, TN) 
United Way of Washtenaw County (Ann Arbor, MI) 
United Way of Yuma County (Yuma, AZ) 
United Way Silicon Valley (San Jose, CA) 
 
 


