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Project background: The Giving Time project was conducted by a team from four UK universities, who 

wanted to know whether sharing information about how others have volunteered could help to 

increase volunteering. Whereas previous studies have looked at giving money, this was about giving 

time - and whether volunteers can be nudged into doing more. We used randomised control trials in 

real-life field settings involving university student volunteers, Parish Councils, National Trust 

volunteers, and housing association residents. We also conducted qualitative research and surveys to 

learn more about the obstacles to volunteering among the groups we studied. 

What approaches did we investigate?  

The project examined the effect of different forms of ‘social information’ on citizens’ propensity to 

volunteer unpaid time for the benefit of other people or particular causes.  Social information means 

information about what others have done, are doing or are going to do. There is very strong evidence 

from the social science research literature that social information can be a powerful influence on 

people’s decisions about donating money to charity, leading to increases in donations. The project 

team’s previous research, as published in the book Nudge, Nudge, Think Think1, also found approaches 

based around social information and nudges could significantly increase civic behaviour in areas such 

as organ donation, recycling, signing online petitions and donating books to charity. We were 

interested in discovering whether approaches which had been shown to work in these other settings 

could work on the context of giving time.  

We trialled a variety of forms of social information, including personalised feedback about individuals’ 

volunteering hours compared to others; e-mail endorsements about the importance and value of 

volunteering from celebrities, politicians and students; and information-based nudges which sought to 

highlight the importance of getting more candidates to stand as parish councillors.   
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Why field experiments?  

Field experiments provide methodological rigour allowing cause-effect relationships to be established 

and use real life settings rather than hypothetical scenarios; hence the experiments have high external 

validity providing evidence about what interventions may or may not work in the real world for public 

authorities or voluntary sector organisations seeking to increase civic participation for example in the 

co-production of public services or in communities in a broader sense. 

Who was involved?  

The project involved academics from four universities working in partnership with range of 

organisations, including volunteering units in 13 universities,2 the student volunteering organisation 

Student Hubs, National Trust (a national UK charity committed to maintaining historic properties), 

Family Mosaic Housing Association, and County Level Associations of Local Councils (CALCS) in five 

areas of the South of England.3  

Key contributions of the project 

It was heartening and revealing that the organisations partnering us on the research were willing to, 

and indeed enthusiastic about, engaging in large scale field experiments of this nature. There was a 

strong appetite for information about ‘what works’ in solving recruitment challenges amongst 

organisations reliant on volunteers, and a determination to overcome implementation challenges, be 

those to do with data collection, timing or data protection, in order to find answers to these questions.  

Our project has shown that when there is a willingness to work through these obstacles, it is possible 

to deliver high quality evidence about what works - or doesn’t work – to respond to a key challenge 

facing many organisations – in both the voluntary and public sector – of recruiting volunteers.   

In utilising randomised controlled trials in field settings, the project has taught us a lot about the 

practicalities, enablers and limitations of such methods.  We used a variety of delivery mechanisms for 

our interventions (email, online, face-to-face, and postal) and have learned about the strengths, 

weaknesses and implications of each of these approaches.  We have also targeted our interventions at 

different groups – students, older people and housing association residents including those on lower 

incomes. Therefore we have discovered something about the responsiveness of different segments of 

the population to behavioural based interventions. These insights will be shared in presentations and 

in publications to facilitate learning about doing research that aims to develop and test interventions 

in real world contexts that can be used to inform practice. 

What did we find? 

Our results overall do not show beneficial effects of social information on volunteering levels, either in 

terms of hours contributed or numbers of people registering to volunteer or actually volunteering. 

None of the approaches tested led to significant increases in volunteering, for student volunteers or 

other groups such as national trust volunteers or housing association residents. Nor did we find that 

they helped in recruiting more candidates to stand as parish councillors.  
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In some cases, we even saw small negative effects of social information. For example, providing online 

information to students with lower levels of volunteering about how much others were volunteering, 

led to reductions in volunteering amongst this group.  Similarly, a mass email to students containing 

peer endorsement from other students seemed to reduce rather than increase take up of 

volunteering.  

These are puzzling findings given that social information has been found in many studies to help 

increase charitable donations of money and other civic behaviours. The difference in results may be 

explained by the fact that volunteering time is different in nature to donating money. Volunteering 

requires a more sustained involvement, usually with face-to-face interaction, and considerable time 

and effort.  

It may be that different sorts of approaches are required to motivate people to volunteer more. 

Further interventions could be developed and tested which combine publicity (or the promise of 

publicity) about the amount of time people have volunteered. Alternative approaches to endorsement 

could be trialled, for example using emotive cases of prominent people who have contributed to or 

volunteered for particular causes.   

Our e-mail-based campaigns were effective in generating interest, with people opening their emails 

and in some of the experiments, clicking through to find out more, but we did not find specific groups 

of endorsers (e.g. politicians, celebrities or peers) that were more effective than others. For two of our 

experiments, the control intervention was equally or more effective than the treatment, suggesting 

simple ‘asks’ or reminders can be as effective as using social information which references other 

people. However, initial interest from our e-mails was not really translated into actual volunteering 

and so there is an ongoing question about how sustained involvement beyond initial interest can be 

attained.   

The findings on parish councils point to the difficulty of overcoming the significant barriers to 

participation in local politics, and educational approaches including those which address underlying 

perceptions about the parish councillor role may prove more effective in increasing the number and 

diversity of candidates coming forward. Parishes found our recommendations for methods of 

recruiting new councillors useful and in some cases applied them, but we did not get more candidates 

to come forward. 

Implications of our findings and some reflections on the project 

Our research suggests that asking people to give time as volunteers is not like asking them to donate 

money to charity, to give one-off donations of books or a to simply tick a box on the organ donor 

register. Organisations seeking to recruit volunteers or to people co-produce public services may not 

find simple information based nudges an effective means of increasing commitment and interest.        

The project focused on things that might be done to increase the number of volunteers or the amount 

of time people are willing to give to volunteering, but there are other many other volunteering related 

challenges that field experiments, and other research methods, could address. These might include 

how best to retain volunteers once they have been recruited, and how best to procure or develop the 

sort of skills required of volunteers. We hope that our project will open up further discussion about 

areas of new research and provoke new research questions.     
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Our project has led to wider reflections about the scope and limitations of Nudge based behaviour 

change that will enable the research team to contribute to the on-going debate about behavioural 

change policy, one of the major new policy developments of the last decade.  As the influential 

MINDSPACE (2010: 10) report4 suggests, “One of the most important roles for central government in 

the coming years will be to ensure that local and professional applications of behavioural approaches 

are rigorously evaluated, and the results made available for communities to debate and adopt as they 

see fit”.  We hope that relevant communities will debate and discuss the findings of the behavioural 

approaches we have evaluated, and that lessons learned from the project may help guide 

organisations in their choices about approaches to volunteer recruitment.   Again quoting MINDSPACE 

(2010:10): “Whether reluctantly or enthusiastically, today’s policymakers are in the business of 

influencing behaviour, and therefore need to understand the various effects on behaviour their 

policies may be having”.  This applies equally to organisations in the wider public sector, including local 

government, and to voluntary sector organisations.  The nudges, social information feedback, and 

endorsements tested in our study, are but a few from the menu of behavioural approaches available 

to organisations. Our project has demonstrated the importance of piloting behavioural change 

approaches and evaluating their effects, and of feeding these lessons back into organisations prior to 

full-scale implementation. A process of experimentation and refinement with such interventions, we 

suggest, could considerably enhance and improve recruitment of volunteers.   

  

                                                           
4
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Mini Summaries of the field experiments 

Experiment 1:  Testing forms of endorsement to promote student volunteering 

The first field experiment explored whether email endorsements which extol the virtues of 

volunteering from prominent people (celebrities and politicians), and from peers, could help increase 

student volunteering as a form of civic action.  Working with volunteering units and student records 

services in 5 universities (Plymouth, Salford, Exeter, Southampton, UCL), we sent randomly allocated 

endorsement e-mails to the entire student body in each university (totalling over 100,000 students). 

Students’ emails contained either a celebrity endorsement, a politician endorsement, a peer 

endorsement, or a simple request to volunteer with no specific endorsement (our control group). We 

investigated the effects on a range of outcome measures seven weeks later: ‘click-throughs’ from our 

emails to find out more about volunteering opportunities/ volunteering registration, attendance at 

volunteering training and actual volunteering as reported by volunteering units and via a self-report 

survey. We found different results depending on the outcome measures considered. For click-

throughs, peer endorsement reduced click-throughs relative to the control group who received the 

email invitation but without a specific endorsement. Politician endorsement had no effect (positive or 

negative). Celebrity endorsements had no effect with non-UK nationals least likely to respond to the 

celebrity request. Overall, females, non-UK nationals and non-whites were most likely to respond to 

the e-mail invitations by clicking through to find out more. The treatments had no discernible effect on 

either registration as a volunteer or actual volunteering as reported by volunteering units, although 

politician endorsement positively affected students’ attendance at volunteer training.  

Key findings & implications  

 A simple ‘ask’ is as effective as any of the endorsements tested – therefore a simple email  

may generate some initial interest, and could be a good means of drawing attention to 

volunteering opportunities that exist amongst a student population 

 Endorsement about the general benefits of volunteering is not an effective way of encouraging 

more people to volunteer, and peer endorsement may even be a turn-off –careful piloting of 

styles of endorsement is important. Alternative approaches like powerful testimonies about 

specific volunteering experiences are worth considering.  

 Translating interest into actual volunteering is difficult: although 9% - 10% of those that were 

emailed clicked through to find out more, only around 3% registered with the volunteering 

service and less than 1% volunteered in the 7 weeks following receipt of the email. 

Interventions to increase volunteering need to be designed to translate interest in 

volunteering into action – small scale efforts amongst people who have already shown an 

interest may be as effective as trying to target an entire student body. 

 Interest is highest amongst students at the start of their university careers: student 

volunteering units seeking to promote opportunities should focus on this group. 

 Working with universities to conduct large scale field trials is possible: engaging with student 

volunteering units, student records and IT services, as well as data protection offices, and 

ensuring appropriate timing of emails, were all critical to the success of our experiment.  

 Software such as Mailchimp can be effective for tracking responses to email campaigns.   
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Experiment 2: Re-connecting the public: can endorsements of citizen social science mobilise civic 

action? 

This experiment was a large scale field trial testing whether email endorsements could be an effective 

way of encouraging low-income social housing tenants to volunteer for a range of civic activities, 

including but not limited to ‘citizen social science’ - a form of citizen involvement with social scientific 

projects. The project was a partnership with a large UK social housing provider. 8229 tenants and 

residents of a public housing provider who had provided their email address to the landlord were 

randomly allocated to one of two treatment groups, or to a control group. Each group was sent a 

different form of endorsement by e-mail or a control e-mail, and volunteering outcomes across the 

groups were compared. A range of volunteering options were provided, including participating in a 

citizen social science research project, and voluntary work with projects run by the housing association 

for its tenants, including youth work, befriending elderly or vulnerable people and helping residents 

with IT skills. The two types of e-mail endorsement were either from prominent scientists publically 

connected with the concept of citizen science, or from citizens themselves (ie peer residents from the 

housing association).  All people named in the endorsements had given their permission to be 

included.  

We measured whether or not the tenant: (i) opened the email; (ii) clicked through to view further 

information about volunteering opportunities; (iii) signed-up for one of the volunteering opportunities 

offered (iv) participated in actual volunteering. We found a significant difference in the proportion of 

people opening their email in each of the treatment groups as compared to the control groups (48% 

from the scientists’ endorsement, 47% from the peer endorsement, compared to 40% in the control 

group). This suggests that the title of the treatment group emails, which themselves contained the 

endorsement, as compared to the control group which contained an invitation without an 

endorsement, was enough to generate enough interest for the residents to open their emails to find 

out more.  However, neither of the treatments had a significant effect on the proportion of people 

clicking through from the email to find out more (2.6% overall), signing up to volunteer (1.7% overall), 

or actually taking part in volunteering (0.14% overall).      

Key findings & implications  

 Endorsement emails, either by scientists or peers, which invite people out of the blue, to take 

part in volunteering opportunities, generates initial interest, evidenced by the number of 

people opening their emails to find out more. 

 Turning initial interest into action in the form of volunteering is more challenging, and 

invitation emails may be better combined with other forms of recruitment. 

 The low engagement rates with volunteering highlight the challenge of e-mail based 

recruitment campaigns and raise questions about how effective this form of intervention is for 

organisations recruiting volunteers, either for Citizen Science or other types of volunteering. 

 Endorsements are not any more effective than a simple request in terms of encouraging 

people to register to volunteer or to actually volunteer. 
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Experiment 3: The effect of personalised feedback & social information on volunteering for non-

profit organizations 

This first iteration of this field experiment was run with university students from 13 UK universities, in 

partnership with their Volunteering Units and with ‘Student Hubs’. This experiment was aimed at 

students who already volunteer, and tested the effect of personalised feedback on students’ time 

committed to volunteering. Students logged their volunteering hours and activity on a specially 

created website over 4 weeks and were then randomly allocated to receive feedback about their own 

time contribution either with no comparison (control group), or to feedback about their own time 

contribution in comparison to the median of the top 10% of participants (treatment 1), to the median 

of the top 20% of participants (treatment 2) or the overall group median (treatment 3). We then 

measured the effect on hours committed over a second 4 week period.  

The results suggest that feedback about other people’s contributions does not lead to increased hours 

of volunteering. None of the social information treatments was effective. In fact, for those who were 

below the median level of volunteering in the first four weeks, the social information was de-

motivating and led to a reduction in hours over the second four weeks. The group receiving the 

control information (i.e. a reminder of their own hours but without any social comparison) significantly 

increased their hours, suggesting that a simple reminder that one is doing well in volunteering may be 

enough to help encourage people to do even more.  

The experiment was then replicated with National Trust, to test the effect of feedback on a different 

group of people, with National Trust volunteers being predominantly older and retired people. Again, 

here we did not find that the social information had any effect on people’s volunteering hours. 

Overall, our findings suggest that social information containing comparisons to other people’s 

contributions, which has been found to be effective for increasing monetary donations to charity, does 

not have the same effect for donations of time. The drivers of voluntary donations of time and money 

are likely to be different, with sustained volunteering arguably demanding different levels of 

commitment than one off acts of charity through monetary donations. Simply put, time isn’t money. 

Key findings & implications  

 Social information feedback about individual volunteering hours contributed compared to 

other people, doesn’t positively motivate people to do more. A numerical benchmark, even if 

it implies an implicit social norm, may not be enough. 

 For those with lower levels of volunteering to begin with, social information can even be de-

motivating, suggesting that interventions need to be tailored for those with different 

volunteering histories. 

 A simple nudge reminding people of how much they had contributed was more effective for 

students with lower baseline volunteering than providing a social comparison – positive 

reminders of the contribution people have made may help to increase/ maintain commitment  

 Interventions that have been shown to work for one off acts like donating money may simply 

not work for the sustained and face-to-face involvement typically required for volunteering. 

 Other approaches should be consider such as positive publicity about people’s contributions, 

perhaps using social media, or providing other types of non-financial rewards.  
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Experiment 4: A randomised experiment to encourage contested elections and greater 

representativeness in English parish councils 

This field experiment investigated methods for increasing the recruitment and diversity of parish and 

town councillors in five Southern Counties of England, in partnership with the County Associations of 

Local Councils. Parish and town councils represent the lowest tier of electoral democracy in England.  

Getting sufficient candidates come forward to hold competitive elections, and ensuring a 

representative and diverse range of councillors is a key challenge facing parish councils.  

Our experiment randomly allocated 978 parish clerks either to receive information and the 

opportunity for training, or not to receive this. We investigated the effect of these treatments on the 

process and outcomes of recruitment. The information treatment was delivered in the form of a letter 

and briefing document sent to parish clerks, and incorporated elements of social information and 

endorsement, including endorsement by prominent academics as a source of authority and 

endorsement by peers, with reference made to other local councils that have exhibited best practice 

in parish and town councillor recruitment. In this letter parishes were advised about the benefits of 

holding contested elections, and were asked to add the issue of widening recruitment to the agenda of 

their next parish council meeting. The training sessions outlined recruitment methods used in different 

parishes, discussed barriers to recruitment and ways of overcoming these, and encouraged councils to 

start the process of writing a recruitment strategy for their parish or town council.   

We examined whether those parishes that received the interventions were more likely than those that 

didn’t, to put the issue of widening recruitment onto their parish council meeting agenda, write 

recruitment strategies, hold contested elections, recruit more candidates and conduct activities to 

increase candidate recruitment.  We also investigated whether these methods improved the social 

representation of parishes in terms of the number of female candidates.  The letter and training did 

not have a significant effect on these main outcomes, although we did find a small effect of the letters 

on recruitment activity, specifically the use of social media-based approaches to recruit candidates.  

As part of the study, we conducted interviews and a survey which explored the obstacles to 

recruitment of parish councillors. Some key findings emerging from these as well as the workshops 

may help explain the low impact of the interventions used. First, there was a perception that parish 

councils were relatively powerless bodies with little capacity to make a difference, as well as worries 

over the impact of conflict where participants were neighbours rather than strangers, a shortage of 

time and negativity about cumbersome meeting procedures, and a feeling amongst some parts of the 

community that such activity was not for the likes of them. On the issue of contested elections, the 

cost of holding these is high for small parishes, and can represent a considerable proportion of their 

annual precept.  These broader structural and institutional issues are perhaps sufficiently strong to 

overwhelm a modest information nudge such as the one used in our study.    

Key findings & implications  

 Getting volunteers to stand for election as parish councillors is challenging and there are 

significant institutional and structural barriers.  Information-based approaches such as those 

used in our study may not be enough to overcome these obstacles. 

 Our interventions targeted parish clerks as the key bureaucrats with direct links to all council 

members as well as to communities. However targeting councillors or communities directly 
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may also be worth considering for future attempts to increase interest in the parish councillor 

role. 

 Alternative approaches to consider might be educate and inform citizens directly about the 

parish councillor role, and to provide institutional support for parish councils facing 

recruitment challenges.  

 Additional resources to alleviate the costs of holding contested elections may make a 

difference in smaller parishes. 

 

 


