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Dual Project funded by a Multistate Conservation 
Grant (F25AP00111 & F25AP00489), from the U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service and jointly administered 
with the Association of Fish and Wildlife Agencies.

State fish and wildlife agencies rely on volunteers to run conservation, fishing, hunting, and
shooting sports programs and R3 events. However, recruiting and retaining volunteers can be
challenging, as many people juggle busy schedules with other commitments.

To help strengthen volunteer recruitment and retention, the International Hunter Education
Association-USA (IHEA-USA) and Outdoor Stewards of Conservation Foundation (OSCF) partnered
with states to gather insights from current and potential volunteers. The goal was to better
understand how to maintain volunteer support for conservation, fishing, and hunting R3 and
education programs. As a part of this effort, DJ Case + Associates and Southwick Associates
conducted focus groups and surveys of current and potential volunteers. Findings from this
research informed pilot recruitment campaigns that tested the effectiveness of key takeaways on
the recruitment of new volunteers.

Overview



Key Takeaways
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The main takeaway:
State fish and wildlife agencies that set clear expectations for their volunteer programs, use messages
that motivate volunteers to give back, and have accessible digital applications can increase the
number of volunteers recruited to their programs.

To achieve this, states should focus on:
• Creating a well-organized volunteer program. States need to clearly explain the time

commitment, the support volunteers will receive, and what the role involves. When programs are
well-organized and expectations are easy to understand, people feel comfortable getting involved
and feel a strong call to stay engaged.

• Messaging that emphasizes responsibility and purpose. Messages that help a volunteer
understand their potential impact performed the best. During the pilot campaign, ads with the
message “give back to the next generation” generated the highest click-through rate, followed by
“give back to your community.”

• Cultivating a strong online presence. A well-designed landing page paired with social media and
email advertisements is essential. This approach attracted 244 volunteer applicants during the
pilot campaign, and current and potential volunteers emphasized the importance of an online
application process and social media promotion during the surveys and focus groups.



Session Dates & Logistics

Statistical Reliability

Focus Groups

Target Audiences

Volunteer Survey Fielding 

• In addition to the state fish and wildlife agencies that participated in focus groups, New York and Pennsylvania joined for the 
volunteer survey.

Volunteer Survey: 
• 780 current and former fishing, hunting, hunter education, and conservation program volunteers responded to the survey. 
• Fielding occurred July 9th – July 23rd, 2025. 
Potential Volunteer Survey: 
• 1,979 hunters (998) and anglers (989) with interest in becoming a volunteer responded to the survey. 
• Fielding occurred August 15th – 29th, 2025. 

Surveys

• Colorado, Iowa, Maine, and South Carolina DNR’s provided lists of fishing, hunting, and conservation 
volunteers. These states provided contact lists of fishing, hunting, hunter education, and conservation volunteers. 

• Volunteers from these lists were invited to take part in a 2-hour focus group in exchange for a $200 incentive.
• Focus groups of 8-9 participants were conducted between May 28th – June 4th, 2026.

• Colorado, Connecticut, and Iowa agencies ran pilot campaigns including organic social media, paid social media 
and emails.

• Iowa recruited volunteers for fishing, hunting, and conservation programs.
• Colorado recruited volunteers for fishing and hunting programs.
• Connecticut recruited volunteers for fishing programs.
• Pilot campaigns ran from March – April 2026, and in total 244 volunteer applications were received.

Pilot Campaign

Research Methodology



Current Volunteers
What do volunteers look like today?
• Many volunteers participate in more than one program, with a majority serving is some capacity as a hunter education 

instructor (82%).
• Most volunteers are male (89%), over the age of 65 (54%), and identified as an intermediate or expert hunter or angler. 
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VOLUNTEER EXPERIENCE



Volunteer Experience
What do current and potential volunteers need?
• Above all else, volunteers want an engaging program, clear expectations, and a helpful staff. Focus group participants 

and survey respondents also noted the importance of having gear provided and a consistent schedule.
• Potential volunteers prefer to receive information by email (65%) or text message (52%).
• As volunteers age, they place greater importance on knowing the location, time commitment, and volunteer description.

Most important components of the volunteer experience, according to current volunteers.
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Volunteer Experience
What training and incentives do potential volunteers want?
• Potential volunteers value any support a state can offer. Most importantly, people want to receive training (59%) and 

the opportunity to shadow a fellow volunteer (52%).
• In terms of incentives, potential volunteers were most interested in a free state park pass (54%) or refreshments (47%).
• Offering volunteer support, along with practical incentives, will help get people involved.
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RECRUITMENT METHODS



Recruitment Methods

How were current volunteers recruited?
• Currently very few volunteers are recruited through agency promotion. Only 2% of volunteers reported being 

recruited from state agency social media posts, and only 6% by a state agency website. 
• Most current volunteers learned about opportunities through personal connection. Recruitment often came 

from friends and family (19%), current volunteers (19%), or from a state agency employee (10%). 
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Recruitment Methods
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How can states reach potential volunteers?
• Despite low recruitment numbers, state agency promotion was viewed as the most effective method. 

Potential volunteers thought a comprehensive website (37%), emails from a state agency (33%), and social 
media posts (32%) would be most effective. Additionally, 55% of current volunteers also agreed that social 
media posts would be effective.



Recruitment Methods

Online applications are also essential. 
• A survey of R3 practitioners revealed that 50% of states do not provide an online application, yet, 7 in 10 potential 

volunteers said having one would make them more likely to apply.
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TESTED RECRUITMENT STRATEGIES



Recruitment Strategies

Colorado Email Example:

What are the most effective recruitment strategies?
• Email lists support the greatest recruitment, allowing states to reach out to people who resemble likely 

volunteers. With access to a Customer Relationship Management (CRM) system, outreach can be refined by 
demographics, behavior, or geography. 

• Organic social media provide broad no-cost promotion, but lacks targeting capabilities.
• Paid social media reaches a large audiences and detailed recruitment by geography and interests but requires a 

promotional budget and knowledge base from staff on Meta ad purchasing. 



Sample Advertisements

Iowa Paid Social Example: Connecticut Organic Social Example:



Landing Page Look
How should the landing page look?

After someone clicked on an ad, they were directed to a 
landing page that highlighted the key details focus group 
participants and survey respondents said were essential for 
deciding whether to apply. Landing pages should include:

• Volunteer descriptions

• Requirements

• Time commitment

• Benefits/Incentives

• Recruitment messaging



VOLUNTEER MESSAGING



Volunteer Messaging
What messaging performed best?
• Advertisements centered on helping the next generation performed best. These ads produced the highest click through rates:

• Hunting volunteers: 1.40% - 1.97%
• Fishing volunteers: 1.5% - 2.6%

• Messages about giving back to the community also performed well, meeting or slightly exceeding industry averages.

IowaConnecticutColoradoClick Through Rates
Next Generation & Pass on the Tradition Messages

1.89%1.45%2.61%Angling 
1.40%–1.97%Hunting
1.41%–Conservation

Community based messages
1.22%1.26%1.01%Angling
1.27%–1.09%Hunting



CONCLUSIONS
Programs that are well-organized and provide straightforward training opportunities are 
the most successful at recruiting volunteers.

States that actively recruit new volunteers through their own email lists and through social 
media promotion (organic and/or paid) will see strong results.

Potential volunteers responded most strongly to messages about teaching the next 
generation and giving back to their community.



APPENDICES



Focus Group Metrics

DateFocus Group  
Wed 5/28/2025 6:30 PM - 8:00 PMVolunteer Hunt Focus Group 1
Thu 5/29/2025 5:00 PM - 6:30 PMVolunteer Hunt Focus Group 2
Wed 6/4/2025 6:30 PM - 8:00 PMVolunteer Fish Focus Group 1
Thu 6/5/2025 5:00 PM - 6:30 PMVolunteer Fish Focus Group 2
Tue 6/17/2025 5:30 PM – 7:00 PMGeneral Population Potential Volunteers Focus Group 1
Wed 6/18/2025 5:00 PM – 6:30 PMGeneral Population Potential Volunteers Focus Group 2

ParticipantsFocus Group 
9Volunteer Hunt Focus Group 1
9Volunteer Hunt Focus Group 2

10Volunteer Fish Focus Group 1
10Volunteer Fish Focus Group 2
8General Population Potential Volunteers Focus Group 1
8General Population Potential Volunteers Focus Group 2



Volunteer Survey Demographics
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Most volunteers were male (89%), white (96%), and over 65 years old (54%). Very few volunteers were 
younger than 45 years old (11%). These volunteers were also highly educated, with 70% holding at least an 
associate’s degree, and primarily lived in rural areas (36%) and small towns (30%).



Potential Volunteer Interests

Wildlife 
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14%13%12%10%9%A great deal

The potential volunteer survey was fielded to a click-balanced sample of hunters and anglers designed to 
mirror U.S. population demographics. Respondents were:
• 51% female and 49% male
• 29% 18-35 years old, 33% 35-54 years old, and 38% 55+ years old
• 17% were from the Northeast, 39% from the South, 20.5% from the Midwest, and 23.5% from the West



Pilot Campaign Advertisements – Hunting



Pilot Campaign Advertisements – Fishing



Pilot Campaign Advertisements – Fishing.
Additional Social Media Posts Promoted by

Outdoor Stewards of Conservation Foundation
View posts on Instagram @OutdoorStewards

An additional recommendation is for fish and wildlife agencies,
manufacturers, media, and nonprofit groups to combine efforts and
work together to promote volunteer opportunities.



Pilot Campaign Advertisements – Conservation


