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Constructs from the functional analysis and role identity models of volunteerism were  

combined in a study of activity and tenure among hospice volunteers. The influence of  

prosocial personality tendencies on sustained volunteer activity was also examined. The  

findings were most supportive of a role identity model of sustained volunteerism. Identity and  

perceived expectations emerged as the strongest predictors of both time spent volunteering  

and length of service. Initial motives for volunteering showed a weaker than expected  

relationship with volunteerism. Motives were, however, correlated with role identity and  

perceived expectations in an interpretable and theoretically coherent manner. The results  

provided preliminary support for a conceptual framework that integrates the functional and  

identity approaches to understanding long-term volunteers.  
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Volunteer activities are fundamental to the effective functioning of many  

organizations. Forty-four percent of American adults aged 21 or older 
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volunteered in 2001, donating an estimated $239 billion worth of time 

(Independent Sector, 2001). Thus, formal volunteering represents a substantial 

social and economic contribution. The ability to effectively recruit and retain 

volunteers is, therefore, of vital interest.  

The processes that initiate and sustain volunteering are also of increasing  

interest to social psychologists. As discussed below, attention has been focused  

on the volunteer process as a form of ongoing prosocial behavior. For the  

purposes of the present study, volunteerism was defined as a long-term, planned,  

and discretionary prosocial behavior that benefits strangers and occurs within  

an organizational context (Penner, 2002). Such characteristics distinguish 

volunteerism from the spontaneous acts of helping (e.g., bystander intervention)  

that were the object of much early research into prosocial actions.  

The primary aim in this study was to integrate two traditionally separate  

approaches to understanding sustained volunteerism: functional analysis and role  

identity theory. The work represents the first empirical effort to combine the two  

perspectives.  
 

FUNCTIONAL ANALYSIS  

The functional view of Snyder and his colleagues (e.g., Clary et al., 1998;  

Clary & Snyder, 1999; Omoto & Snyder, 1995, 2002) is focused on individual 

motives for helping. Functional theories maintain that one volunteers in order 

to satisfy one or more needs or motives. Different individuals can participate in the 

same volunteer work for very different reasons. Indeed, volunteering can satisfy 

different motives for the same individual at different times. Clary et al. identified 

six motives for volunteering: values (to express values related to altruistic and 

humanitarian concerns for others); understanding (to acquire new learning 

experiences and/or exercise skills that might otherwise go unused); social (to 

strengthen social relationships); career (to gain career-related experience); 

protective (to reduce negative feelings about oneself or address personal 

problems); and enhancement (to grow and develop psycho-logically). People are 

thought to persist in volunteering to the extent that the experience satisfies the 

relevant motive(s) (Clary & Snyder, 1991).  

Existing data on the effect of satisfaction on volunteering are equivocal. Omoto  

and Snyder (1995) found that satisfaction was related to longevity of service  

among AIDS volunteers, and Clary et al. (1998), sampling from a variety of  

organizations, reported a positive association between satisfaction and intentions  

to continue volunteering. Similarly, Penner and Finkelstein (1998) found that  

satisfaction correlated significantly with both length of service and time spent  

volunteering at an AIDS service organization. Davis, Hall, and Meyer (2003)  

obtained less definitive results when they followed volunteers from an array of  

organizations throughout the first year of the volunteer process. Motive 
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fulfillment did predict satisfaction, but satisfaction did not predict whether or not  

one persisted in volunteering and was only modestly related to time spent  

volunteering.  
 

ROLE IDENTITY THEORY  

Applying a more sociological approach to understanding sustained 

volunteerism, Piliavin and colleagues (e.g., Callero, Howard, & Piliavin, 1987;  

Grube & Piliavin, 2000; Piliavin & Callero, 1991) used role theory and the social  

context in which volunteering occurs to understand its persistence. They began  

with the premise that an individual assumes multiple roles, one of which might  

be that of volunteer. The initial impetus to volunteer often comes from external  

sources such as parental expectations or other social norms. However, with  

continued participation, the volunteer role is internalized and “adopted as a  

component of the self, an ‘identity’ or ‘role identity’” (Piliavin, Grube, & Callero,  

2002, p. 472; see also Piliavin & Callero, 1991 for evidence that volunteers’ role  

identities develop over time). It is this identity that directly drives continued  

volunteer actions as the individual strives to behave in concert with the changed  

self-concept. Consistent with this conceptualization, prior researchers have shown  

that the strength of a person’s role identity correlates with the voluntary  

donations of time, money, and even blood (Grube & Piliavin, 2000; Lee, Piliavin,  

& Call, 1999; Piliavin & Callero, 1991).  
 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK  

Penner (2002) suggested that a combination of the functional and role identity  

approaches might explain the processes that underlie long-term volunteering. He  

offered a conceptual framework that attributes the initial decision to volunteer to  

motive, prosocial personality, perceived expectations, and factors associated with  

various demographic characteristics (e.g., age, income, education). A high and  

involving level of activity produces a strong volunteer identity, which is thought  

to be the direct and proximal cause of sustained volunteerism. The hypotheses  

below stem from this conceptual view.  

Aspects of Penner’s (2002) integrated framework have been helpful in 

explaining another long-term helping behavior, organizational citizenship  

behavior (OCB). OCBs are workplace activities that exceed the formal job  

requirements and contribute to the effective functioning of the organization. Like  

volunteerism, OCB represents a nonobligated, beneficial activity. Rioux and  

Penner (2001) found positive associations between self-reported OCB and two  

motives, namely prosocial values (the desire to help other individuals) and  

organizational concern (the desire to help the organization). In a sample of county  

employees, Finkelstein and Penner (2004) similarly found the amount of self- 

reported OCB correlated with the prosocial values and organizational concern 
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motives. OCB also was related to the extent to which an employee developed an 

organizational citizen role identity.  

In the current study, like that of Finkelstein and Penner (2004), we 

empirically examined the relationships among variables adapted from the 

functional and identity approaches. However, here the prosocial behavior of 

interest was volunteerism. We asked whether or not a combination of the two 

perspectives is useful in helping us to understand the factors that help sustain 

volunteering. Clearly, factors other than those examined here – such as the 

relationship between the individual and the organization – also influence 

volunteer activity (e.g., Penner & Finkelstein, 1998). Thus, the study is not meant to 

be exhaustive but to provide a preliminary empirical examination of Penner’s (2002) 

integrated conceptual framework.  
 

PROSOCIAL PERSONALITY ORIENTATION  

We examined also another aspect of the individual included in Penner’s (2002)  

description of the volunteer process: a prosocial personality orientation. As  

measured by the Prosocial Personality Battery (PSB; Penner, Fritzsche, Craiger,  

& Freifeld, 1995), the prosocial personality comprises two dimensions: other- 

oriented empathy (the tendency to feel empathy and responsibility for others),  

and helpfulness (the tendency to engage in prosocial behaviors). Previous data  

assessing the role of personality in sustained prosocial activity are mixed. Both  

other-oriented empathy and helpfulness have been shown to correlate with OCB  

(e.g., Midili & Penner, 1995) and volunteer behavior (e.g., Penner, 2002; Penner & 

Finkelstein, 1998). However, Davis et al. (2003) found that dispositional 

empathy was unrelated to amount of volunteer involvement or length of service.  

Thus the aim in the present work was twofold: 1) to test in a single study the  

contributions to volunteerism of variables suggested by functional analysis  

(motive, satisfaction) and role identity theory (perceived expectations, role 

identity), and 2) to resolve disparities in the literature regarding the role of 

prosocial personality tendencies. We measured the relationship between these 

variables and both amount of time spent volunteering and length of service in a 

sample of hospice volunteers.  
 

HYPOTHESES  

For the first hypothesis, we drew from the work on motives, particularly  

Omoto and Snyder’s (1995) finding that motive strength was positively related to  

length of service in AIDS volunteers. Davis et al. (2003), in a longitudinal study  

of first-year volunteers, similarly found that motives predicted persistence as a  

volunteer. However, there was no relationship between either altruistic or self- 

oriented motivations and amount of time spent volunteering. We predicted a 
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positive relationship between motives and both outcome variables (time and 

longevity).  

Hypothesis 1  Motives will be positively associated with the amount of time spent 

volunteering at a hospice and with length of service.  

The second set of hypotheses was derived from role identity theory and  

pertained to the relationship between others’ expectations and role identity,  

respectively and our two outcome measures. The strength of the volunteer self- 

concept has been shown to correlate with amount of current volunteer activity  

and intention to volunteer in the future. These relationships have been reported  

for a variety of types of volunteer service (Callero et al., 1987; Grube & Piliavin,  

2000; Lee et al., 1999; see Piliavin et al., 2002 for additional references). These  

same studies showed a similarly positive relationship between perceived  

expectations and volunteer activity.  

Hypothesis 2a  Role identity will correlate positively with amount of time 

devoted to hospice work and with length of service as a volunteer.   

Hypothesis 2b  Perceived expectations about one’s hospice volunteering will be 

positively related to amount and length of service.  

The third group of hypotheses involved the prosocial personality orientation.  

Here prior findings are contradictory. Penner and Finkelstein’s (1998) 

investigation of AIDS volunteers indicated that both other-oriented empathy and  

helpfulness were positively associated with length of service. Penner (2002) also  

found that the two factors of the PSB predicted both amount of activity and  

length of service in a variety of organizations. However, Omoto and Snyder  

(1995) found that concern for others was unrelated to length of service in AIDS  

volunteers. Instead, the data showed that volunteers were motivated primarily by  

personal, self-oriented functions. Similarly, Davis et al. (2003) reported no 

significant relationship between dispositional empathy (one of the components of the 

PSB) and either amount of participation or persistence with volunteering during 

the first year of service.  

Because in the present study we used the same measure of prosocial personality 

as Penner and Finkelstein (1998) and Penner (2002), we predicted findings 

consistent with theirs. We also expected participants who scored higher on the  

other-oriented empathy factor of the PSB to develop a stronger volunteer self- 

concept.  

Hypothesis 3a  Both factors of the PSB will show a positive relationship with 

length of volunteer service and amount of time spent volunteering at a hospice. 

Hypothesis 3b  The other-oriented empathy factor of the PSB will correlate 

positively with a volunteer role identity.  

Hypothesis 4 predicted a positive relationship between the altruistic values 

motive and a volunteer role identity. In their study of OCB, Finkelstein and 
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Penner (2004) found that the strength of other-oriented motives (i.e., concerns for 

coworkers or for the organization) best predicted the strength of an organizational 

citizen identity. Citizenship behavior resulting from a desire for personal gain 

was uncorrelated with role identity.  

Hypothesis 4  Role identity will correlate positively with the values motive.  

We developed no specific hypotheses about the role of satisfaction in the 

volunteer process. As noted above, studies differ with respect to the role of 

satisfaction in maintaining volunteering.  

 

METHOD  
 

PARTICIPANTS  

Participants were 302 volunteers (230 female and 56 male; 16 did not indicate  

gender) at a hospice in the southeastern United States. The nonprofit organization  

“provide(s) palliative care and relieve(s) the suffering of those in our  

communities affected by life-limiting illnesses and end-of-life issues”. Surveys  

were mailed to all 1,030 individuals currently listed in the hospice volunteer  

database. Three were returned by the post office as undeliverable. Thus, of the  

1,027 that were delivered, 29% were completed and returned.  

All responses were anonymous, and respondents were further assured that the 

investigators would not share individual surveys with hospice staff; only the 

general findings would be reported. The anonymity of participants precluded our 

contacting nonrespondents to encourage their participation. Doing so would have 

required our mailing another packet, or at minimum a second letter, to every 

volunteer, and the cost of this proved prohibitive.  
 

MEASURES  

The survey began with questions about the participants’ current level of  

involvement and length of service as a volunteer. Respondents indicated how  

much time they spend volunteering, choosing one of five response alternatives: less 

than one day per month, between 1 and 3 days per month, about 1 day per week, 

several days a week, and every day. For length of service, the choices were less than 3 

months, between 3 and 6 months, between 7 and 11 months, between 1 and 2 years, 

and longer than 2 years. After answering questions about their age, gender, 

employment status, and level of education, participants completed measures of the 

following variables.  

Volunteer motives  Participants’ motives for volunteering were assessed with the  

Volunteer Function Inventory (VFI) developed by Clary et al. (1998). As 

discussed above, the inventory contains six scales, each comprising five items.  

Examples for each subscale include: “I am concerned about those less fortunate  

than myself” (values); “I can learn more about the cause for which I am working”  
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(understanding); “My friends volunteer” (social); “Volunteering can help me get  

my foot in the door at a place where I’d like to work” (career); “No matter how  

bad I’ve been feeling, volunteering helps me to forget about it” (protective); and  

“Volunteering makes me feel important” (enhancement). A 5-point Likert 

response format was used, with alternatives ranging from 1 (not at all 

accurate/important for you) to 5 (extremely important/accurate for you). In the 

present study, the coefficient alphas for each scale were .69 (values), .83 

(understanding), .81 (social), .92 (career), .78 (protective), and .84 (enhancement).  

Volunteer role identity  Specific identity as a hospice volunteer was measured  

with a modification of the five-item measure of role identity in blood donors used  

by Callero et al. (1987). Sample items include “Volunteering for Hospice is an  

important part of who I am” and “I really don’t have any clear feelings about  

volunteering for Hospice” (reverse scored). The 5-point rating scale had 

alternatives ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Coefficient 

alpha for this scale was .75.  

Prosocial personality  Prosocial tendencies were measured with the PSB  

(Penner, 2002; Penner et al., 1995). The 30-item self-report measure comprises  

two dimensions. One – other-oriented empathy – is the tendency to experience  

empathy and to feel responsibility for, and concern about, the well-being of  

others. In short, this factor refers to prosocial thoughts and feelings. The second  

factor, helpfulness, refers to a self-reported history of engaging in helpful, or  

prosocial, behaviors. Thus, the first factor primarily assesses cognitions and  

affect, while the latter assesses behavior. Cronbach’s alphas for the two scales  

were .83 (other-oriented empathy) and .76 (helpfulness). Again, response  

options ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).  

Volunteer satisfaction  Satisfaction with participants’ volunteer work at the  

hospice was assessed with three items adapted from Penner and Finkelstein  

(1998): “I am satisfied with my experiences as a Hospice volunteer,” “I love my  

volunteer work,” and “Compared to other volunteers I know, I enjoy my 

volunteer work much more”. Responses again were measured in a Likert format from 

1 to 5 (strongly disagree to strongly agree). The coefficient alpha in the present 

sample was .65.  

Perceived expectations  These refer to respondents’ perceptions of how salient  

their volunteering is to others and the extent to which important others expect  

them to continue that work. Perceived expectations were assessed with eight  

items adapted from the study of blood donors carried out by Callero et al. (1987).  

Examples include “Many of the people that I know expect me to continue as a  

Hospice volunteer” and “Many of the people that I know are not aware that I am  

a Hospice volunteer” (reverse scored). Respondents rated each item on a scale of  

1 to 5 (strongly disagree to strongly agree). Coefficient alpha was .82.  
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RESULTS  
 

SAMPLE CHARACTERISTICS  

Forty-one percent of respondents were over the age of 65, and 64% were  

employed less than 20 hours/week. Forty-eight percent had been volunteering  

with the hospice for longer than two years, and 52% worked as volunteers at least  

once a week. The mean age of the volunteer population as a whole was 58 years,  

with a range of 20 to 88 years. The average length of service of the total  

population was 2.7 years, with durations ranging from 1 month to 20 years.  
 

TESTING THE HYPOTHESES  

The primary objective in the study was to examine associations among 

variables that are part of the functional and role identity models and to assess the 

relationships between these variables and volunteer activity. The results and 

discussion are organized around these measures and the hypotheses that were 

tested. Table 1 contains the correlations among the variables along with their 

means and standard deviations.  

Hypothesis 1 predicted a positive relationship between the strength of all the  

motives and the two outcome measures: time spent volunteering and length of  

service. However, amount of time devoted to hospice correlated significantly  

only with the career motive and, contrary to expectation, the relationship was  

negative (r = -.26). Length of time as a hospice volunteer was significantly  

related to two motives, again both negatively: career (r = -.20) and 

understanding (r = -.12). Because these two motives were positively correlated with 

each other (r = .36), partial correlations were calculated to determine whether 

longevity was significantly associated with either motive after controlling 

for the other. The correlation between length and career motive decreased slightly 

but remained significant (r = -.17, p < .01), while that between length and 

understanding became nonsignificant (r = -.05).  

The second set of hypotheses predicted a positive association between identity  

as a hospice volunteer and perceived expectations, respectively, and volunteer  

activity (Hypothesis 2a and 2b). Both hypotheses were supported. Time spent  

volunteering correlated r = .38 with role identity and r = .33 with perceived  

expectations, while longevity correlated r = .17 with identity and r = .26 with  

expectations.  

We also anticipated (Hypothesis 3a) that a prosocial personality orientation  

would be directly correlated with time and length. However, neither the other- 

oriented empathy (altruistic affect and cognition) nor the helpfulness (prosocial  

behavior) dimensions of the PSB showed a significant correlation with either  

measure of volunteer participation. The data did support Hypothesis 3b, which  

predicted an association between the other-oriented empathy factor of the PSB 

  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TABLE 1  

MEANS, STANDARD DEVIATIONS, AND INTERCORRELATIONS FOR VOLUNTEER ANTECEDENTS, EXPERIENCES, AND OUTCOMES  

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 

1. Length of service 

2. Time spent .02 

3. Values .09 .06 

4. Understanding -.12* -.02 .36*** 

5. Social .09 -.08 .18** .36*** 

6. Career -.20*** -.26*** .03 .36*** .20*** 

7. Protective -.01 .03 .20** .59*** .40*** .39*** 

8. Enhancement -.06 .03 .29*** .69*** .49*** .32*** .66*** 

9. Role Identity .17** .38*** .31*** .29*** .05 -.17** .20** .25*** 

10. Other-oriented -.03 .04 .34*** .13* .08 .02 -.03 .04 .19** 

11. Helpfulness .08 -.06 .23*** .16** .12* -.05 .01 .11 .07 .42*** 

12. Satisfaction .06 .21*** .26*** .22*** .14* -.13* .16** .22*** .48*** .15* .15** 

13. Perceived Expect. .26*** .33***   . .20** .21*** .31*** -. .09 .27*** .30*** .58*** .20** .06 .33*** 

M 4.00 2.38 22.16 17.71 13.18 8.18 12.27 16.07 19.89 88.58 33.02 11.82 24.44 

SD 1.20 .95 3.73 4.95 4.88 4.93 4.66 5.22 4.13 8.93 4.29 2.24 6.35 

Note: N = 299-302. * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. 
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and a volunteer role identity (r = .19). The relationship between helpfulness and  

role identity was not significant (r = .07); the difference between the two 

correlations approached significance [t(299) = 1.96, p = .05]. Turning to Hypothesis 

 4, as predicted, the values motive did correlate positively with role identity (r = 

.31), but so did several other motives. In fact, only the social motive failed to 

correlate significantly with a volunteer identity. The relationship was positive for 

understanding (r = .29), protective (r = .20), and enhancement (r = .25), and there 

were no significant differences among the four positive correlations. However, the 

Career motive correlated negatively with role identity (r = -.17).  
 

OTHER VOLUNTEER ANTECEDENTS, EXPERIENCES  

We also found some interesting relationships among volunteer antecedents,  

experiences, and outcomes about which we did not formulate specific  

hypotheses. For example, consistent with previous studies (e.g., Callero et al.,  

1987; Charng, Piliavin, & Callero, 1988; Grube & Piliavin, 2000) perceived  

expectations for volunteering correlated positively with volunteer role identity  

(r = .58). Expectations also showed a significant positive relationship with every  

motive except career. The correlation between career motives and perceived  

expectations was significantly smaller (at p < .001) than that between 

expectations and each of the other motives. There were no significant differences 

among the remaining five motives in the strength of their correlations with 

perceived expectations.  

Turning to aspects of the volunteer experience, satisfaction was correlated with 

role identity (r = .48). Satisfaction also correlated positively with time spent 

volunteering (r = .21), though not with longevity as a volunteer.  
 

PREDICTING VOLUNTEER INVOLVEMENT  

The correlations contained in Table 1 suggest role identity and perceived  

expectations as important correlates of both length of volunteer service and  

amount of activity. However, the correlation matrix also revealed large intercor- 

relations among many of the variables examined. To examine whether the strong  

relationship between each of these two predictors and volunteer participation  

would remain with other variables partialled out, regression equations were  

calculated. The six motives, along with role identity, the two dimensions of  

prosocial   personality,   satisfaction,   and   perceived   expectations   were 

simultaneously entered as predictors of length of service and time given to  

hospice work, respectively. The results are shown in Table 2.  

With regard to longevity, four of the variables had significant regression  

weights: perceived expectations (β = .23), other-oriented empathy (β = -.15),  

helpfulness (β = .13), and the motivation to acquire new learning experiences or  
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exercise unused skills (understanding, β = -.19). The regression weights for  

expectations  and  understanding  were  consistent  with  their  zero-order  

correlations (see Table 1). This was not the case for the two factors of the  

prosocial personality measure. Helpfulness, which had a nonsignificant zero- 

order correlation, had a significant regression weight, and the direction of the  

relationship between other-oriented empathy and longevity went from positive  

to negative. The changes strongly suggest a mutual suppression effect between  

the two personality variables which were themselves highly intercorrelated (r =  

.42). Cohen, Cohen, West, and Aiken (2003) described exactly this type of  

suppression effect (i.e., an increase in the strength of association and a change of  

sign): “[it indicates] that the relationship between independent or causal variables  

is hiding or suppressing the real relationship (with the criterion variable), which  

would be larger or possibly of the opposite sign were they not correlated” (p. 78).  

Thus, it appears that the two dimensions of the prosocial personality are related  

to longevity but certainly not in a simple or straightforward manner.  

Significant predictors of the amount of time participants invested in volunteer  

work again included perceived expectations (β = .20) as well as role identity  

(β = .23). Two motives made significant contributions to the regression  

equations, both of them negative: social (β = -.13) and career (β = -.20).  
 

TABLE 2  

SUMMARY OF REGRESSION ANALYSIS FOR PREDICTING TIME AND LENGTH OF SERVICE FROM  

 ANTECEDENTS AND ASPECTS OF THE VOLUNTEER EXPERIENCE  

Length Time 

Variable B    SE B β B    SE B     β 

Values .04 .02 .12 -.01 .02 -.03 

Understanding -.05 .02 -.19* -.02 .02 -.08 

Social .03 .02 .12 -.03 .01 -.13* 

Career -.03 .02 -.11 -.04 .01 -.20** 

Protective .02 .02 .08 .02 .02 .08 

Enhancement -.03 .02 -.13 .01 .02 .05 

Role identity .03 .02 .11 .05 .02 .23** 

Other-oriented -.02 .01 -.15* .00 .01 .02 

Helpfulness .04 .02 .13* -.02 .01 -.08 

Satisfaction -.04 .03 -.08 .01 .03 .03 

Perceived expectations .04 .01 .23** .03 .01 .20** 

R2 .16 .23 

Note: N = 298-299. * p < .05, ** p < .01.  



 
 

414 PREDICTORS OF VOLUNTEER ACTIVITY 

DISCUSSION  
 

The present results provide further support for role identity theory by  

replicating and extending earlier work. Perceived expectations and role identity  

were significantly related to volunteer activity (both time spent and length of  

service), with expectations a stronger correlate of volunteering than any other  

predictor variable. Piliavin and associates first used the concept of role 

identity to explain why some individuals continued to donate blood over an 

extended period. They subsequently adapted the theory to more traditional 

volunteer behaviors.  

Thus, it would appear that the relationship between volunteering and the  

constructs contained in role identity theory is not behavior- or context-specific.  

Indeed, the relationship even extends to distinct but conceptually related  

behaviors such as OCB (see Finkelstein & Penner, 2004; Krueger, 2004). The  

individuals who are most likely to engage in ongoing, discretionary helping are  

those who have internalized a prosocial role and who strongly feel that others  

expect them to continue in a manner consistent with that role. Perhaps what is  

most impressive about the relationships found in this study and others is that role  

identity theory enables us to differentiate the level of involvement among active  

volunteers. That is, rather than predicting who will volunteer and who will not, it  

allows us to make predictions about who will be the most active or dedicated. The  

restriction of range in the behavior of interest (as all participants are already  

volunteering) makes for a much more difficult predictive task. Yet measures  

derived from the theory consistently enable us to do this.  

Nonetheless, certain important questions remain about role identity, perceived  

expectations, and volunteering. The major ones concern causality. That is, does a  

volunteer role identity lead to longer and more active volunteering, or is the  

converse true? Both possibilities are plausible. The cross-sectional design of this  

work and of others we have cited prevents us from giving preference to one  

causal path over another. That is, the significant associations found in this study  

might reflect the causal impact of volunteer activity upon role identity, rather  

than the impact of role identity on volunteer activity. We are currently engaged  

in a longitudinal study of new hospice volunteers and this work should enable us  

to begin addressing such questions of cause and effect.  

Turning to motives, the weak association with volunteer activity is not  

consistent with earlier studies showing a positive relationship between motives  

and both volunteering (e.g., Clary et al., 1998; Omoto & Snyder, 1995; Penner &  

Finkelstein, 1998) and OCB (e.g., Connell & Penner, 2004; Finkelstein &  

Penner, 2004; Rioux & Penner, 2001). The present data showed only a few  

significant relationships between motives and volunteer activity, and those 

  



 
 
 

PREDICTORS OF VOLUNTEER ACTIVITY 415 

relationships were not predicted. It may be worthwhile to consider a few post hoc 

explanations of the present findings.  

One explanation may lie in the manner in which we assessed motives. Recall  

that although most of our participants were long-term hospice volunteers, they  

were asked about their initial motivations for volunteering. It is possible that their  

motives changed over time and that, had respondents reported current  

motivations, we would have found stronger associations with time and longevity.  

In the longitudinal study noted above, we are tracking motives across the course  

of the volunteer experience. Another possibility is suggested by the work of  

Davis et al. (2003). They proposed that it is not the importance placed on certain  

motives that maintains volunteering but the extent to which the motives are  

fulfilled by the experience. Clary et al. (1998) also examined volunteers in a  

variety of organizations and reported that with motive fulfillment came stronger  

intention to continue volunteering in both the short and long term. Had we  

examined the degree to which motives were met, perhaps a relationship 

between motive fulfillment and volunteering would have emerged. In this context, it 

is interesting that general satisfaction with one’s volunteer work did correlate 

significantly with level of volunteer activities.  

It should also be noted that, although motives generally were uncorrelated with  

self-reports of volunteer tenure and activity, several motives did correlate with  

role identity and perceived expectations, both of which – in turn – were 

associated with volunteering. Further, the patterns of these associations were  

coherent and theoretically meaningful. For example, the strongest correlate of  

role identity was the values motive, while the career motive was negatively  

associated with role identity. Perceived expectations were more strongly related  

to the social motive than to any other motive. Thus, although motives were not  

related to volunteering in some simple straightforward manner, it would be  

premature to discount them as important correlates of volunteering. Perhaps, as  

Penner (2002) has suggested, their relationship to volunteering is mediated by  

role identity. Recently some have suggested that one can test for mediation even  

when a direct path is not significant (Shrout & Bolger, 2002). However, because  

we had not predicted such mediational processes, we did not test for them.  

In contrast to earlier studies (e.g., Penner, 2002, Penner & Finkelstein, 1998),  

the zero-order correlations in this sample disclosed no association between  

volunteering and either dimension of the prosocial personality. The results of the  

multiple regression suggest that the relationship between longevity and  

personality was somehow hidden or suppressed by the relationship between the  

two personality dimensions. However, these kinds of suppression effects have  

not been reported in other studies using PSB. Thus, we are reluctant to speculate  

about why the effects occurred or how personality attributes were related to  

volunteering in this context.  
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In comparing the results of this study to those from other studies of volunteers,  

it is important to remember that our participants were disproportionately older  

and thus were more likely to be retired than are most volunteer samples. The age  

and employment status of our sample may account for the relatively high mean  

for the values motive (22.16 out of a possible 25; see Table 1) and relatively low  

mean for the career motive (8.18). Omoto, Snyder, and Martino (2000) also  

found that older hospice volunteers (age 55 and above) were motivated chiefly  

by the desire to be of service; interpersonal relationships were more important to  

younger volunteers. In the present sample, career motive correlated negatively  

with age (r = -.54, p < .001). When we controlled for age, the correlations  

between the career motive and both time spent volunteering and length of  

service became nonsignificant (r = -.09 and r = -.08). Perhaps with retirement  

comes the loss of the identity that a job provides and the need for a new identity  

(for example, as a volunteer) to take its place.  
 

IMPLICATIONS FOR VOLUNTEER RECRUITMENT AND RETENTION  

Overall the findings indicate that a volunteer role identity and perceived  

expectations consistent with this identity are associated with long-term and  

committed volunteering. Therefore, volunteer-dependent agencies might 

consider implementing strategies that facilitate the development of a volunteer  

identity and the social pressures that maintain both this and the volunteering. To  

take advantage of those normative pressures, existing volunteers could share their  

experiences with members of organizations to which they belong (e.g., churches,  

civic groups), recruiting friends and colleagues. In addition, organizations such  

as schools and businesses might be induced to establish volunteer programs. As  

some members enlist, others should perceive increasing normative pressures to  

help.  

Once an individual begins volunteering, retention efforts might focus on 

cultivating a volunteer role identity. Appreciation events that recognize the 

efforts of the volunteers can be useful in this regard. Similarly items (e.g., t- 

shirts, license plate holders) that allow volunteers to be recognized publicly for 

their contributions can help strengthen role identity.  
 

STUDY LIMITATIONS/FUTURE RESEARCH  

In the present study we examined a fairly homogeneous sample of volunteers. Most  

were older, long-term volunteers, and all worked for the same organization. It is  

likely that each of these characteristics influenced responses to the measures that  

were assessed in this study. Also, we do not know the characteristics of those  

volunteers who chose not to participate and who comprise 71% of the hospice’s  

volunteer population.  
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While Penner (2002) describes the development of the committed volunteer,  

in the present work we examined a cross-section of current volunteers. With 

the addition of our longitudinal data, we will undoubtedly be able to draw more  

definitive conclusions about the influence of motive and identity on the volunteer  

process.  

Additionally, our focus was on dispositional more than organizational  

variables. A complete understanding of the volunteer dynamic must also consider  

characteristics of the organization and the interaction of the individual with the  

organization. For example, the hospice offers myriad volunteer opportunities  

ranging from duties that require high client contact (e.g., nursing home visitation,  

giving respite time to caregivers) to those that involve virtually none (e.g. office  

support, Speaker’s Bureau). The individual must be matched with the task to  

which he or she is best suited and in which he or she feels most comfortable  

(Stukas & Dunlap, 2002).  
 

CONCLUSION 

Blending functional analysis and role identity theory provided a useful first  

step in understanding sustained volunteer activity. Identity and perceived  

expectations emerged as important predictors of volunteer participation and were  

strongly associated with most motives for volunteering. In addition, a volunteer  

identity and others’ expectations were positively related to an altruistic, “other- 

oriented” personality.  
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