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Abstract A model of sustained volunteerism in young

people is proposed. The longitudinal study addresses the

questions ‘‘Why do young people decide to continue to

volunteer over an extended period of time?’’ There were

158 volunteers (82 female and 76 male). The volunteers

completed measures of motivation to volunteer, integra-

tion, and satisfaction with the organization, merged effects

due to voluntary service, social support, identity, and

intention to volunteer on a first (Time 1) and a second

research wave (Time 2). Results show that both disposi-

tional and organizational variables are important in

determining long-term volunteerism in young people and

confirmed that role identity is the best predictor of intention

to volunteer.
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For many years, social and developmental psychologists

have applied their theories and methods to the topic of

prosocial behavior in order to understand why and when

people help others.

Two distinct traditions of research in psychology can be

identified, each of which investigates a specific form of

prosocial behavior (Omoto and Snyder 1995; Snyder and

Omoto 2000). One research tradition on prosocial behavior

focuses on short-term, unplanned, and spontaneous proso-

cial action in favor of a stranger (the classic example is

bystander intervention; Latanè and Darley 1970). A second

research tradition focuses on long-term, continuing

assistance provided to a family member suffering from a

serious or chronic illness.

Recently however, more attention has been given to

another form of prosocial behavior: volunteerism. It is a

specific type of sustained, planned, prosocial behavior that

benefits strangers and occurs within an organizational set-

ting (Omoto and Snyder 1995; Snyder and Omoto 2000;

Penner 2002).

Literature on volunteerism shows three limitations. One

of the limitations is the scarcity of research on adolescents

and young adult volunteers. The second is a consideration

of family variables in the analysis of long-term commit-

ment by young people. The third limitation is the fact that

only a few of these studies have a longitudinal design

helpful to elucidate causal relations.

The present study attempts to explain young–adult

volunteerism by addressing the following general question:

‘‘Why do young people decide to continue to volunteer

over an extended period of time?’’

The first section of this article provides an overview of

the research on young volunteers and a brief illustration of

the principal models of volunteerism. Following this is our

longitudinal study.

Youth Volunteerism

In the past few years young adults have increased their

engagement in volunteer activities. Despite this, only

recently has their personality, motivations and effects

produced through their participation in voluntary activities

been fully discussed. Researchers agree that results

obtained from adult volunteer sample research cannot be

generalized tout court to young adult samples (Kirkpatrick-

Johnson et al. 1998). Late adolescence and young
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adulthood are key periods for personal and social identity

(Mortimer et al. 1982; Alwin et al. 1991; Scabini and

Rossi 1997) and voluntary commitment can assume spe-

cific meanings and characteristics as far as this period of

life is concerned.

Young adulthood is a crucial period for attitudinal and

prosocial capacity development (Erikson 1963). Young

adulthood sees a growth of prosocial behavior because of

emerging interpersonal relationships, cognitive and emo-

tive development and changes in social context (Carlo

et al. 1992, 1999; Marta and Scabini 2003). During this

period of life key psychological dimensions crystallize and

tend to remain stable throughout the course of adult life

(Alwin et al. 1991; Mortimer et al. 1982, 1996; Kirkpa-

trick-Johnson et al. 1998; Fisher and Schaffer 1993; Hanks

and Eckland 1978).

Only a few studies have been conducted on prosocial

development during young adulthood (Carlo and Randall

2001, 2002) and even fewer focuses on volunteerism. Even

though there has been an increase in volunteer studies

especially in the last three decades (Eisenberg and Fabes

1998), ‘‘it is surprising that very little is known about youth

volunteering, the social and psychological characteristics

of volunteers, their motivation for volunteering or the

psychological effect of volunteering’’ (Kirkpatrick-Johnson

et al. 1998, p. 310). The scant literature on youth volun-

teering focuses on two issues: the characteristics of

volunteers, i.e., their personality and motivation, and the

potential effects of volunteering, i.e., the analysis of:

agency, social relatedness and moral-political development

and awareness (Yates and Youniss 1996a; Kirkpatrick-

Johnson et al. 1998).

Several studies have defined some young–adult volun-

teer personality characteristics: volunteers are more

extroverted, have less need of autonomy, have a greater

ego strength (Smith and Nelson 1975), have higher inter-

nalized moral standards, have a more positive attitude

toward self and others, have a greater degree of self-effi-

cacy and optimism, have more emotional stability and have

a greater empathy and a less narcissistic investment on the

self than do non-volunteers (Allen and Rushton 1983; Hart

and Fegley 1995; Pancer and Pratt 1999; Yates and

Youniss 1996a).

We have done a multi-methodological research project

on adolescents and young–adult volunteers and their fam-

ilies,1 in order to understand the socio-demographic and

psychological characteristics of young Italian volunteers

and to detect elements in the family matrix and in the

intergenerational family relationships that exert an

influence on the young volunteers’ commitment in the

community. We found results partially consistent with the

works mentioned above (Marta and Scabini 2003;

Guglielmetti 2003). A total of 155 young volunteers aged

between 18 and 28 years were compared to 154 non-vol-

unteers aged between 17 and 28 years. As expected, the

volunteers scored significantly higher than non-volunteers

on prosocial personality, but volunteers scored significantly

lower than non-volunteers on narcissistic investment.

However, volunteers showed a lower level of self-esteem

than non-volunteers.

Motivations to volunteer have been well investigated

too. Chacon and Vecina (2000) declared that, motivations

have long been considered a crucial factor in distinguishing

a long-term volunteer from one who decides to stop. On the

other hand, motivations influencing the decision to become

a volunteer are different from those influencing volun-

teerism retention (Gidron 1984; Oda 1991; Winniford et al.

1995). It was demonstrated that individuals who think

volunteerism to be an opportunity to learn capacities and

competencies useful to themselves, are involved in the

service for a shorter time (Capanna et al. 2002). The above

motivations seem to favor the choice to become a volun-

teer, but not the choice to maintain the commitment. This

seems to be typical of young volunteers. A young-adult’s

motivational framework at the beginning of the commit-

ment in voluntary organizations appears to be composite. It

has the same strong value and community-oriented base as

an adult’s. Moreover, it draws on experiences that lead to a

competence and ability necessary for self-growth and to

enter the job market (Capanna et al. 2002; Omoto et al.

2000; Wuthnow 1995; Sundeen and Raskoff 1994).

In our previous multi-methodological research project,

in depth interviews with 12 young volunteers and self-

reports filled out by 155 young volunteers showed results

consistent with the above studies. Young people’s initial

volunteerism is determined both by self-oriented and other-

oriented motivations, but they maintain the commitment

for an extended time on the basis of other-oriented moti-

vations (Guglielmetti and Marta 2003).

Many studies on the effects of volunteerism in young

people highlight how voluntary service is useful for

socialization, for getting involved in the social context of

belonging (Sundeen and Raskoff 1994), for political par-

ticipation (Hanks 1981; Flanagan et al. 1998), as promoter

of civic engagement and support of prosocial norms

(Youniss and Yates 1997). In a voluntary organization

youths meet a different set of norms, different from the

traditional one received in a family or at school (Larson

1994). Moreover, voluntary action has a protection func-

tion against the psychosocial risk (Benson 1993), reducing

1 The measures of this research project are: self-reports; in depth-

interviews; drawing of the family life space and a weekly diary. Self-

reports were administered to the 155 and 154 family triads; in depth-

interviews and drawing of the family life space to 12 family triads

from each group and a weekly diary to 20 young people from each

group for 6 weeks.
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young people’s behavioral problems and school neglect

(Moore and Allen 1996) and arrests due to deviant acts

(Uggen and Janikula 1999). Together with these functions,

Youniss and Yates highlight how volunteerism favors the

social generation approach and the connection between

youths and adults and the ideology and social tradition they

represent. This connection promotes communication

between generations through experiences that are shared by

individuals (Kaplan 1997).

Volunteerism increases self-esteem, self-acceptance,

and self-efficacy (Hart and Fegley 1995; King et al. 1970;

Omoto and Snyder 1990; Conrad and Hedin 1982; Tierney

and Branch 1992; Primavera 1999; Yates and Youniss

1999; Pancer et al. 1998). Furthermore, it sustains cogni-

tive development and supports moral development (Yates

and Youniss 1996b). In brief, volunteerism empowers and

supports the identity construction. In experiencing volun-

tary actions, young people are allowed to assess their

identities through action and to appraise themselves as

producers rather than just consumers (Logan 1985). They

develop ‘‘occupational identity’’ (Erikson 1963), and vol-

unteerism assumes a pedagogic function.

Identity is a key construct to develop a favoring and

promoting attitude through community involvement over a

period of time. Identity is a crucial factor in assuring

intention to volunteer, too (Youniss and Yates 1997). In

particular, research on volunteerism has explored how

commitment to prosocial role identity develops and how

such identity leads to prosocial action (Piliavin et al. 2002).

Lee (1998) studied a sample of 566 freshmen students and

found that volunteer role identity was related to parental

volunteering, perceived expectations and also to their

intentions to volunteer during their college career.

Recently the influence of the family-of-origin on young

volunteers has been investigated. It is well known that

educational practices and family experiences could con-

tribute to inhibit or develop individual prosocial behavior

(Eisenberg and Fabes 1998; Fletcher et al. 2000). In par-

ticular, support is one of the critical and basic dimensions

in parenting that influences their offspring’s commitment

in the community. Several studies indicated that the quality

of family relationships is important to predicting sustained

service participation (Clary and Miller 1986; Hart and

Fegley 1995; Rosenhan 1973). Fletcher, Elder, and Mekos,

further developed the studies of Rosenhan and Clary and

Miller. Through longitudinal research they verified the

complex relation among educational styles, parenting

(support and warmth), and educational practices (parental

reinforcement and modeling) in predicting children’s par-

ticipation in volunteer activities. Research highlights the

support-oriented parental style as an active instrument in

predicting children’s involvement, independently of their

parents’ social commitment.

Our previous multi-methodological research project

revealed that parental support—especially that provided by

the father—is a good predictor of prosocial behavior and

commitment in voluntary organizations (Marta and Scabini

2003; Boccacin 2003).

Models of Volunteerism

Research on long-term volunteerism is guided by three

models, tested or proposed for volunteers of all ages: vol-

unteer process model by Omoto and Snyder (1995); role

identity model by Callero et al. (1987); Grube and Piliavin

(2000); and sustained volunteerism model by Penner

(2002). In the present section we briefly present and discuss

each of them.

The volunteer process model (Omoto and Snyder 1995)

identifies three stages in volunteerism: antecedents, expe-

riences, and consequences of volunteering. Furthermore,

the authors describe the voluntary process as having three

different levels: the individual, the organizational and the

social. In their theoretical model, they correlate these three

levels with the three stages of the volunteer’s experiences.

The antecedents stage regards the individual, organiza-

tional, and social features that exist prior to become a

volunteer. These may be personality characteristics,

demographic and resource differences, cultural and social

norms, and motivational concerns that influence and direct

individuals to seek out opportunities to volunteer. At the

antecedents stage different dispositional factors are likely

to be important, such as prosocial personality and

motivations. Motivational factors are more specific dispo-

sitional antecedents to volunteerism that most likely work

in conjunction with other general dispositional factors.

Embedded in a functionalist framework, Omoto and Sny-

der (1995) suggest that people have different motivations

to engage in volunteer service which are expressions of

individual life tasks, plans, or goals (Snyder and Cantor

1998).

In particular, studying volunteers aged between 20 and

65 years, they revealed a predictive, direct effect between

volunteerism motivations and length of service. According

to their volunteer process model, the more one is moti-

vated, the longer one will volunteer. Moreover, Omoto and

Snyder (1995) also found that other-focused motivations

are related with beginning voluntary service and that self-

oriented motivations predicted the length of time in vol-

unteer services. However, recent research has shown that

motivations and the volunteer’s involvement bond are

more complex. Subsequent research has not confirmed a

significant direct correlation between motivation and

length of service (Chacon et al. 1998). The research shows

an indirect effect due to the volunteer’s experience in the
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organization. Satisfaction and integration with the group

were assumed as mediating variables (Barbaranelli et al.

2003). In other words, it seems that a strong motivational

push is not enough in itself to maintain a sustained

involvement, but a favorable climate in the organization is

needed to satisfy personal and social functions that are at

the heart of motivations.

The second stage, experiences, focuses on the volun-

teers’ working relationships with recipients of volunteer

service, other volunteers, and staff members in volunteer

organizations. Within this stage, the number and quality of

relationships that volunteers form during their service

affects their satisfaction and integration in the organization

(e.g., Omoto and Snyder 2001). Volunteers who are more

satisfied with their volunteering tend to have greater

intentions to continue to volunteer and to stay longer with

the organizations (Omoto and Snyder 1995).

The last stage of the volunteer process model is that of

consequences, or outcomes. Research at the consequences

stage is relatively rare. Nevertheless, constructs at this

stage can reasonably be seen to reflect the causal effects of

antecedents and experiences stage variables and processes,

as well as the dynamic interactions between them (Omoto

and Snyder 2000, 2002; Snyder and Omoto 2000). At the

consequences stage, volunteers have worked for a period of

time and have developed varying attitudes toward volun-

teering, the organization and intentions for future volunteer

work. However, they can also show change in their attitude

through volunteerism. Some may decide to stop their work

whereas others may want to continue contributing.

The second model, Piliavin and colleagues’ role identity

model (Callero et al. 1987; Grube and Piliavin 1996; Pil-

iavin and Callero 1991) asserts that individuals engage in

voluntary actions because of a strong volunteer or service

‘‘identity’’. This model is based on the identity theory

developed by Stryker (1980), McCall and Simmons (1966),

and Turner (1978), as a derivative of symbolic interaction

theory. Central to the theory are role identities,2 compo-

nents of the self that correspond to the social roles we play.

In essence, the role identity model asserts that as people

continue to be volunteers, commitment to the organization

increases. Commitment in turn increases the incidence of

action on behalf of the organization. Accompanying the

increased commitment and continued volunteer activities

are a change in the volunteer’s self-concept, the volunteer’s

role becomes part of his or her identity. It is this role

identity that directly drives the volunteer’s behavior,

because the person strives to make his or her behavior

consonant with a volunteer’s role identity. In brief, the

model suggests that the best predictors of future volunteer

activity should be past levels of volunteer activity, orga-

nizational commitment and role identity (Grube and

Piliavin 1996, 2000).

Embedded in an interactionist perspective, Penner

(2002) proposes a model in which dispositional and orga-

nizational factors are not independent of one another, ‘‘they

influence one another and the resultant interactions

between them influence sustained prosocial actions’’

(p. 459). The model proposes that demographic variables,

dispositional variables (personal beliefs and value; proso-

cial personality, and motives), organizational variables

(organizational attributes and practices and relationships

with the organization), situational factors and social pres-

sure influence the decision to volunteer and influence

sustained volunteerism through the mediation or modera-

tion of role identity. ‘‘A high and involving level of

volunteer activity will likely produce a strong volunteer

role identity. One’s ‘‘Volunteer Role Identity’’ is the direct

and proximal cause of ‘‘Sustained Volunteerism,’’ that is

the amount of volunteer activity a person engages in after

he or she has been a volunteer for some significant period

of time’’ (Penner, p. 463). The model provides interesting

suggestions as to how the service organization might attract

and retain volunteers but up to now it is a conceptual model

and needs to be empirically tested.

Our main goal in this article is to more completely

understand long-term volunteer behavior in young people.

In order to reach this aim, and according to the literature,

we assumed that:

1. neither dispositional nor organizational variables can,

by themselves, provide a full explanation of why

young people continue to volunteer over an extended

period of time (Omoto and Snyder 1995; Penner 2002;

Piliavin et al. 2002);

2. a specific model for sustained volunteerism in youth

must be developed using those variables from the three

more well-known models of volunteerism for volun-

teers in general, of all ages—Omoto and Snyder’s

volunteer process model; Piliavin’s and colleagues role

identity model and Penner’s sustained volunteerism

model—which research has shown as undoubtedly

influencing the intention to volunteer. In accordance

with Grube and Piliavin (2000), these variables are:

motivation, identity and organizational experiences;

3. the model should include the volunteers’ perception of

the volunteering effects on themselves and the support

provided by significant others such as father, mother,

friends and partner because these variables play an

important role in young people volunteering and

2 Under the traditional definition, roles ‘‘are viewed as the behav-

ioural expectations that are associated with, and emerge from,

identifiable positions in social structure’’ (Callero 1994, p. 229). Role

identity is a role that ‘‘becomes internalized and adopted as a

component of the self’’ (Piliavin et al. 2002, p. 472).

38 E. Marta, M. Pozzi

123



moreover, because of the absence of consideration of

family related variables in literature.3

Two research questions are addressed in this study:

1. is the intention to volunteer predicted by: dispositional

variables (such as other-oriented motivation), organi-

zational variables (such as integration and satisfaction

with the organization), family and relational variables

(such as support), and effects of volunteerism on the

volunteer by the mediation of the volunteer’s identity

(Time 1)?

2. is the volunteers’ model stable over a period of time?

Does it work at Time 2 data collection?

A Model of Young People’s Sustained Volunteerism

According to literature findings and our previous results,

we assumed that values motivation (called other-oriented

motivations) and both integration and satisfaction with the

organization play an important role in defining volunteer

identity. Moreover, the effects of and support provided by

the volunteer’s father, mother, friends and partner also

influence volunteer identity. Volunteer identity is the best

predictor of intention to maintain the commitment for an

extended time.

Below we summarize our theoretical model (see Fig. 1).

A diagram can provide an effective means of presenting the

full system of relations in a unified and integrated manner

and represents a direct translation of theoretical predictions

(Tanaka et al. 1990).

Method

Participants

There were 158 young adult participants. When the first

data collection was made the female volunteers and male

volunteers (51.9% and 48.1%, respectively), ranged in age

from 24 to 30 years (M = 26.9, SD = 1.6). The majority

of the volunteers have a high school certificate (55.1%). In

addition, 34.8% of the former also have a degree, 6.3% a

PhD or other professional qualification while 3.8% left

school without any qualification. 58.9% of the volunteers

are mostly workers. Some of the volunteers are still at

university (15.2%) while 20.3% are student workers.

A large number of volunteers live with their parents and

siblings (39.9%), while 21.5% live only with their parents.

58.9% of the volunteers’ parents work. At the first data

collection (Time 1) 41.1% of the sample used to dedicate at

least 3 h a week to helping people, 23.4% from 4 to 5 h a

week, 19.6% from 6 to 10 h, 10.1% from 11 to 25 h and

1.9% more than 25 h a week. 3.8% dedicated at least

20 days a year. At Time 1 the majority of young adults

(27.8%) declared to have spent from 4 to 5 years with the

organization they were working for while 21.5% declared

to have spent from 6 to 10 years. Nineteen percentage were

volunteering for the organization for 2–3 years, while

17.7% had begun 1 year before the first data collection was

made. 7.6% were volunteering for more than 10 years

while 6.3% for only 6 months. No differences were reg-

istered between Time 1 and Time 2 as regards socio-

demographic variables.

Procedure

The sample was drawn from a longitudinal dataset con-

structed as part of a large project on young adult

volunteers. The data was collected at two different times

(Time 1 and Time 2).

At Time 1 of the present study there were 461 young

volunteers, aged 21–29 years, residents in Lombardy and

Emilia Romagna.4 The volunteers were engaged in vol-

untary service organizations working with minors, for a

minimum of 3 h a week or at least 20 days a year. Three

volunteers were selected from each organization. Gender

distribution reproduces the present situation in the exam-

ined territories as regards the age of interest, who was male

(45.8%) and who was female (54.2%). It is assumed that

the voluntary service organizations are distributed propor-

tionally regarding the population density.

Structured face-to-face interviews were conducted with

the volunteers in their organization. When the interview

portion was completed, participants filled in a self-

Other-oriented
motivation

Group
integration 

Satisfaction Volunteer
Role Identity 

Intention to 
volunteer

Merged
effects

Support

Fig. 1 The theoretical/conceptual model

3 We tested variance homogeneity with Levene’s statistic test.

Levene’s test allowed us to compare all subgroups.

4 These are two big areas in the north of Italy, historically considered

the ‘‘cradle’’ of Italian volunteerism (Italian Welfare Ministry 2000).
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administered paper-and-pencil questionnaire. The respon-

dents were informed that all information was confidential

and subpoena protected and their consent was requested for

the second data collection (Time 2).

Time 2 data was collected 1 year after Time 1. 440

(95.4%) subjects of the first data collection were contacted,

those who had given their confirmation of availability to be

reconsidered for a hypothetical second data collection at

Time 1. Out of these 440, 380 (82.4%) gave their consent,

however, only 246 (53.4%) subjects were met.5

The 246 subjects completed a questionnaire in which the

first item assessed the current situation of the individual. A

four-choice question assessed if, at the moment of the data

collection, the subject (a) was still volunteering in the same

organization, (b) was volunteering additionally in a dif-

ferent organization, (c) had changed organizations, or (d)

had stopped volunteering. It was decided to consider only 1

subsample for this study, those individuals who were

continuing in the same organization.

Finally, out of the 246 subjects, only 225 were consid-

ered. Data analysis highlighted that 164 of them were still

continuing to volunteer in the same organization. For the

final data, we had to delete some cases that presented a

large number of missing variables, five started volunteering

additionally in another organization, eight changed orga-

nizations and 68 stopped volunteering (out of these we

deleted one case), and one failed to complete the ques-

tionnaire correctly. It resulted in a database with 158 cases

still volunteering in the same organization.

Measures

Self-report measures were administered at both Time 1 and

Time 2, those of: motivation to volunteer, integration and

satisfaction with the organization, social support, merged

effects due to voluntary service, volunteer identity and

intention to volunteer.

Motivations

The participants completed the Italian version (Barbaranelli

et al. 2003) voluntary function inventory (VFI) by Omoto

and Snyder (1995). This is a 30-item scale in which volun-

teers indicated their agreement with each item on a five-point

scale (1 = not at all, 5 = very much). According to Omoto

and Snyder’s model (1995), motivations belong to the

antecedent stage. They rationally derived their instrument

from conceptualizations of the six proposed psychological

and social functions served by involvement in volunteer

work: values; understanding; career; social; protection; and

enhancement. Thirty items can be divided into five-item

subgroups, each for a specific motivation. The reliability

coefficients (Cronbach’s a) for the five-item subgroups in the

VFI at Time 1 and Time 2 were: values = .65 and .67,

respectively, e.g., ‘‘I am concerned about those less fortunate

than myself,’’ understanding = .72 and .77, respectively,

e.g., ‘‘I can learn more about the cause for which I am

working,’’ career = .85 and .88, respectively, e.g., ‘‘Vol-

unteering can help me to get my foot in the door at a place

where I would like to work,’’ social = .79 and .73, respec-

tively, e.g., ‘‘People I am close to want me to volunteer,’’

protection = .72 and .68, respectively, e.g., ‘‘No matter how

bad I have been feeling, volunteering helps me to forget

about it’’ and enhancement = .73 and .79, respectively, e.g.,

‘‘Volunteering makes me feel important.’’ Value is consid-

ered an other-oriented motivation while the remaining are

considered self-oriented.

Satisfaction

Satisfaction with the organization was assessed using an ad

hoc scale. It is a 17-item scale revealing satisfaction: with the

organization (six items), with the group (five items) and with

the activity (six items). Item examples are: satisfaction with

the organization, e.g., ‘‘This organization has great meaning

for me,’’ satisfaction with the group, e.g., ‘‘I am satisfied with

the opportunity to learn this group offers me’’ and satisfac-

tion with the activity, e.g., ‘‘I like volunteer services very

much.’’ A factorial analysis on the scale indicates a three-

factor scale. Cronbach’s a at Time 1 were .78, .76, and .75,

and at Time 2 of .78, .84, and .72, respectively.

Integration with the Organization

Integration with the organization was assessed through an

ad hoc single question about the degree of integration

perceived by subjects with their organization. Recipients

had to indicate their agreement on a five-point scale (from

1 = not at all, to 4 = very much).

Merged Effects

Volunteers’ perceived change with themselves was assessed.

It is an index that measures the effect of the voluntary activity

upon the volunteers themselves. An ad hoc scale was con-

strued. The original version was made up of 11 items, but a

nine-item scale was used. Cronbach’s a = .69 at Time 1 and

.84 at Time 2. Respondents had to indicate their agreement

5 This was due to different reasons, such as last minute cancellation

of the appointment and people who changed his/her mind once met.
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on a three-point scale (1 = not at all, 2 = quite enough,

3 = very much). This scale presents items such as ‘‘I’m

more friendly’’ or ‘‘I understand how lucky I am’’ or ‘‘I have

improved my relationship with my parents.’’

Social Support

The young adults were presented a social provision scale

source-specific (Cutrona 1989). This instrument has one

main characteristic: it assesses social support not in the

general social network but in the specific interpersonal

relationship defined by researches. In this investigation

respondents were asked about the support they received from

mothers, fathers, friends and partners. Participants used a

four-point scale to answer (1 = not at all, to 4 = a lot). A

total receive support index was recorded using the 12 items

(three items for each support sources). Item examples are:

‘‘This person is happy for me to do social service,’’ ‘‘I feel

personally responsible for this person’s welfare,’’ and ‘‘If I

really need it, I can count on this person’s help.’’ Alpha value

at Time 1 = .89 and .87 at Time 2.

Volunteer Identity

The eight-items Callero et al.’s role identity scale (Callero

et al. 1987) was employed to assess identity. Performing a

principal-axis factor analysis, oblique rotation, 2 factors

were specified. A role identity factor was obtained (three

items), a = .82, and a social identity factor (five items),

a = .83. Item examples are: ‘‘to be a volunteer means more

than to do volunteer service’’ or ‘‘to volunteer is an

important part of my identity’’ or ‘‘I’m proud to belong to

my volunteer group.’’ We decided to calculate an index

called ‘‘volunteer identity’’ summing up the two subscales.

At Time 1, alpha values = .70 and .81, respectively.

Intention to Volunteer

The intention to volunteer in the next three years was

assessed. Recipients had to indicate their agreement on a

four-point scale (1 = not at all, to 4 = very much) with

regards to their willingness to continue volunteering.

Results

Preliminary Analysis

Descriptive statistics on all measures for volunteers at

Time 1 and Time 2 are provided in Table 1.

Correlation coefficients were computed between each

variable of the model at Time 1 and Time 2. As Table 2

shows, the volunteers’ correlation coefficients at Time 1

and Time 2 are similar.

The Model

Structure equation model (SEM) analyses were conducted

using EQS 6.0 (Bentler 1998). Different path analyses

models were performed. The first analysis was to confirm

our theoretical model with the volunteers’ samples at Time

1. The same model was then tested at Time 2 to observe

validity of the same model.

Research question 1: is the intention to volunteer pre-

dicted by: dispositional variables (such as other-oriented

motivation), organizational variables (such as integration

and satisfaction with the organization), family and rela-

tional variables (such as support), and the effects of

volunteerism on the volunteer by the mediation of the

volunteer’s identity?

We tested our specified model of the volunteer process

on the volunteers at Time 1 (see Fig. 2, model 1). The data

fit well with our theoretical model. The statistical v2-test is

not significant: this means that the model obtained from

data does not differ from the theoretical model

(v2 = 12.367 df = 8 p = .13). Our model presents a

RMSEA of .060, a CFI of .978, NFI of .944, NNFI = .942

RMR = .021. As can be seen in Fig. 1, there are six sig-

nificant causal paths. Other-oriented motivation directly

influences volunteer identity (path coefficient = .31), such

as group integration (.31), satisfaction (.23), merged effects

(.11), and support (.05). While the first three constructs are

strongly related to identity, merged effects and support are

not. Moreover, the last causal path connects volunteer

identity with the intention to volunteer (.25).

Examination of path correlation estimated by EQS

(shown in Fig. 2) is also important. There are strong

Table 1 Means and standard deviations

Volunteers

Time 1 Time 2

M SD M SD

Other-oriented motivation 3.42 .58 3.69 .55

Group integration 3.06 .72 3.28 .56

Satisfaction 3.19 .41 3.32 .36

Merged effects 1.79 .36 2.19 .45

Support 3.91 .34 3.90 .34

Volunteer role identity 3.37 .75 3.65 .66

Intention to volunteer 2.82 .72 3.21 1.12
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correlations between the three ‘‘strong related antecedents’’

to volunteer identity. Other-oriented motivation is strictly

limited to satisfaction (r = .39) and also to group inte-

gration (r = .21). Furthermore, satisfaction and group

integration, the two organizational variables, are correlated

at .49.

Models with single and aggregated motivations were

tested but did not fit the data. The model without identity

was tested too but once again the models did not fit the

data.

We tested an alternative model, substituting other-ori-

ented motivation with self-oriented motivation. It did not

run. We did this in order to test the importance and the

exclusive role of other-oriented motivation in volunteer

process models.

Research question 2: is the volunteers’ model stable

over a period of time? Does it work at Time 2 data

collection?

Are subjects still behaving according to specific ways?

Or do they change their attitude over time?

Table 2 Volunteers and ex-volunteers’ correlation coefficients

Other-ori-

ented

motivation

Group

integration

Satisfaction Merged

effects

Support Volunteer role

identity

Intention to

volunteer

Volunteers’ correlation t1

Other-oriented motivation 1.000

Group integration .208** 1.000

Satisfaction .413** .491** 1.000

Merged effects .253** .318** .246** 1.000

Support .150 .078 .209** .192* 1.000

Volunteer role identity .488** .486** .532** .354** .181* 1.000

Intention to volunteer .162* .177* .215** .101 .208** .216** 1.000

Volunteers’ correlation t2

Other-oriented motivation 1.000

Group integration .439** 1.000

Satisfaction .368** .584** 1.000

Merged effects .229** .238** .253** 1.000

Support .194* .036 .040 .015 1.000

Volunteer role identity .492** .572** .576** .198* .167* 1.000

Intention to volunteer .191* .255** .365** .068 .020 .310** 1.000

Intention to 
volunteer 

 
  

(.33 *)  

Other -
oriented 

motivation  

Group 
Integration 

Satisfaction 

Merged effects 

Support 

Volunteer 
Role Identity 

 R2 = .47  R2 = .061  

(.49*)  

(.21*)  

(.21 *)  

(.21)  

(.23 *)  

(.39 *)  

.31*  

.31*  

.23*  

.11

.05

.25* 

Fig. 2 Volunteers’ model 1

*p \ .05
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We tested our statistical model 1 on Time 2 volunteer

scores too, in order to verify if the same model was still

working over a period of time. Fit indices obtained from the

first attempt were acceptable but not favorable. A different

chart of correlations among variables emerged after ana-

lyzing Time 2 data. After seeing both the EQS output and the

correlation matrix we decided on a different correlation path.

After this, fit indices improved (see Fig. 3, model 2)

The statistical v2-test is not significant. (v2 = 9.685

df = 8 p = .29). Our model presents a RMSEA of .037, a

CFI of .993, NFI of .960, NNFI = .980, and a

RMR = .012.

In particular, the two models differ in correlations

among the five volunteer identity predictors.

As can be seen in Fig. 3, even for this model, six causal

paths are highlighted. In particular, other-oriented motiva-

tion is strictly related to volunteer identity (.22) such as group

integration (.27) and satisfaction (.33). Merged effects and

support are less related, .03 and .10, respectively. The last

causal path is the one between volunteer identity and inten-

tion to volunteer (.31). Correlations change in this model, the

biggest changes are related to other-oriented motivation,

which is correlated to all other constructs, satisfaction

however, is no longer related to support.

At Time 1, models with single motivations was tested

but did not fit the data (v2 = .000, CFI = .414,

RMSEA = .220 (.186–.256)). The model without identity

was tested too but once again the model did not fit the data

(v2 = .000, CFI = .024, RMSEA = .267 (.226–.311)).

Discussion and Conclusion

The purpose of this study was to understand why young

people decide to continue to volunteer over an extended

period of time. We assumed that young people’s sustained

volunteerism is influenced by dispositional and organiza-

tional variables and that role identity is a key construct. In

order to elucidate the causal relations among dispositional

and organizational variables linked to sustained young

people’s volunteerism and identity, a structural model was

tested specifically on young volunteers.

The model we tested suggests that both dispositional and

organizational variables are important in determining long-

term volunteerism in young people. Moreover, in accor-

dance with previous research (Callero et al. 1987; Grube

and Piliavin 2000), our analysis confirmed that role identity

is the best predictor of intention to volunteer. For volun-

teers who still remain involved in the service, analysis also

confirms the fact that identity is still a mediating variable

between dispositional and organizational variables and the

intention to volunteer.

In detail, other-oriented motivation, group integration

and satisfaction with the organization, are strongly related

to young people’s volunteer identity, whereas merged

effects and support are not.

This could mean that integrating one’s own identity, to

be aware and caring of others as well as being satisfied and

integrated in the organization, could affect length of ser-

vice. In accordance with Piliavin and colleagues’ theory

(Piliavin et al. 2002; Callero et al. 1987; Grube and Pilia-

vin 2000) and Penner’s model (Penner and Finkelstein

1998; Penner 2002), volunteer identity is very important in

the decision and in the will to continue volunteering.

Testing the same model over time can test its stability.

At Time 2, our model of sustained young volunteers was

confirmed. In fact we can see an improvement in some path

coefficient already present in the model at Time 1. In

particular, volunteers have strengthened their ‘‘organiza-

tional antecedents links’’ through their service. It could be

Other -
oriented 

motivation  

Group 
Integration 

Satisfaction 

Merged effects 

Support 

Volunteer 
Role Identity 

R2 = .48 

Intention to 
volunteer 
R2 = .10 

.31*  

.22*  

.27*  

(.43*)  

.33* 

.03  

(.59*)  

(.21*)   

(.37*)  

(.27*)  

(.25*)  
.10

Fig. 3 Volunteers’ model 2 *p \ .05
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said that group integration linked to satisfaction represents

a single compact group of organizational. Even other-ori-

ented motivation increases significantly its link to

satisfaction (from .21 to .43; Fisher’s Z test = 2.086) while

the correlation with group integration remains almost sta-

ble (from .39 to .37). Volunteer identity also increases its

causal link with the intention to volunteer.

Volunteer identity can be a prominent role, not only for

the defined social tasks and characteristics the volunteer

assumes, but also for the symbolic, affective, and value

investment that the same individual and the broader society

have upon it. In this sense talking about role identities

assume meaning because these activities give voice to

identity constitutive elements so as to build meaningful,

ethic-affective based belongings. Moreover, these activities

identify a position within bond dynamics that allows dif-

ferentiation processes to develop. It could be suggested that

differentiation and belonging are two opposite poles of a

social bond continuum between people, in this way, vol-

unteer identity develops into both specific and flexible

tasks. Furthermore, volunteer identity is developed through

relationships with the recipients of the volunteer’s service

as well as through the relationships with the organization.

Voluntary engagement is the expression of the need to

build one’s own social identity. In this sense, the volun-

teer’s group and organization become fundamental in

measuring one’s own maturity and to be more receptive to

social issues and society in general.

In this work there is clear evidence of how crucial

volunteer identity is in the comprehension of young peo-

ple’s volunteerism.

In light of these results we can assume that firstly, in

accordance with Omoto and Snyder (1995, 2000), Penner

(2002) and Grube and Piliavin (2000) the organization

plays an important role in the volunteer process. Secondly,

in contrast to Omoto and Snyder’s results—on a sample of

volunteers of all ages—but as in our previous research

project, other-oriented motivation influences the young

volunteer’s choice to maintain the commitment over an

extended time.

The support variable is also interesting. We could

hypothesize that others who support the service could be

interpreted negatively by volunteers, as social or normative

pressure. We could also hypothesize that if the choice to

volunteer is not a part of one’s own identity but is taken in

order to satisfy a compliance desire (i.e., not to observe

internalized norms). The findings on the role of identity,

other-oriented motivation and organizational variables in

long-term volunteerism suggests that service organizations

interested in maintaining young people’s involvement in

volunteerism need to understand the changing motivational

pattern of volunteers and ‘‘relationships’’ within the orga-

nizational network. ‘‘Thus, service organizations must do

more than simply recruit volunteers; they must work to

maximize the volunteers’ involvement with the organiza-

tion’’ (Penner 2002, p. 464). If the initial level of

involvement is maintained, a volunteer role should be

developed. Once this identity has emerged, service orga-

nization has a volunteer who should remain for a long time.

Thus, the service organization has a great responsibility

in maintaining young people’s involvement in voluntary

action and in supporting the pedagogic function assumed

by volunteerism. In other words, they are partly responsible

for encouraging young people to think about and work

toward the ideal of a ‘‘common good’’.

In future research we plan to focus on two limitations of

the present study. The first limitation is that we limit our

analysis to the volunteers in general without considering

ex-volunteers. The second limitation is the fact that we

tested the model only on young volunteers. In order to test

the specific nature of this model it is necessary to apply the

model to a sample of adult and elderly volunteers.
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Latanè, P., & Darley, J. M. (1970). The unresponsive bystander: Why
doesn’t he help? New York: Appleton-Century-Corfts.

Lee, L. (1998). Change of self-concept in the first year of college life:

The effect of gender and community involvement. Dissertation
Abstracts International Section A: Humanities & Social Sci-
ences, 59(3–A).

Logan, R. D. (1985). Youth Volunteerism and instrumentality: A

commentary, rationale, and proposal. Journal of Voluntary
Action Research, 4, 45–48.

Marta, E., & Scabini, E. (2003). Giovani volontari. (Young volun-
teers). Firenze: Giunti.

McCall, G. J., & Simmons, R. (1966). Identities and interaction. New

York: Free Press.

Moore, C. W., & Allen, J. P. (1996). The effects of volunteering on

the young volunteer. Journal of Primary Prevention, 17, 231–

258.

Mortimer, J. T., Finch, M. D., & Kumka, D. (1982). Persistence and

change in development: The multidimensional self-concept.

Life-Span Development and Behavior, 4, 263–312.

Mortimer, J. T., Pimentel, E. E., Ryu, S., Nash, K., & Lee, C. (1996).

Part time work and occupational value formation in adolescence.

Social Forces, 74, 1405–1418.

Oda, N. (1991). Motives of volunteer works: Self and other oriented

motives. Tohoku psychologica folia, 50, 55–61.

Omoto, A. M., & Snyder, M. (1990). Basic research and action:

Volunteerism and society’s response to AIDS. Personality and
Social Psychology Bulletin, 16, 152–166.

Omoto, A. M., & Snyder, M. (1995). Sustained helping without

obligation: Motivation, longevity of service, and perceived

attitude change among AIDS volunteers. Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, 68, 671–686.

Omoto, A. M., & Snyder, M. (2000). Doing good for self and society:

Volunteerism and the psychology of citizen participation. In M.

Van Vougt, M. Snyder, T. Tyber & A. Biel (Eds.), Cooperation
in modern society (pp. 127–141). London: Modern Society.

Omoto, A. M., & Snyder, M. (2002). Consideration of Community.

American Behavioral Science, 45, 846–867.

Omoto, A. M., & Snyder, M. (2001). Basic research and practical

problems: volunteerism and the psychology of individual and

collective action. In J. Wosinska, R. Cialdini, & D. Barrett

(Eds.), The practice of social influence in multiple cultures.
Applied social research. (pp. 287–307). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence

Erlbaum associates.

Omoto, A. M., Snyder, M., & Martino, S. (2000). Volunteerism and

the life course: Investigating age-related agendas for action.

Basic and Applied Social Psychology, 22, 181–197.

Pancer, S. M., & Pratt, M. W. (1999). Social and family determinants

of community service involvement in Canadian youth. In M.

Yates & J. Youniss (Eds.), Roots of civic identity: International
perspectives on community service and activism in youth (pp.

32–55). New York, NY: Cambridge University Press.

Pancer, S. M., Pratt, M. W., & Hunsberger, B. (1998). Community and
political involvement in adolescence. What distinguishes the

Young People and Volunteerism 45

123



activist from the uninvolved? Paper presented at the 7th Biennal

Meeting of the Society for Research in Adolescence, San Diego.

Penner, L. A. (2002). Dispositional and organizational influences on
sustained volunteerism: An interactionist perspective. Tampa:

University of South Florida Press.

Penner, L. A., & Finkelstein, M. A. (1998). Dispositional and

structural determinants of volunteerism. Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, 74(2), 525–537.

Piliavin, J. A., & Callero, P. (1991). Giving blood: The development of
an altruistic identity. Baltimore: Jonh Hopkins University Press.

Piliavin, J. A., Grube, J., & Callero, P. (2002). Role as resource for

action in public service. Journal of Social Issues, 58, 469–485.

Primavera, J. (1999). The unintented consequences of volunteerism:

Positive outcomes for who serve. Journal of Prevention and
Intervention in the Community, 18, 125–140.

Rosenhan, D. L. (1973). The natural socialization of altruistic

autonomy. In J. Maccaulay & L. Berkowitz (Eds.), Altruism
and helping behavior (pp. 98–120). New York: Academic Press.

Scabini E. & Rossi G. (Eds.). (1997). Giovani in famiglia tra autonomia
e nuove dipendenze. (Young in family, between authonomy and
new subjections) (Vol. 16). Milano: Vita e Pensiero.

Smith, B. M. M., & Nelson, L. (1975). Personality correlates of

helping behavior. Psychological Reports, 37, 307–310.

Snyder, M., & Cantor, N. (1998). Understanding personality and

social behavior: A functional strategy. In D. T. Gilber, G. Fiske,

& G. Lindzey (Eds.), Handbook of social psychology (pp. 635–

679). New York: Sage.

Snyder, M., & Omoto, A. M. (2000). Doing good for self and society:

Volunteerism and the psychology of citizen participation. In M.

Van Vougt, M. Snyder, A. Tyber, & A. Biel (Eds.), Cooperation
in modern society. New York: Routledege.

Stryker, S. (1980). Symbolic interactionism. Menlo Park, CA:

Benjamin/Cummings.

Sundeen, R., & Raskoff, S. (1994). Volunteering among teenagers in

the United States. Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly, 23,

383–403.

Tanaka, J. S., Panter, A. T., Winborne, W. C., & Huba, G. J. (1990).

Theory testing in personality and social psychology with

structural equation models: A primer in 20 questions. In C.

Hendrick & M. S. Clark (Eds.), Research methods in personality
and social psychology. Review of personality and social
psychology, (Vol. 11, pp. 217–242). Thousand Oaks, CA, US:

Sage Publications.

Tierney, J. P., & Branch, A. Y. (1992). College students in a mental
hospital. Philadelphia: Pubblic/Privates Ventures.

Turner, R. H. (1978). The role and the person. American Journal of
Sociology, 84, 1–23.

Uggen, C., & Janikula, J. (1999). Volunteerism and arrest in the

transition to adulthood. Social Forces, 78, 331–362.

Winniford, J., Carpenter, R., & Stanley, G. C. (1995). An analysis of

the traits and motivation of college students involved in service

organizations. Journal of College Student Development, 36,

27–38.

Wuthnow, R. (1995). Learning to Care. New York: Oxford Univer-

sity Press.

Yates, M., & Youniss, J. (1996a). Community service and political

moral identity in adolescents. Journal of Research on Adoles-
cence, 6, 271–284.

Yates, M., & Youniss, J. (1996b). A developmental perspective on

community service in adolescence. Social Development, 5,

85–111.

Yates, M., & Youniss, J. (1999). Roots of civic identity. Cambridge:

Cambridge University Press.

Youniss, J., & Yates, M. (1997). Community service and social
responsibility in youth. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

46 E. Marta, M. Pozzi

123






