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Introduction 

Institutions have long been acknowledged as playing a significant role in 
harnessing citizen contributions to the public good (Hardin, 1968; Sally, 1995; 
Ostrom, 1996; 1998), a relationship supported by a growing body of cross-
disciplinary research in political science, public policy, social psychology and 
economics (Alford, 1988; Ostrom, 1996; Fischbacher, Gächter and Fehr, 
2001; Lowndes, 2005; Fung, 2006; Brannan et al., 2006; Bovaird, 2007; 
Sirianni, 2009; Skelcher and Torfing, 2010). The challenge for research is to 
find out about the exact relationship between institutional design and prosocial 
behaviours, in particular what exact features of that design convey the 
appropriate information signals to stimulate behaviour. A good deal of 
research exists demonstrating the importance of the way in which institutional 
designs or standard operating procedures convey social information. This line 
of research highlights the behavioural mechanisms underpinning contributions 
to the public good, both from public goods experiments in the laboratory and 
field experiments in charitable giving (see Vesterlund, 2006). Amongst these 
the distinct role of social information has been highlighted, whereby the value 
of people’s contributions is influenced by knowledge of the contributions of 
others (Fischbacher, Gächter and Fehr, 2001; Frey and Meier, 2004; Fehr 
and Gintis, 2007; Fischbacher  and Gächter, 2010; Shang and Croson, 2009; 
Yan Chen et al., 2010). There is little comparable research on time donation, 
and though there are similarities between donating time and money recent 
evidence suggests time-giving may be less easily commodified (Okada and 
Hoch, 2004) and potentially more sensitive to social cues (Lee et al., 1999; 
Shang and Croson, 2009). Social influence theory in psychology indicates that 
individuals are more likely to be positively influenced by social information in 
situations of norm ambiguity (e.g Crutchfield, 1955 in Shang and Croson, 
2009: 1426). This is a condition of clear relevance to volunteering insofar as it 
takes place in diverse settings and is, by the fact of its voluntary nature, not a 
routine day-to-day obligation with recognised social expectations about the 
level of contribution. Furthermore existing research on volunteering shows 
that a number of social norm-related measures are important predictors of 
volunteering behaviour, including perceived expectations of peers, 
reputational concerns and peer behaviour (e.g. Harrison, 1995; Lee et al., 
1999; Linardi & McConnell, 2011; Francis, 2011). Together these factors 
suggest that the causal effects of social and situational context merit greater 
attention with regard to understanding and boosting volunteering behaviour.  

This paper examines existing theory and empirical evidence in relation to 
prosocial behaviour, charitable giving and its stimulation using social 
information, setting it against what is known about volunteering as a specific 
form of planned and repeated prosocial activity. The conclusions drawn are 
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are used to make the case for longitudinal experiments on volunteering using 
social information in field settings. Overall, the paper seeks to explicate what 
is already known about motivations in order to identity how behaviour can be 
extrinsically stimulated through activation of these motivational mechanisms. 
It also identifies what other motivational factors—not directly amenable to 
stimulation with social information—might impact on results. 

The paper begins with an overview of perspectives on the determinants of 
prosocial behaviour across social science disciplines. In light of the fact that 
much of the existing literature on contributions to the public good has focused 
on the giving of money, it then briefly reviews the emerging literature 
comparing the giving of money and time, and reflects on how and why the two 
behaviours may differ in their determinants. Next the paper outlines 
theoretical approaches to explaining volunteering behaviour. In recognition of 
the merits of a process-conscious approach to stimulating repeated, 
organisationally-situated citizen activity it examines psychological, social and 
organisational factors relating to the recruitment and retention of voluntary 
labour. The final section of the paper makes the case for stimulating 
volunteering behaviour by using social information. It considers what existing 
research on charitable giving tells us about the mechanisms for using social 
information and how this may be applied to the study of volunteering 
behaviour, taking account of the theories of volunteering considered in the 
preceding section. This includes some reflections about how the use of social 
information may impact on volunteering activity to serve as a precursor to the 
design of a fully articulated field experiment. 

 
1. Prosocial motivations –explanations from across disciplines 

The study of prosocial and cooperative behaviour itself has a long history 
in sociology, political science, social psychology and economics, relating to 
such topics as social movements, civic and political participation, charity, 
helping behaviour and collective action. In economics the “prosociality puzzle” 
(Simpson and Willer, 2008: 38) has exercised economists attempting to 
understand why people so frequently violate the assumptions of rational self-
interest to contribute to the public good (Frey and Meier, 2004; Van Lange et 
al., 2000). Economists tend to think about the motivations involved as 
resulting from a comparison of costs and benefits (Capillari and Turati, 2004) 
using two models. In the public goods model, the benefit is quantified as the 
extent to which one’s contribution increases the general supply of charity 
(Duncan, 1999). This echoes work in psychology on the role of perceived 
efficacy in helping behaviour, which has been studied as a motivator of 
contributions in public goods games (Sweeney, 1973 in Bekkers and 
Wiepking, 2011). In the private consumption model the benefits accrue purely 
to the individual and arise from how the act of giving makes the giver feel, or 
other personal benefits such as enhanced reputation or improved human 
capital, (Duncan, 1999; Hustinx et al., 2010). Hustinx and colleagues (2010) 
observe that most economists embrace a middle road between these two 
models whereby giving enters the individual’s utility function twice, giving rise 
to private as well as public benefits. On a similar line psychologists have long 
argued that people act prosocially for two basic reasons: egoistic and altruistic 
(Feiler et al., 2012:1322), and they too recognise  that in practice a mix of the 
two is likely to be at work in any helping or giving situation (Feiler et al., 2012). 
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Piliavin (2009: 213) nicely summarises findings from psychological research 
on helping: “Some people, some of the time, do help other people out of 
altruism”. 

Thinking in terms of solidarity and collective action, political scientists and 
sociologists have tended to see prosocial behaviour as a more integral, less 
puzzling feature of human life than economists.  Social cohesion, collective 
organising and institution-building are viewed as foundations of society, driven 
in the Durkheimian  tradition by the cultural transmission of solidaristic norms 
and values (Janowski and Wilson, 1995; Fehr and Gintis, 2007; Wlison, 
2000), and in the Weberian tradition by socioeconomic status and resources 
(Janowski and Wilson, 2005). Political scientists have sought explanations for 
behaviour in civic attitudes and culture (Almond and Verba, 1963), ideas 
which have recently re-emerged in relation to social capital theory (John et al., 
2011) whereby trust and norms of reciprocity are theorised as drivers of 
cooperation and civic participation (Coleman, 1988 Putnam, 1993; 2000 inter 
alia). These theories have been operationalized to allow statistical modelling 
of civic and political behaviour, however, as Fehr and Gintis (2007: 44) note, 
sociological research has not developed a parsimonious, empirically 
grounded view of the drivers of human behaviour, a situation they attribute in 
part to the lack of experimental research undertaken within the discipline. 
Political science, on the other hand, has recently begun to embrace 
experimental approaches (for reviews see McDermott, 2002; and John, 
forthcoming), taking inspiration from a long tradition of laboratory experiments 
in cooperation and prosocial behaviour in economics and social psychology 
and earlier field experiments on voting within political science itself. 

Economists examine motivations for behaviour in terms of incentives, an 
approach which Bekker and Wiepking  (2011) give primacy to in their 
literature review of the behavioural mechanisms driving charitable giving. The 
charitable donation of money has become increasingly subject to 
experimental research in the field as well as being informed by public goods 
experiments in the laboratory, providing insights into giving as a prosocial act 
which are of clear relevance to understanding the related act of giving time. In 
Bekkers and Wiepking’s review of charitable donation behaviour they draw a 
useful analytical distinction- taken from a wider literature- between motivations 
relating to ‘conviction’ and those relating to ‘community’ (Bekkers and 
Wiepking ,2011: 944). Conviction encompasses what social psychologists 
term “instrinsic motivations” or the desire to undertake a task for its own sake 
(Benabou and Tirole, 2003: 490). This is driven by personal preferences, 
values or personal norms favouring altruistic or humanitarian conduct. 
Economists have attempted to distinguish behavioural preferences for self-
versus other-regarding behaviour using measures of ‘social value orientation’. 
This encompasses notions of altruism, cooperation, competitiveness and 
individualism and may include fairness preferences such as egalitarianism 
and equality (Margetts et al., 2012; Fischbacher, Gächter and Fehr, 2001; 
Van Lange, 2000). Multiple categories of social value orientation are 
sometimes aggregated in order to distinguish more broadly between those 
whose preferences are prosocial and pro-self (Van Lange et al., 2011).  

Bekkers and Wiepking’s (2011) “community” motivations encompass 
“extrinsic motivations” (Benabou and Tirole, 2003; 2006) relating to social 
environment and situational cues which incentivise giving or helping. These 
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include social norms (Cialdini et al., 1991) and social identity in relation to a 
particular group or role (Nomura et al., 2011; Lee et al., 1999), reputational 
factors, solicitation (being asked to contribute) and awareness of need 
(Bekkers and Wiepking, 2011). Altruistic behaviour may be extrinsically 
motivated by the intra-psychic benefits it generates for the individual; this is a 
private consumption preference which economists have characterised as 
“impure altruism” (Andreoni, 1990) whereby the psychological “warm glow” of 
helping (Andreoni, 1990; Ariely, et al 2009, Bénabou and Tirole 2006) gives 
egoistic purpose to would-be self-sacrifice. Public goods experiments on 
cooperation have repeatedly found comparable proportions of individuals with 
preferences for cooperation and free-riding in different populations (Fehr and 
Gintis, 2007). These suggest that many people are willing to cooperate 
conditional on the contribution of others and adjust the level of their 
contribution to the public good accordingly (Fischbacher, Gӓchter and Fehr, 
2001; Frey & Meier, 2004; Fehr and Gintis, 2007; Fischbacher and Gӓchter, 
2010). Indeed Fehr and Gintis (2007) offer extensive empirical evidence from 
economics of the way in which cooperation is conditional on the interaction of 
beliefs, preferences and social structural constraints as a theoretical bridge 
between economic and sociological explanations for cooperation. It is this 
situational variation and the social and psychological mechanisms 
underpinning it, which need to be understood if policymakers are to formulate 
interventions to encourage prosocial behaviour (Van Lange and Joireman, 
2008).   

The interaction between individual preferences and social environment as 
a driver of giving behaviour is mechanism that has already been tested and 
employed to increase philanthropic behaviour (see Bekker and Wiepking, 
2011). Recent work in economics has begun to develop and test causal 
models for stimulating charitable giving using field experiments (e.g. Frey and 
Meier, 2004, Shang and Croson, 2009), however comparable research on 
volunteering is in at an embryonic stage (e.g. Carpenter and Myers, 2010 
using economic models). Calls to apply cross-disciplinary inputs to the study 
of voluntary action specifically (see Bekkers and Wiepking, 2011; Piliavin, 
2009) have begun to produce attempts to synthesise theory (e.g. Bekkers, 
2005; Einolf and Chambre, 2011; Hustinx et al., 2010). There is nevertheless 
only a very limited empirical literature (Carpenter and Myers, 2010) and 
therefore a lack of evidence offering operationalisable techniques for 
motivating volunteers (Al-Ubaydli and Lee, 2011: 323). Whilst there are many 
parallels between the determinants of philanthropy and volunteering (Bekkers 
and Wiepking, 2011) the distinct nature of volunteering as a form of giving 
requires investigation in its own right (Piliavin, 2009; Lee et al., 1999; 
Ellingsen and Johannesson, 2009). In order to define a research agenda for 
volunteering experiments distinct from, but informed by, existing research on 
monetary donation, the next section considers the small literature comparing 
donations of money and time.  

 

2. Giving money and giving time - are they equivalent? 

In the preceding section it was observed that prosocial behaviour in 
general, and the decision to contribute money more specifically, is theorised 
as resulting from one of multiple processes of cost-benefit analysis, 
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dependent on the degree of an individual’s personal prosocial preferences 
and extrinsic motivations relating to social and situational context. Analysis 
from economists looking specifically at volunteer labour supply has focused 
on the issue of whether time and money are treated as complements or 
substitutes when individuals make decisions about giving (Duncan, 1999), a 
question of increasing institutional relevance in light of arguments about the 
rise of cheque book-based civic contributions relative to active social 
participation (Putnam, 2000; Skopcol, 2003). This analysis focuses on 
decision-making processes taking account of wage and tax prices, whereby 
the individual assesses the relative cost of giving (opportunity cost) versus the 
benefit in terms of either private consumption or the quantity of public good 
produced. The standard economic approach to the opportunity cost of giving 
time is to assign it an hourly rate equivalent to one’s wage (Okada and Hoch, 
2004). Models based on private consumption have tended to conclude that on 
average giving time and money are complementary contributions (Menchik 
and Weisbrod, 1987; Brown and Lankford, 1992; Schiff, 1990 in Duncan, 
1999; Andreoni et al., 1996). Indeed Freeman’s (1997) analysis of American 
Gallup data found people who donated to charity were three times as likely to 
volunteer as those who did not, a relationship which is corroborated by more 
recent evidence from both the UK and internationally demonstrating a strong 
correlation between money and time donation (see Hill, 2012). By contrast 
Duncan’s (1999) study adopting a public goods model finds that the two 
activities are substitutable. In the public goods model time spent volunteering 
is treated as a deduction from time spent in paid work earning money which 
could be given to charity to fund paid labour. The key question becomes 
which type of labour contributes more to the supply of public good, relative to 
the opportunity costs to the individual of giving up time unpaid. This approach 
assumes that the contribution of paid and unpaid employees of charitable 
organisations are substitutable; an individual will only volunteer if the labour 
cost to the charitable organisation of their unpaid contribution is less 
(acknowledging that volunteer labour is never entirely ‘free’1) than the cost of 
a paid employee (Duncan, 1999). Whether the contribution of paid employees 
and volunteers can be assumed to be equivalent in terms of the quality of 
contribution is an empirical question. Indeed it is one which continues to vex 
policymakers and practitioners with regard to the issue of remuneration for 
acts of ‘voluntary’ public service on the one hand, and more contentiously in 
the current climate, in relation to the provision of services by volunteers in 
place of a paid public sector workforce on the other.  

The opportunity costs of time given to volunteering are of course a key 
feature of the decision to volunteer and a constraint which is often cited 
(Carlson et al., 2011; Sundeen et al., 2007), though it is an explanation which 
may mask more complex issues such specific demands on time of caring 
responsibilities or long hours of employment related to low-waged 
employment. Indeed the meaning of opportunity cost may be less quantifiable 
than economic analysis suggests whilst still relating to positive or negative 

                                                
1 This is an important point. Duncan (1999) cites Steinberg (1990) and Emanuele (1996) to emphasise that 
volunteer labour is not free and includes the cost of recruitment, training and supervision, an issue which Hustinx 
et al., (2010) reiterate, observing that the day-to-day non-wage costs of volunteer labour are significant. 
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externalities. For example, Carlson and colleagues’ (2011) experiment 
operationalized opportunity costs and benefits of volunteering in terms of 
positive and negative alternative uses of time to that which the individual 
would spend volunteering, with expected results in relation to time donation 
intention.  

Nevertheless evidence from decision science and psychology indicates 
that people find the value of time more ambiguous and difficult to define than 
the value of money (Okada and Hoch, 2004). In their laboratory experiments 
Okada and Hoch (2004) find that evidence of greater acceptance of bad 
outcomes of time expenditure and greater risk-taking with the expenditure of 
time than money (Okada and Hoch, 2004). They suggest that it is the 
ambiguity of valuation of time that allows people to be more creative in their 
ex-ante and ex-post perceptions of time expenditure. Consistent with this 
finding, Ellingson and Johannesson’s (2009) laboratory experiment using an 
ultimatum game comparing monetary and time sacrifices suggests that 
subjects are more prone to make non-monetary sacrifices than to make 
equivalent monetary sacrifices. The authors find that investment proposers in 
the game require compensation for monetary investment but do not for the 
investment of time.  

The question of the extent to which people have commodified attitudes to 
time donation is raised by Wilson and Musick’s (1997) research into the 
relationship between paid employment and volunteering. Their analysis of 
American panel survey data finds that public sector employees are more likely 
to volunteer than those in the private sector, controlling for education and self-
direction on the job. Citing Reinstein (1987) they suggest that the less 
privatistic and commodified character of public service may correspond to 
different attitudes to giving time unpaid amongst those who choose to work in 
this sector (Wilson and Musick, 1997: 268). Houston’s (2006) research, also 
in the USA, similarly finds  that government workers are more likely than 
those in the private sector to volunteer and give blood, though there are no 
differences between sectors in donations of money.  It is not clear from either 
study whether the effect results from self-selection to the sector or from the 
social influence of working in that sector. Nevertheless these findings make 
an interesting contribution to the debate about the crowding out of private 
giving by government expenditure in the economics literature and to wider 
debates about state paternalism and de-responsibilisation. Wilson and Musick 
(2008) argue that public spending cuts reducing the size of the public sector 
and causing their employees to move to less prosocial environments may 
reduce the overall level of volunteer labour in the population (Wilson and 
Musick, 1997), though the recent increase in workplace volunteering schemes 
may go some way to off-setting this problem. Nevertheless experimental 
research from social psychology about the priming effects of monetary cues 
appears to give credence to the idea of commodifying situational influences 
on prosocial behaviour. Findings indicates that relative to non-monetary 
reminders, reminders of money make people less willing to help others, more 
socially distant (Vohs et al., 2006), more tolerant of social inequality and lead 
people to assert more strongly that victims deserve their fate (Caruso et al., 
2012). Taken in the round this body of research supports the argument that 
people value charitable donations of money and time differently and that 
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these differences may be related to the day-to-day social context in which 
they operate.  

In this vein Lee et al.’s (1999) study comparing predictors of past giving 
money, time and bloody and intention to give in these three ways finds that a 
measures of perceptions of the expectations of others was a statistically 
significantly stronger predictor of past giving of time than of blood or money. 
Identifying oneself in a volunteer role (role identity) was also a significantly 
stronger predictor of volunteering than of giving money or blood. They 
suggest that the past behaviour/ perceived expectations relationship may 
reflect the fact that volunteering of time is more visible to others than the other 
forms of giving. They propose that the relationship between role identity and 
intention to volunteer may also reflect the social nature of volunteering. 
Volunteers engage with the recipients of help directly and possibly repeatedly 
(Piliavin, 2009) as well as with other volunteers. Most volunteering takes place 
in an organisational context, unlike the giving of money, a fact which Grube 
and Piliavin (2000) note has often been ignored in volunteering research. This 
may make enduring social structural context potentially more important than 
“momentary situational cues” (Lee et al., 1999: 277). Indeed Clary et al., 
(1998: 1517) refer to volunteering as a form of “planned helping” and, like 
Omato and Snyder (1995: 672), they highlight the deliberate and deliberative 
nature of the decision to volunteer as a time commitment (similarly, Harrison, 
1995: 372).  

An important point to draw from this discussion is that the difficulty that 
people have in quantifying time expenditure in monetary terms does not 
negate the fact that the decision to volunteer involves judgement and 
reflection on the part of the individual. As volunteering is often an on-going 
commitment (a much more ‘live’ one than an automated monthly donation), it 
involves a succession of decisions whereby the choice architecture (Thaler 
and Sustein, 2008) within which time expenditure is framed is repeatedly 
reconsidered. The fact that volunteers impose non-wage costs on 
organisations in terms of recruitment, training, support and space (Hustinx et 
al., 2010) means that meaningful outcomes of interventions to stimulate 
volunteering must consider how to motivate repeated behaviour. Thus the 
processual nature of time-giving decisions is a critical distinction between the 
donation of money and time.  This insight has implications for the cues and 
information that individuals receive in stimulating them to volunteer, and may 
influence experimental design testing out the impact of motivations. 

 

3. The motivation to volunteer- theories and models 

As the discussion thus far has suggested, the theoretical basis for 
voluntary research is broad and cross-disciplinary. There is not an integrated 
theory and different disciplines attribute different meanings, motivations and 
functions attributed to volunteering (Hustinx et al., 2010). One of the 
difficulties with attempting to formulate causal models to explain volunteering 
is that it encompasses activity in many different settings and, though much 
volunteering remains organisation-based, it may not be highly regimented 
(Lee et al., 1999). Furthermore volunteering is becoming an increasingly 
heterogeneous activity (Hustinx et al., 2008), with the emergence of a “new 
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volunteerism” of a more episodic nature, more self-orientated and with weaker 
organisational attachments (Hustinx et al., 2010).  

Existing research on volunteering has extensively investigated the 
characteristics of people who volunteer for social and political causes, their 
motivations for doing so and contextual factors which may promote or inhibit 
volunteering behaviour. These studies examine socio-economic and 
demographic correlates (Verba et al., 1995, Pattie and Seyd, 2003), the role 
of personal networks (see Lowndes et al., 2006) and hence barriers to civic 
participation (Sundeen et al., 2007) and recognise contextual factors 
influencing voluntary contributions of time and effort (Wilson 2000; van Ingen 
and Dekker 2011). In studies identifying the characteristics of those who 
volunteers resource issues continue to stand out:  Oliver (1984: 603) 
describes the relationship between political and civic participation and socio-
economic status (education and income) as “one of the most well-
documented correlations in social science”, an observation which continues to 
apply today. Other characteristics such as age, gender and marital status 
have also shown to be related to the propensity to volunteer and motives for 
doing so (see Harrison, 1995: 372).Whilst it is important that such socio-
demographic trends continue to be monitored, on their own they offer limited 
traction on the issue of how to boost volunteering, to extend it beyond the 
usual affluent, older suspects.  

Two recent studies from Bekker (2005) and Einolf and Chambré (2011) 
have modelled survey data using measures that operationalize concepts from 
multiple disciplines in an attempt to generate a hybrid theory regarding the 
determinants of volunteering behaviour. Bekker’s (2005) paper models social 
resources (education), personality (Big Five) and political values. Einolf and 
Chambré (2011) broaden this with measures of social context encompassing 
social roles (demographic), social integration and community participation, 
and neighbourhood effects; individual disposition measured by social value 
orientation and prosocial role identity; and resources measured by education, 
occupation, income and the presence of children as a proxy for free time. The 
authors of the latter paper observe that some of these individual measures 
capture multiple causal processes which may operate in different directions. 
For example, both employment and children can improve people’s social 
networks and increase the likelihood of being asked to volunteer (an important 
precursor to volunteering—see Freeman, 1997) but decrease people’s time to 
do so. Both papers conclude that concepts from each disciplinary approach 
offer explanatory power and find that the interplay between individual 
motivations, resources and context is complex and contingent.  

This draws attention to the question of how much variation in volunteering 
is due to personality and how much due to social situation (Wilson & Musick, 
2008 in Hustinx et al., 2010). In their 2008 paper asking “How We Can 
Promote Behavior That Serves All of Us in the Future?” Van Lange and 
Joireman make a lengthy case against behavioural models that treat 
personality and individual preferences as fixed and constant across social 
contexts. Meanwhile Hustinx and colleagues’ (2010) review of volunteering 
research similarly cites other works indicating that the relative impact of 
individual differences in personality in comparison to social conditions and 
norms is weak. Building on these observations, the next two sections examine 
process-orientated theories of volunteering and empirical research in which 
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they have been applied  taking account of both intrinsic drivers relating to 
personality and individual motives and extrinsic drivers from the social and 
organisational context in which volunteering takes place. This will show the 
specific ways in which social information may be relevant to the complex and 
highly situationally contingent prosocial behaviour of volunteering. 

 

4.1 Volunteering as a process with situational determinants 

Since volunteering is planned and repeated behaviour, any meaningful 
research must consider not just the issue of recruiting volunteers, but also the 
extent of their contribution and their ongoing activity in the longer term. As 
Hustinx and colleagues (2010) note, whilst the literature on vocational 
motivation focuses on job retention, absenteeism and effort-enhancing issues, 
in the volunteering research it is the decision to begin volunteering which 
predominates. Grube and Piliavin (2000) similarly note a preoccupation in the 
literature with the decision to start volunteering and the number of hours 
worked, for which reason they add intention to leave the volunteering 
organisation to their analysis. Harrison (1995: 376) reports that many authors 
have proposed that the motivation to start volunteering work is different from 
the motivation to persist in it, with direct implications for recruiting versus 
retaining volunteers. Penner & Finkelstein’s  (1998) panel study of AIDS 
volunteers which distinguished length of service from three other facets of 
volunteering (time spent as a volunteer in days per month, number of 
volunteer meetings attended, and the amount of direct contact with HIV/AIDS 
sufferers in the course of volunteering) found that length-of-service was not 
correlated with the other three measures. For this reason the authors suggest 
that researchers specify which aspect of volunteering they wish to investigate 
and attempt to explain it separately from others.  

In this case process-orientated theoretical models that examine volunteer 
motivations and socialisation at various stages of continued volunteering may 
be useful (Hustinx et al., 2010). Hustinx et al. (2010) cite multiple examples of 
process models the most accessible of which is Omoto and Snyder’s (1990; 
1995; 2002) three-stage volunteer process model. Omoto and Snyder’s model 
has been variously tested using panel data from surveys of self-reported 
volunteering activity. As Omoto and Snyder (1995: 672) note, the volunteer 
process model is a general framework specifying psychological and 
behavioural features associated with each stage, as well as possible social, 
organisation and societal contexts.  

Stage One is the antecedents stage at which the decision to start 
volunteering takes place and focuses on disposition/ personality, personal and 
social needs, and current life circumstances/ social climate supportive of 
volunteering including the influence of social norms (Omoto & Snyder, 1995: 
672). Stage Two addresses the experience of volunteering itself and its 
impact on people’s willingness to continue, whilst Stage Three conceptualises 
the consequences, namely the length of service (Omoto & Snyder, 1995: 672-
673). The authors treat the consequences (length of service) as endogenous 
in their model and employ a number of different predictors of Stage Three, 
which they hypothesise as more or less relevant to Stage One and Two as 
well as being interrelated. Stage One variables are helping disposition, 
volunteer motivations, and social support. Stage Two variables are 
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satisfaction and organizational integration. The next two sections engage in 
closer scrutiny of these stages with regard to Omoto and Snyder’s approach 
and other related theory in the volunteering literature in order to lay down 
theoretical foundation relevant to a longitudinal experimental study.  

 

4.1.1 Getting started as a volunteer- disposition and social prompts 

Stage One of Omoto and Snyder’s model gives special emphasis to 
disposition, motives and needs. Helping disposition may be measured in a 
number of ways and Omoto and Snyder (1995) use different measures of 
prosocial personality to those in Penner and Finkelstein’s (1998) study which 
subsequently employs their model. Meanwhile Lee et al.’s (1999) research 
using a similar approach employs a measure of personal norms, capturing the 
scale of the contribution that individuals feel personally obligated to make (in 
number of hours volunteered per week). An alternative option for assessing 
dispositional factors of interest to a public policy-orientated study would be to 
measure of citizenship norms relating more directly to feelings of civic duty. 
As Pattie and Johnston (2013) note, perceptions of civic norms regarding 
participation matter and have found to be associated with increased likelihood 
of political participation.  

To measure motives for volunteering, Omoto and Snyder employ a 
conceptualisation of motives based on Clary and Snyder’s (1991) functional 
analysis of prosocial behaviours (Penner and Finkelstein, 1998: 525). Their 
six-function Volunteer Functions Inventory (VFI) (Clary et al., 1998) which 
subsequently emerged from this continues to be widely used (Francis, 2011 
finds 200 journal articles citing it). The six elements of the inventory 
encompass the principal functions which volunteering behaviour may serve a 
person: expression of one’s (altruistic/ humanistic) values; understanding (i.e. 
learning); social (i.e. social contact); career; protective (i.e. of ego by 
assuaging negative/ guilt feelings); enhancement (again related to ego but for 
feelings of growth and self-development). The theoretical principles behind 
the VIF lie in functionalist theory in psychology which asserts that “people can 
and do perform the same actions in the service of different psychological 
functions” (Clary et. al., 1998: 1517). The mean scores on each function can 
be used to predict the likelihood of a volunteering behaviour, though Francis 
(2011: 3) notes that it has shown limitations in terms of unstable factor 
structure and lower than expected level of predictive validity in some 
situations. Indeed Hustinx et al. (2010) observe that other authors have been 
critical of the application of such categorical disinctions, citing Cnaan and 
Goldberg-Glen’s (1991) assertion that volunteers act on the basis of a 
combination of motives. Meanwhile Holdsworth (2010) challenges the very 
notion of strategic rationale for volunteering in her mixed-method study of 
student volunteering in the UK. Her findings suggest that chance encounters 
may play a major role in the decision to begin volunteering, such as seeing 
promotional posters, or being asked to help or join by a friend or teacher.  

This recalls Freeman’s (1997) survey-based findings on the importance of 
being asked to volunteer. Indeed Wilson and Musick (2008 in Hustinx et al., 
2010: 423) suggest that “one reason, perhaps the only reason, why some 
factors are associated with volunteering is that they increase the chances of 
being asked.” Hustinx et al. (2010) cite this specifically as a source of 
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explanation for Horton-Smith’s (1994) ‘dominant status model’ which 
conceptualises the most commonly identified demographic characteristic of 
volunteers, high socio-economic status. Hustinx et al. (2010) emphasise that 
this phenomenon is explained not only by supply factors but by the fact that 
higher status individuals are in higher demand by organisations who engage 
volunteers. This explanation is therefore contrary to Omoto and Snyder’s 
position which emphasises individual dispositional variables as the major role 
in the decision to begin volunteering- though they do measure social context 
in terms of social network size and perceived support (Omoto and Snyder, 
1995). The important point to take from this is that research designs intended 
to account for this combination of personal and contextual factors would 
control for personal characteristics, whilst having regard for the key situational 
stimulant of the invitation to volunteer. 

A recent paper on student volunteering has looked specifically at the 
presence of other volunteers in one’s immediate social circle as an influence 
on volunteering behaviour. Julie Francis (2011), sought to specifically test the 
predictive power of Clary and colleague’s (1998) VIF for Generation X 
university students compared to findings from earlier Generation Y studies, 
bringing in measures of peer-group volunteering to account for the possible 
impact of social norms. Three measures of social norms were applied to a 
convenience sample of university students in Australia, operationalized as the 
level of participation of three primary reference groups: parents, siblings, and 
close friends. In her initial analysis of the VIF only one function, the ‘social’, 
was found to be consistently relevant to her sample, meanwhile all three 
social norms measures were highly statistically significantly associated with 
the level of volunteering of students. In concluding Francis (2011) 
recommends greater attention to the role of social norms and social influence 
as a driver of volunteering behaviour, suggesting that the influence of less 
proximal reference groups, such as work colleagues, celebrities or authority 
figures merits investigation. Her study has limitations insofar as it is neither 
based on a random sample nor an experimental design; it is also cross-
sectional and relies on self-reporting of volunteering activity. However it is 
undoubtedly indicative in its findings, since it is in line with existing evidence 
regarding the importance of social networks and norms and reflects emerging 
thinking about how prosocial behaviour can be stimulated by environmental 
cues.  

 

4.1.2 Keeping going as a volunteer: the experience of volunteering, 
prosocial identity and repeated behaviour 

As was emphasised above, understanding volunteering as a repeated 
prosocial activity requires attention not just to the situational stimulants of the 
initial decision to volunteer, but the conditions which underpin ongoing 
behaviour. Stage Two of Omoto and Snyder’s (1995) model focuses on 
satisfaction with the volunteering experience and organisational integration, in 
other words, how people feel in themselves and how they feel about the 
organisational context in their initial experiences as a volunteer. The authors’ 
attention to the role of volunteer satisfaction is interesting and should serve as 
an important reminder to policymakers concerned with prosocial citizen 
behaviours. Even the most civic-minded, socially responsible citizens will 
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make some kind of cost-benefit calculation when choosing to volunteer, and 
more so when committing to engage in the activity over extended period of 
time. As the authors put it “greater satisfaction is likely to mean volunteers 
who enjoy their work and believe in its importance and who will stick to it even 
in hard times (e.g., Gidron, 1984)” (Omoto & Snyder, 1995: 672). This draws 
attention to the potential value of investigating and mobilising extrinsic 
motivations from the social environment as a means of encouraging 
volunteers to sustain their behaviour over time. 

Another important dimension which existing research indicates is worthy of 
further investigation in relation to volunteering is the possibility of stimulating 
the development of a ‘prosocial identity’ (Gneezy, et al., 2012), or role identity 
as it is referred to in the studies of volunteering reviewed here. The theoretical 
basis for this approach suggests the potential to promote the integration of 
volunteer role into an individual’s self image, such that the role becomes part 
of her or his self-identity (Stryker, 1980 in Penner & Finkelstein, 1998), thus 
increasing the likelihood of repeated behaviour over time (Gneezy et al., 
2012). The importance of role identity as a predictor of volunteering in 
contrast to donations of blood and money was already highlighted earlier, 
citing Lee et al.’s (1999) study. However in Piliavin’s (2009) review of existing 
research on altruism and helping the author cites a three-year panel study of 
volunteering in Italy (Marta, Manzi and Vignoles, 2005) replicating Lee et al.’s 
(1999) approach which found that all of the antecedent variables influenced 
the outcome variables of intention and volunteering through the intervening 
variable of identity.  

Other studies reviewed here also take account of role identity. Penner and 
Finkelstein (1998) and Grube and Piliavin (2000) operationalize Omoto and 
Snyder’s (1995) Stage Two concept of “organisational integration” with 
reference to the literatures on role identity and organisational commitment. 
Grube and Piliavin (2000:1111) define organisational commitment as “a bond 
or linking of the individual to the organization”. Penner and Finkelstein (1998) 
describe the role identity model of volunteerism as much more sociological 
than Omoto and Snyder’s functional approach in that it de-emphasises 
dispositional variables and turns to social structure to explain behaviour (p. 
526). McCall and Simmons (1978) define a role identity as “the character and 
the role that an individual devises for himself as an occupant of a particular 
social position.” However the premise is that, though self-concept changes 
with repeated behaviour, it is not determined but social structure but the result 
of the individual’s unique interpretation of their role in a particular context 
(Stets and Burke, 2003), thus leaving space for personality and values.  

Grube and Piliavin (2000) identify mechanisms which are more specific 
than satisfaction to explain and predict the development of a volunteer role 
identity, which they group under the heading of “organisational experiences”. 
Firstly they measure perceived expectations of peers regarding the level/ 
duration of volunteer activity. Secondly, taking inspiration from the literature 
on organisational commitment amongst paid employees, they use measures 
of ‘personal importance’ which is the extent to which a volunteer perceives 
their role as important to the organisation’s success, which increases self-
esteem and fosters commitment to their role. Thirdly, they cite the prestige of 
the organisation as relevant to commitment and role identity development, 
since it enhances their self-identity by association. Fourthly they identify value 
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congruence, or the extent to which the organisation’s values are aligned with 
the individual volunteer’s. Fifthly they bring in social networks associated 
specifically with the volunteer role—that is relationships one would lose by 
giving up that role. Finally, in order to distinguish general social expectations 
from pressure to give time, they add conformity pressure to donate hours 
(more than one feels able to give). They also distinguish global role identity 
(being a volunteer in general) from specific role identity (in relation to a 
specific organisation), in order to examine the effect of being involved with 
multiple organisations on volunteering behaviour overall. Like Lee et al. 
(1999) both these studies also use past behaviour as a predictor.  

Grube and Piliavin’s (2000) approach is echoed in Boezeman and 
Ellemers (2008) study of volunteer organisational commitment in which they 
found that having pride in the organisation and being treated with respect by it 
predict organisational commitment, with perceived importance being an 
antecedent of pride, and organisational support (both emotional and task 
support) being an antecedent of respect.  

The results from Grube and Piliavin and Penner and Finkelstein’s studies 
of volunteering activity itself give support to the expectation that satisfaction 
with the volunteer experience, and the development of a role identity are 
positively associated with the number of hours donated and length of service. 
Perceived expectation of peers is also related to number of hours donated 
and general role identity. Meanwhile the development of role identity is found 
to be associated with the measures of importance and prestige associated 
with self-esteem, as well as social networks measures of friendship 
associated with volunteering activity (Grube and Piliavin, 2000). Role identity 
is also found to be positively associated with the number of hours contributed 
and with length of service/ negatively associated with intent to leave (Grube 
and Piliavin, 2000; Penner and Finkelstein, 198). Harrison (1995, citing 
Pearce, 1993) proposes the possibility of a feedback loop whereby the 
amount of satisfaction volunteers anticipate from doing volunteer work has 
less of an impact on their motivation to take part over time, as a sense of 
organisational or moral (in other words, socially-mediated) duty takes over. 
The possibility of such a mechanism is supported both Harrison’s his study of 
episodic volunteering and in Penner and Finkelstein’s (1998) study. In the 
latter case the authors find that that affective states (satisfaction with the 
organisation and positive feelings about being a volunteer) become less 
important in explaining the level of volunteer activity (number of hours) with 
length of service (within wave correlations of affect and activity became 
smaller with successive waves of the survey). They suggest the development 
of role identity as the explanation, such that transitory affective state has a 
diminishing impact on the decision to give up time to volunteer, the longer one 
continues in the role (Penner and Finkelstein, 1998: 535).  

The possibility that volunteering may be habit-forming is echoed in 
experimental findings on voting behaviour from a study by Gerber and 
colleagues (2003). The results from their analysis provide compelling 
evidence, controlling for socio-psychological and environmental factors, that 
non-voting and voting, in and of themselves, create behavioural patterns that 
exist over time- as the authors put it, they “demonstrate the profound 
influence of current behavior on subsequent behaviour” (Gerber et al., 2003: 
549). Gneezy et al. (2012: 179) make the same argument with reference to 
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empirical research from psychology and economics showing that individuals 
consult their identities when making choices and prefer to act consistently with 
the norms those identities prescribe. 

In the case of the volunteering studies considered here, the data do not 
permit the kind strong inferences made in experimental research, however 
they point in the same direction as Gerber and colleagues’ work-  past 
behaviour is suggested to very much implicated in the process model insofar 
as it is theorised to impact on the development of role identity. In Lee et al.’s 
(1999) longitudinal study of three types of giving the authors specifically 
modelled role identity with past behaviour as a predictor, finding that it added 
significantly to the explained variance in a model, whilst in a separate model it 
was the strongest predictor of intention to give time in the future, even after 
identity was added to model. Consistent with earlier observations about the 
relative explanatory weakness of measures of personality and motives, as 
well as with Gneezy et al.’s (2012) argument regarding the relationship 
between past behaviour and identity, Benabou and Tirole (2006) suggest that 
past actions may be more important in defining self-image than the more 
forgettable motives which drove that behaviour at the time. Gerber and 
colleagues (2003) are willing to entertain this theory of altered self-image as 
one of four possible explanations for their findings in relation to voting habits, 
proposing three others, two of which imply dispositional shifts. Meanwhile 
Gneezy and colleagues (2012) explicitly test for the possibility that prosocial 
identity is implicated in repeated prosocial behaviour using both a laboratory 
and field experiment. They find that more personally costly monetary 
donations increase reported prosocial identity and recorded prosocial 
behaviour, arguing that the greater cost strengthens the signal which the 
behaviour sends to self about one’s own identity, thereby increasing the 
psychological urge to act in a manner consistent with that identity. Indeed the 
authors suggest that volunteering is another example of costly prosocial 
behaviour, an observation which suggests a further avenue for the application 
of their approach (Gneezy et al., 2012: 186), focussing on time-giving. 

Of course, it is also important to consider why people cease to volunteer 
as well as why they continue with the activity. The studies of volunteering 
considered thus far also shed light on situations in which volunteers do not 
wish to increase or continue their commitment. Penner and Finkelstein (1998) 
find that length of service to be negatively correlated with the desire for 
additional involvement in the organisation. They suggest that veteran 
volunteers who are already doing a lot for the organisation may simply not 
want to give more. Echoing this, Grube and Piliavin (2000) find that their 
measure of organisational commitment only predicts intention to leave, not the 
number of hours contributed. Meanwhile their measure of social pressure 
predicted an increase in hours donated but also an increase in the intention to 
leave the organisation. Citing similar findings from Stukas’ (1999) study they 
suggest that there may be a threshold mechanism beyond which some 
volunteers will leave to avoid continued pressure to give more (Grube and 
Piliavin, 2000: 1118). Finally they also suggest that volunteering for multiple 
organisations may create stress due to multiple competing role identities, 
since having a general volunteer role identity predicts an increase in hours 
donated to other organisations, whereas an organisation-specific role identity 
is associated with a reduction. Again they raise concerns about the possibility 
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that volunteers will simply quit. This is a finding that merits serious 
consideration in the context of the growth in episodic volunteering. 

 

5. Incentivising volunteering with social information: an 
experimental approach using leader-endorsement and feedback 

The studies examined in the preceding sections provide a rich source of 
theoretical and empirical material to be drawn on for a longitudinal 
experimental study of volunteering using social information. They all 
highlighted, in various ways, the importance of the social context in which 
volunteering takes place as a motivator and sustainer of activity. However 
none of the studies were able to causally demonstrate a relationship between 
the concepts which they theorise as being causal antecedents of behaviour 
and the actual decision to begin and go on volunteering. Most of the studies 
merely use bivariate tests of association, ANOVA or regression models on 
random samples, with one study employing a convenience sample. Reported 
low response rates also suggest that systematic bias was likely; even random 
samples with high response rates cannot eliminate the risk of non-random 
difference on unobserved variables. Indeed none of studies of volunteering 
that have been identified experimentally tested interventions reliant on the 
causal pathways they propose on the basis of theory. In light of this, this 
section considers some approaches which might be adopted to allow the 
impact of social norms on volunteering behaviour to be causally 
demonstrated. The authors propose a longitudinal field experiment of 
volunteering using leader-endorsed invitations to recruit volunteers and on-
going feedback providing social comparative data on the level of time 
contribution to encourage sustained socially-influenced contributions. 

Theoretical perspectives on incentives provide the starting point for 
designing and testing behavioural interventions to boost socially desirable 
citizen activity. Economists argue that incentives promote effort and 
performance (Benabou and Tirole, 2003) and selective incentives are widely 
recognised as influencing contributions to the public good (Fischbacher et al., 
2001, Fischbacher and Gächter, 2010; Frey and Meir 2004; Guimond 2006). 
However in the current difficult economic climate greater ingenuity may be 
required to stimulate giving as interventions emphasising need may be more 
easily drowned out by the louder call of personal commitments. Equally, 
attempts to mobilise individual motives may be ineffective, as Francis (2011) 
suggests is indicated by the failure of existing campaigns emphasising the 
functional benefits of volunteering to impact on activity rates. Indeed Al-
Ubaydli & Lee’s  (2011) experiment using recruitment messages tailored to 
individual’s motives for volunteering as measured  by the VIF (Clary et al., 
1998) motives were found to be ineffectual for recruiting all but those 
motivated by career goals. In light of the limits of such approaches, and given 
the body of evidence that exists to support self and social image-related 
mechanisms, the growing interest in the application of social information to 
stimulate giving is unsurprising.  

Social information is defined as information about what others have done, 
or are doing or are going to do (Salancik and Pfeffer, 1977, 1978). Only 
recently have scholars addressed the role of information on charitable giving 
and the willingness to contribute to public goods (e.g. Frey and Meier 2004; 
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Andreoni, 2006; Shang and Croson, 2009; Yan Yan Chen et al., 2010; Croson 
and Shang, 2013). This literature directly demonstrates the impact on one’s 
own contribution of knowing whether and what others will contribute (Croson 
and Shang, 2013). However studies testing the use of social information in 
real-world volunteering contexts are yet to emerge. 

Given the processual nature of volunteering, potential research avenues 
for experiments ought to distinguish between treatments to recruit and those 
which seek to increase contributions over time or increase length of service. 
Francis’ (2011) study showing the effects of social influence of proximal 
referents invites further investigation examining the impact of visible but 
socially distant individuals. Charities have a long history of employing 
leadership endorsement and leadership giving as a mechanism to encourage 
follower donation (e.g. see Andreoni, 2006). This suggests the application of 
leadership endorsement to an experiment in volunteer recruitment.  

Information about the endorser’s leadership behaviour is crucial in getting 
participation started because information about the contributions of other 
individuals is not yet available beyond the fact that they do not participate at 
the current time. Leadership facilitates collective action (see Frohlich et al 
1971, De Cremer and van Knippenberg, 2002). The effect of leadership may 
be one of modelling, whereby leader behavior serves as a positive example to 
others (Bekkers & Wiepking, 2011; Glӧckner et al., 2010). Endorsement by a 
leader may also have a legitimization effect by showing that the leader 
considers the contribution to be worthwhile, thus providing a cue to those who 
might participate about the value of the activity (Vesterlund, 2003; Andreoni, 
2006). In a recent comparative study of volunteering by students and non-
students the authors found the students’ perception of the importance of the 
charity as well as their attitude to the charity predicted intentions to give both 
time and money but that the relationship did not carry over to the wider, non-
student population. This underlines the possibility that the prestige which a 
leader endorsement attaches to an organization might have a positive impact, 
but not universally across different populations. Finally, research on 
leadership ‘self-sacrifice’ notes that it motivates group contributions (De 
Cremer et al., 2009), whereas individuals are less likely to follow the 
contribution example of a leader if that person’s motivation for contributing is 
personal gain (Glӧckner et al., 2010). This highlights the potential importance 
of the intentions which followers attribute to a leaders’ decision to contribute, 
suggesting that appeals where leaders bear a personal cost are more likely to 
be efficacious than those where motivations are judged to be self-serving.  

In the current climate in which politicians are increasingly asking the public 
to give more for less- to contribute to the big society and deficit-reduction, 
testing the effectiveness of politician endorsement in this way has clear 
appeal. Political leadership is expected to have a distinctive contribution 
because elected representatives have legitimate authority to act on behalf of 
communities and to take the first steps to promote collective activities (Van 
Vugt and De Cremer, 1999). However, the contemporary effects of politicians 
may now be more ambiguous in the current age of suspicion of politics and its 
practitioners (Hibbing and Theiss-Morse, 2002), what has been called anti-
politics (Hay, 2007). Indeed those who participate in classic voluntary 
associations are notoriously a-political (Eliasoph, 2009), and it is widely noted 
that civic action may be motivated by a lack of trust in politicians and 
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government institutions (e.g. Li and Marsh, 2008: 270; John et al., 2011). 
Other types of public figures may be expected to be more influential; recent 
events in Italy suggest comedians as a possible category. Endorsement by an 
ordinary citizen without these positions may be used to assess social 
influence without the impact of authority. Such endorsements may exert their 
effect in different ways to authority figures by increasing liking, and therefore 
identification, through similarity with would-be volunteers (Byrne, 1971 in 
Bekkers & Wiepking, 2011). 

A social informational approach to sustaining and increasing volunteer 
activity once individuals are recruited could employ comparative feedback 
about an individual’s time contribution relative that of other volunteers, such 
as their contribution relative to the mean or a higher percentile, in line with 
Shang and Croson (2009) and Yan Yan Chen et al.’s (2010)2 experiments. 
Such social information works through several mechanisms relating to both 
self-image and social esteem or reputation. Conformity theory indicates that 
concern about damage to social status by deviation from social norms 
predicts a positive relationship between information about other people’s 
activity and individual behaviour (Shang and Croson, 2009: 1424; Bernheim, 
1994). In line with earlier observations about prosocial identity, behavioural 
responses to social information feedback may also be driven by a similar self-
referential conformity mechanism (Bernheim, 1994). Benabou and Tirole 
(2006: 1657) observe the equivalence of the social-signalling of the kind of 
person one is through one’s behaviour to the self-signalling which informs the 
internal assessment of one’s identity based on one’s own previous conduct. 
This is the self-appraisal process which Cooley (1902 in Stets & Burke, 2003) 
termed the “looking glass self” and which underpins the interpretations of 
findings in relation to perceived expectations discussed in the preceding 
sections. Nomura et al. (2011) observe that most people underestimate the 
extent of prosocial behaviour among their peers, which in turns affects the 
accuracy of the self-image signal this sends. Information allows social 
comparison of self with target individuals (Wood, 1996) and both upwards and 
downwards social comparison are possible (Buunk et al., 1990; Biernat, 
Manis and Kobrynowicz, 1997). Exposure to information which reveals higher 
levels of activity may increase individual levels of activity by suggesting a 
more accurate cognitive reference point towards which individuals adjust their 
positions (Shang and Croson, 2009). This adjustment allows individuals to 
conform to norms in a way that sends both a social signal and personal 
identity signal to self.  

The strong potential for using social information to increase non-monetary 
contributions is suggested by Yan Yan Chen and colleagues’ (2010) use of 
comparative feedback in a study of online communities on a movie 
recommendation forum. They show that below-median contributors 
significantly increase their contributions when informed of the median activity 
of others. Furthermore, Croson and Shang (2009, citing Crutchfield, 1955) 
observe that people are more sensitive to social information in situations 
where the socially correct behaviour is ambiguous, a condition of direct 
relevance to the volunteering context. The ambiguity of time valuation 

                                                
2 These two papers compare different levels of feedback as well as the mean, such as the 80th, 90th and 

95
th

 percentiles. 
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compared to that of money and the lack of clear social norms regarding 
whether and how much one ought to volunteer may make volunteering 
behaviour more amenable than monetary donations to influence using social 
information. By providing repeated social information feedback over time in a 
longitudinal study of volunteering it is possible to test whether it increases 
people’s contributions and whether it increases persistence with volunteering 
activity. However, Croson and Shang’s (2013) latest experiment in charitable-
giving identified boundary effects, whereby the information is “too high”, such 
that is judged to be irrelevant and is therefore simply ignored. In Shang and 
Croson (2009: 1435) the authors cite work from psychology on goal-setting 
indicating that goals need to be both inspiring and achievable in order to 
change behaviour This underlines the potential sensitivity of such instruments, 
making it difficult to hypothesise the full range of possible effects in advance.  

Another possible experimental intervention is to make individual donations 
visible by publicising individual activity to the rest of the group. This can also 
help to create a positive image motivation and enhance the psychological 
‘warm glow’ (Ariely, et al., 2009; Bénabou and Tirole, 2006). When donations 
are made visible the impact of social information is reinforced by a sense of 
social pressure that comes from being observed by others (Andreoni and 
Petrie. 2004, Gerber et al., 2008, Panagopoulos, 2010). In line with the 
discussion in the preceding sections it is seems reasonable to suggest that 
volunteering behaviour may be particularly sensitive to reputational 
mechanisms of pride and shame (Pangopoulos, 2010) because it takes place 
in a social context, and often in repeated interactions with the same 
individuals, maximising visibility and social monitoring. This idea is supported 
by Linardi and McConnell’s (2011) laboratory study of student volunteering 
which found that the absence of excuses to stop lead students to volunteer 
longer, partly out of reluctance to be the first the leave (the bad apple). 
However, given the enduring level of commitment implied by volunteering in 
contrast to other types of giving, the role of satisfaction and personal 
importance, and in the longer run, positive role identity, must be kept in mind. 
Indeed Nomura et al. (2011: 639) note that existing studies of the use of 
comparative social feedback offer mixed results. Well-intentioned social or 
financial incentives may crowd out motivation to do good (Frey and Jegen 
2001, Carpenter and Myer, 2010). Meanwhile Grube and Piliavin’s (2000) 
findings suggest that in the specific case of volunteering behavior too much 
social pressure may drive already hard working volunteers to quit rather than 
increase contributions. 

Ultimately boosting volunteering behaviour for one off acts is different from 
helping people to develop a habit that they then carry with them into the 
future. This is also important for theory in the sense that the transformation 
must be more profound than a short-term Hawthorne effect, whereby people 
change their behaviour only as a result of being observed under intervention 
conditions. In the previous section evidence was laid out indicating that 
context-specific elements of the experience the volunteer has in any particular 
role or episode of activity are important in this regard—and these are beyond 
the direct influence of policymakers. However if stimulating repeated 
behaviour can lead to a fundamental change in self-image in relation to 
volunteering such that people develop a volunteer identity, the studies 
considered here suggest this may make them more likely to volunteer in the 
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future. Furthermore, if developing a role identity does indeed make volunteers 
less in need of instant and repeated experiential gratification in order to 
sustain their activity- a possibility again suggested by these studies- this 
would be an appealing policy outcome, given the sheer variety of experiences 
which volunteering encompasses, the importance of individual organisational 
context in defining this, and the current growth in episodic and ‘micro’ 
volunteering.  

Gerber and colleagues’ (2003) discussion of methods for testing their 
voting habit hypotheses suggests a solution for testing the role identity 
explanation for repeated behaviour which is transferable to volunteering 
experiment: a post-treatment survey to search for evidence of higher reporting 
of volunteer identity amongst repeat volunteers. They note that surveys of 
political participation seldom explore self-image (Gerber et al., 2003: 549). 
Gneezy and colleagues’ (2012: 180) on the other hand report several recent 
economic models incorporating identity and self-image concerns into decision 
making, particularly in the context of prosocial behaviour. The growth of this 
approach in economics together with its absence from political science 
research increases the attraction of applying the testing of role identity theory 
to a new public-policy orientated study of citizen behaviour using social 
information.  

 

 

Conclusion 

This paper has reviewed the extensive literature on volunteering and other 
prosocial behaviours to outline how individual prosocial acts can be 
understood in a wider social context. It has noted that the field is fragmented 
by discipline, theoretical orientation and methodology, making it hard to derive 
a parsimonious theoretical model of volunteering for empirical testing.  
Existing research has indicated that it would be inapposite to apply all the 
insights from the extensive literature on charitable giving to the study of 
volunteering, in light of the different nature of the two activities: givers of 
money are able to price a charitable action in contrast to other actions; 
volunteering is less amenable to such thinking, since it is generally less easily 
commodified and is enacted in a social context that gives primacy to non-
pecuniary social norms. In understanding such behaviour researchers are 
drawn to investigate how the social context of volunteering functions, 
particularly in the different stages of volunteering as a planned and repeated 
form of behaviour- from the social cues and interactions driving recruitment, to 
the identity-enhancing social signals which might help make volunteering a 
habit. In this context experiments may prove immensely valuable, both to 
illuminate the causal drivers of the decision to begin volunteering, such as the 
nature of the initial request, and to demonstrate whether ongoing social 
information can improve the level of contribution and increase the retention of 
volunteers by those organisations who rely on them. 
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