Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly
2022, Advance online publication

© 2022 SAGE Journals
Not the version of record. Final article available at:
https://doi.org/10.1177/08997640221129540

Meta-analysis of volunteer motives using the VVolunteer Functions
Inventory to predict volunteer satisfaction, commitment, and behavior

Steven Zhou
George Mason University

Kailee Kodama Muscente
New York University

In 2017, about 30% of all U.S. adults volunteered for a total of 6.9 billion hours. This raises the ques-
tion, why do so many people volunteer? Extant research has produced highly variable estimates of the
effect sizes of various motivating factors, and there has been little to no research on potential moderators
(i.e., study-level covariates that might strengthen or weaken the main effect of volunteer motives). We
meta-analyzed 61 studies (N = 38,327) to estimate the effect sizes of six volunteer motivators (Volun-
teer Functions Inventory [VFI]; Clary et al., 1998) in predicting outcomes (satisfaction, commitment,
intention to continue, and frequency). Results demonstrate that all six motivators significantly predicted
the three outcome variables (o ranging from .12 to .44). Values was the strongest predictor by far, based
on the largest effect size and a post hoc relative importance analysis. Moderator analyses indicated
some differences in effect sizes across gender and student status; there were few differences across
geographic location, race-ethnicity, college degree attainment, and employment status. Implications for
volunteer managers and organizations on how to best work with volunteers are described.
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Volunteers have always formed a significant but
sometimes overlooked backbone of society. From the
first volunteer firehouse founded by Benjamin Franklin
in the 1700s, to the unpaid individuals who led key
social reform movements that improved the lives of
millions, those who gave their time and talents without
payment in return were crucial instruments in shaping
society (Dreyfus, 2018). In 2017, about 30 percent of
all adults in America volunteered for a total of 6.9
billion hours and an estimated value of $167 billion in
human capital (AmeriCorps, 2017). Given the immense
contribution of volunteering to society and the
economy, it is critical for organizations to recruit and
retain  volunteers. Moreover, while employee
motivation is still primarily explained by pay or
perceived fairness in pay (Rynes et al., 2004), volunteer
motivation differs in that it focuses primarily on non-
monetary psychological drivers in the absence of pay.
Thus, the study of volunteer motivation draws from
unique theories that emphasize non-monetary
psychological drivers of behavior.
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The dominant conceptual framework for under-
standing these non-monetary psychological drivers of
behavior was developed by Clary et al. (1998) in their
Volunteer Functions Inventory (VFI). The authors drew
from functional analysis theory to argue: “acts of vol-
unteerism that appear to be quite similar on the surface
may reflect markedly different underlying motivational
processes” (p. 1517). In other words, they argue that
people intentionally engage in volunteering, driven by
internal “needs” or “functions” that volunteering meets
and satisfies. These “needs” were called functional mo-
tives, in that volunteers are best motivated when the
functions of the work or organization (e.g., a commu-
nity of volunteers) meet a specified need (e.g., need for
social interaction). The resulting instrument, the VFI,
was a 30-item measure assessing the degree to which a
volunteer’s current organization or work met each of
the six motives. It is the most widely used measure in
research on volunteerism across multiple contexts
(Chacon et al., 2017) and subsequently has the largest
number of empirical studies available for meta-anal-
yses found during our literature search. Despite this,
there has not yet been an empirical meta-analysis to ag-
gregate the effects found in individual studies and de-
rive more comprehensive estimates of effects across
multiple studies and samples. Doing so would be vital
to address some of the extant challenges in volunteer
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motivation research as described in the following sec-
tions.
Current Challenges in VVolunteer
Motivation Research

Several important scholarly questions arise from the
present state of research on volunteerism, which the
current study addresses. First, many studies question
the theoretical justification for the VFI’s six dimen-
sions: career, enhancement, social, protective, under-
standing, and values. Career is defined as motivation
arising from potential career-related benefits that vol-
unteers could experience, such as gaining new skills
relevant to future career plans. Enhancement is defined
as motivation arising from benefits to the volunteer’s
ego growth and positive development associated with
volunteering. Social is defined as motivation arising
from relationships with others through volunteering,
such as engaging in friendships. Protective is defined
as motivation due to guilt or feeling external pressure
to volunteer to escape from problems. Understanding
is defined as motivation due to personal non-career-re-
lated growth in skills, knowledge, or abilities from vol-
unteering. Finally, values is defined as motivation due
the volunteer’s desire to express altruistic values to
help others.

In fact, Clary et al. (1998) acknowledged that there
would be debate over “whether six is the optimal num-
ber of functions” (p. 1518), and they did not provide
theoretical rationale for why these specific six dimen-
sions should be highlighted and whether they are
equally important drivers of volunteerism. Accord-
ingly, later researchers have argued different conceptu-
alizations of volunteer motives. For example, Cho and
colleagues (2018) administered the VFI and found that
only four motives were significant predictors of actual
behavior, while Brayley et al. (2014) compared the VFI
to other measures of motivation and found that the un-
derstanding function was most important. Moreover,
entirely different measures have also been proposed.
For example, the Volunteer Motivation Scale (VMS;
Cnaan & Goldberg-Glen, 1991) presents a unidimen-
sional measure of volunteer motivation across 22 items,
while the Motivation to Volunteer Scale (MTV; Grano
& Lucidi, 2005) identified six factors ranging from in-
trinsic motivation to external regulation based on self-
determination theory.

A second problem is that the six dimensions of the
VFI intersect with different theories of motivation and
behavior. Based on Clary et al.’s (1998) description of
the functional theory foundations of the VVFI, one might
expect all six dimensions to align with the theory of
planned behavior (Azjen, 1991), which built from the

theory of reasoned action to argue that actual behavior
is a result of intentions influenced by attitudes, subjec-
tive norms, and perceived behavioral control (see Sou-
they, 2011 for a review). However, Brayley et al.
(2014) describes how the six VFI dimensions differ in
that some are driven more by attitudes (e.g., values),
others more by subjective norms (e.g., social), and oth-
ers more by perceived behavioral control (e.g., career).
They investigated the relationship between the VFI and
the three aspects of the theory of planned behavior (at-
titudes, subjective norms, and perceived behavioral
control), and they found that only the understanding
function represented a driver not accounted for by these
three constructs. Subsequently, Cho et al. (2018) found
a different set of results despite also basing their hy-
potheses on the theory of planned behavior. They report
that values and career from the VFI were most im-
portant, at least among Gen Z volunteers. In short, the
VFI is unclear, both in data and in theory, as to what
element (attitude, subjective norms, perceived behav-
ioral control, or something else) is the strongest driver
of volunteering outcomes, and if a few of the six factors
are significant predictors of outcomes, or if all six fac-
tors are equally as important. Our study seeks to ad-
dress this by meta-analyzing the multitude of studies on
the VFI to obtain a holistic picture of which factors are
truly the best predictors of volunteer outcomes. Of
note, while there have been other scales of volunteer
motivation as noted above, none of these scales were as
widely used. The VMS has been cited 1115 times com-
pared to the VFI cited 3726 times, and the MTV scale
was cited fewer than 500 times. Additionally, as dis-
cussed later in the methods, our literature search found
less than 20 articles using the VMS measure (and even
fewer for the other measures), compared to over 50 ar-
ticles using the VFI.

Third, the existing studies that examined the unique
effect sizes of the VFI dimensions report inconsistent
results. For example, while Spicer (2012) reported a
correlation as large as r = 0.51 (n = 116) between social
motives and satisfaction with the volunteering work,
Salas (2008) reported a correlation as small as r = 0.03
(n=229) for the same relationship. Similarly, while Al-
kadi and colleagues (2018) reported a strong positive
correlation (r = .69, n = 223) between self-enhancing
motives (e.g., volunteering for personal growth) and in-
tention to continue volunteering, Bock and colleagues
(2018) reported a non-significant (r = -.02, n = 231)
correlation between the same variables. This wide var-
iation in effect sizes may be due to the localized sam-
pling used by most of these studies. Specifically, re-
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searchers using the VFI have tended to apply it to a spe-
cific organization for the purposes of local research and
applied practice, creating the classic problem of low
generalizability (e.g., Hsieh, 2000; Kramarek, 2016).
Thus, our study takes a quantitative meta-analytical ap-
proach to estimating the true effect sizes of the VFI di-
mensions onto desirable volunteer outcomes. Specifi-
cally, we chose to study satisfaction, commitment, in-
tention to continue, and volunteering frequency. These
outcomes are most commonly studied in research on
volunteer motivations (Chacon et al., 2017), and right-
fully so given their practical importance. Burger (2017)
described the importance of volunteer retention, keep-
ing volunteers satisfied and committed, in reducing the
negative impact of turnover, often in the form of train-
ing and recruiting costs. Moreover, while the average
hours spent volunteering per person was 137 in 2017
(i.e., 2.63 hours per week; Statista, 2022), this can vary
dramatically from people who do not volunteer at all
(around 75% in 2015; BLS, 2016) to people who vol-
unteer full-time. Because consistency in volunteering is
important for volunteer managers (Hawley, 2017), we
also looked at predictors of frequency of volunteering.

Lastly, there has been little research but much spec-
ulation on how these volunteer motives differ between
demographic variables. Given the extent of heterogene-
ity in the evidence that has been published so far, it is
likely that there are moderators of the strength of the
VFI dimensions. Moreover, recent best practices in
meta-analyses have emphasized the importance of test-
ing potential moderators of main effects: “if there is
nonartifactual variation in actual construct-level corre-
lations, that variation must be caused by some aspect of
the studies that varies from one study to the next, that
is, a ‘moderator’ variable” (Schmidt & Hunter, 2015, p.
40). In our study, we focused on eight potential moder-
ator variables that have been proposed or discussed in
prior studies: geographic location, gender, age, educa-
tion (i.e., obtained Bachelor’s degree), employment
status, and student status (i.e., proportion of sample be-
ing undergraduate students). Demographic variables
such as these are often important moderators in work-
related behavior (e.g., Shirom et al., 2008; Jain & Nair,
2021), and previous research in volunteering have iden-
tified some differences within these demographic vari-
ables. For example, Taniguchi (2006) found that
women were more likely to volunteer while employed
part-time and in volunteer roles related to elderly care;
likewise, Mesch and colleagues (2006) found racial-
ethnic differences in volunteering behavior, such that
blacks were 26% more likely to volunteer than whites.
Moreover, the moderator analysis allows us to meta-

analyze prior studies that have examined cross-cultural
applications of the VFI as well (e.g., Niebuur et al.,
2019; Wu et al., 2009). For example, Gronlund and col-
leagues (2011) reported varied mean difference levels
of career motives between UK and USA based samples
compared to samples from the Netherlands; likewise,
Davila and Diaz-Morales (2009) reported that career
motives from the VFI decrease with age while social
and values motives increase.

Importantly, we could not find any studies that
treated the demographic variables as moderators, such
that there would be differences in the effect size of each
motive in predicting desirable volunteering outcomes
(i.e., satisfaction, commitment, and intention to con-
tinue). A few studies have examined this question with-
out using the VVFI, but the results have been mixed. For
example, Chevrier and colleagues (1994) found that fe-
male hospice volunteers were more satisfied by im-
portance of their work, while male volunteers were
more satisfied by staff support from the hospice; on the
other hand, Chou (1998) reported no significant gender
differences on the relationship between altruism and
volunteer frequency. Additionally, regarding cross-cul-
tural applications of the VVFI, there has yet to be a sys-
tematic review of cultural variation in the use of VFI to
predict volunteering outcomes. By examining geo-
graphic location as a moderator, we take a step towards
understanding how the VFI motivation dimensions dif-
fer between cultures. Thus, our use of moderators
within the meta-analysis aims to answer this explora-
tory question of whether there are differences in effect
size between demographic variables.

In short, our study is the first to meta-analytically
derive estimates of overall effect sizes of volunteer mo-
tivations in predicting outcomes such as satisfaction,
commitment, intention to continue, and volunteer fre-
guency. Additionally, we synthesize the vast array of
data on volunteer motivations to provide more concrete
evidence of how demographic variables (e.g., age, lo-
cation, gender, employment status) moderate the over-
all effect sizes. This systematic review of the literature
combines evidence to estimate overall effects and iden-
tify potential sources of heterogeneity in the evidence,
thus summarizing the scholarly literature on the VFI
and providing an important empirical systematic re-
view to drive forward future research on volunteerism.
Additionally, the review will help summarize the vast
literature on volunteerism to offer practical implica-
tions for volunteer managers. For example, there is im-
mense value in knowing how demographic differences
such as gender or geographic location may affect vol-
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unteers’ motivation to join and stay with the organiza-
tion. As such, not only does our study address unan-
swered questions of scholarly research and pose new
avenues of study, but it also provides direct practical
impact to help organizations maximize their efforts in
engaging and retaining volunteers.

Methods
Study Variables

The Volunteer Functions Inventory conceptualizes
volunteer motivations into Six sources: career, enhance-
ment, social, protective, understanding, and values
(Clary et al., 1998). The VFI is a 30-item Likert-type
self-report measure with five items per dimension.

We chose outcomes identified in prior research: sat-
isfaction, commitment, intention to continue volunteer-
ing, and frequency of volunteering. Clary and col-
leagues’ (1998) original publication proposed volun-
teer satisfaction and volunteer commitment as outcome
variables; since then, most studies using the VFI fol-
lowed their example and studied these as outcomes
(Chacon et al., 2017). However, such studies only ex-
amine cognitive outcomes rather than behavioral.
While the link between satisfaction and commitment
has been established (e.g., Dwiggins-Beeler et al.,
2011), researchers have also argued that there are sev-
eral other factors that may interrupt the direct path be-
tween satisfaction-commitment and behavior, such as
cultural influences or life events (Locke et al., 2003;
Fairley et al., 2013). As such, estimates of the direct
effects of dimensions of volunteer motivation onto be-
havioral outcomes are desirable. In this study, we spe-
cifically focus on intention to continue volunteering
and frequency of volunteering (e.g., hours per week),
as these are the outcome variables most often included
in prior studies using the VFI.

For the moderator variables, we operationalized
each variable to the study-level. For example, gender
was operationalized as the percent of sample being
male, and age was operationalized as the mean age of
the sample. For geographic location, due to small cell
sizes (i.e., few studies in a specific location), we fol-
lowed Stoltenborgh and colleagues’ (2013) example of
aggregating to the continent level, thus creating a cate-
gorical variable indicating the continent from which the
sample was collected.

Identification of Studies

We identified articles for our study that fit our pri-
mary requirements: predictor variable(s) included the
VFI dimensions, outcome variable(s) included volun-
teer satisfaction and/or commitment, intention to con-
tinue, and frequency. All articles also needed to report

a correlation matrix or the information necessary to
compute correlation coefficients; we also requested
correlation matrices from authors of articles that did not
report full correlation matrices. We searched through
all articles that cited the original VFI measure (e.g.,
Clary et al., 1998), plus additional articles found by
searching “Volunteer Functions Inventory” for un-
published manuscripts on Google Scholar, for a total of
1491 initial studies. Next, we screened each article to
identify ones that, based on their abstract, appeared to
meet the primary requirements described above, leav-
ing us with 164 articles. Of these, we then downloaded
the full text, leaving us with 126 articles (38 were not
accessible via all traditional search engines, e.g., APA
PsycNet, Google Scholar, EBSCOHost). Finally, we
read the full text of each article to confirm they met the
eligibility criteria described above, contacting the study
authors if necessary to obtain correlation matrices. All
retained articles measured the VFI dimensions using
Clary et al.’s (1998) measure or some variation of it,
and measured outcome variables with traditional Lik-
ert-type self-report measures. The exception was fre-
quency of volunteering, which varied widely in how it
was reported (i.e., some articles reported actual hours
per week, others used an ordinal scale). We noted this
as a limitation in our analysis for predicting frequency
of volunteering. Our final sample included 57 articles
reporting 61 studies (N = 38,327).

Coding Method

Each article’s correlation matrix was subsequently
coded (see Appendix A) by the two authors on this pa-
per. Due to the established overlap between satisfaction
and commitment (Aydogdu & Asikgil, 2011) and small
k, we combined the constructs into one outcome when
coding. As a quality check, we added a moderator for
the construct used in the original study (either satisfac-
tion or commitment). This was non-significant for all
six predictors (B ranging from -.110 to -.001, p-value
ranging from .175 to .987), suggesting that whether the
study used satisfaction or commitment as the outcome
did not significantly change the main effects.

For moderator variables, we operationalized each
construct of interest to the study level (e.g., age as mean
age in years of sample, gender as percent of sample be-
ing male). Next, the alphas, means, and standard devi-
ations for each relevant variable were recorded if re-
ported. Finally, the full correlation matrix of each VFI
dimension with the dependent variables was recorded
using the reported standardized Pearson’s r values.
Composite correlations were calculated as needed us-
ing Schmidt and Hunter’s (2015) composite correlation
formula (p. 444).
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Figure 1. PRISMA (Moher et al., 2009) flowchart.

Analytical Strategy

All analyses were run in RStudio using the psych-
meta package with a random-effects model. First, over-
all effect sizes for each dimension were estimated using
the ma_r() function without any moderators. We used
the Hunter and Schmidt (2004) method for correcting
for unreliability for at the primary study level based on
each study’s reported correlation coefficients, before
calculating an overall weighted effect size for each of
the six predictors. Missing reliabilities were handled
using the default impute_artifacts argument in psych-
meta, which estimates the reliability by bootstrapping
random values from the known reliabilities and averag-
ing. For details on this, we direct readers to the psych-
meta reference pages: https://rdrr.io/cran/psych-
meta/man/impute_artifacts.html. We used a 95% con-
fidence interval as an indicator for significance of each
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overall effect size. Next, each moderator was analyzed
separately using the metareg() function, which re-
gressed the overall effect sizes onto each moderator
separately (e.g., values and age, then career and age,
and so forth). This was done to avoid issues of multi-
collinearity between moderators (Markfelder & Pauli,
2020). Publication bias was assessed using the sensitiv-
ity() function for cumulative sensitivity analysis
(McDaniel, 2009). Cumulative sensitivity analysis
sorts the effect sizes in the meta-analysis by precision,
then adds them one at a time with the most precise ef-
fect size first, while recalculating mean effect sizes in
each step (Borenstein et al., 2009). Positive drift, or
movement of the estimated mean effect size from
smaller to larger as studies are added, suggests the pres-
ence of publication bias (McDaniel, 2009).
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Results

Main Effect Sizes

This meta-analysis incorporated 61 samples from
57 qualifying studies (N = 38,327). Our first research
guestion examined what the overall effect sizes were
for each dimension of the VFI in predicting volunteer
satisfaction-commitment, intention to continue, and
frequency of volunteering. All six predictors were sig-
nificant in predicting each of the three outcome varia-
bles, as evidenced by the fact that none of the 95% con-
fidence intervals around mean true-score correlation
overlapped with zero. This supports the overall asser-
tion that the VVFI can be used to predict important vol-

Table 1. Main effect analyses.

unteer outcomes, despite the aforementioned heteroge-
neity in effects found in prior literature. Interestingly,
there were few instances where the 80% credibility in-
terval overlapped with zero, suggesting that there
would be little evidence of significant moderators. We
also noted that there was a clear pattern in the overall
effect sizes, such that values consistently demonstrated
the strongest relationship with each of the three out-
come variables, compared to the other five dimensions.
Similarly, the career and social dimensions were con-
sistently among the weaker relationships in each of the
three outcome variables. This suggests that the values
dimension is the strongest motivator when it comes to
desirable volunteer outcomes.

Dimension k N 7 sD, SD.., p SD. SD, 95% CI 80% CR
Outcome: Satisfaction-Commitment
career 38 29406 .22 21 20 .26 25 24 [.18, .34] [-.06, .58]
enhancement 37 28756 32 16 A5 .38 18 .18 [.32, .44] [ .15, .61]
protective 33 26610 .30 .19 19 36 22 .22 [.28, .44] [ .07, .65]
social 37 27439 22 A2 A2 .26 A5 14 [.21, .31] [ .07, .45]
understanding 36 27927 .34 .14 14 41 17 .16 [.36, .47] [ .20,.62]
values 41 29714 38 12 12 42 15 .14 [.41, .50] [ .27, .64]
Outcome: Intention to Continue
career 21 19370 .30 16 A5 .35 A7 17 [.28, .43] [ .13,.58]
enhancement 19 17696 32 A3 A2 .36 14 14 [.29, .43] [ .18, .54]
protective 17 16685 .36 14 A3 43 16 .16 [.35, .51] [ .22,.64]
social 18 16676 .22 .09 .08 .26 10 .10 [.21, .31] [ .13,.38]
understanding 18 17416 .33 15 15 .39 18 .18 [.30, .48] [ .16, .62]
values 21 18009 .38 .13 13 44 15 15 [.37, 51] [ .24,.63]
Outcome: Frequency
career 22 20062 .09 .08 .08 .12 10 .09 [.07,.16] [-.01, .24]
enhancement 21 19969 .10 .07 07 12 .09 .08 [.08, .16] [ .02,.23]
protective 21 19969 .16 .10 09 20 12 12 [.15, .26] [ .05,.35]
social 22 20062 .08 14 A4 14 21 .20 [.04,.23] [-.13, .41]
understanding 22 20062 12 .06 .06 .15 .08 .07 [[12,.19] [ .06, .25]
values 23 20596 A7 .09 .08 .22 10 .09 [.18, .26] [ .10, .33]
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Note: k = number of studies contributing to meta-analysis; N = total sample size; ¥ = mean observed correlation; SD,. = ob-
served standard deviation of r; SD,..; = residual standard deviation of r; p = mean true-score correlation; SD,, = observed
standard deviation of corrected correlations (r;); SD,, = residual standard deviation of p; Cl = confidence interval around p;
CR = credibility interval around p. Correlations corrected individually.

Moderator Analyses

Each moderator was analyzed separately with a
meta-regression, which is a method of meta-analysis
that tests for a moderating or interaction effect by re-
gressing the main effect sizes onto the moderator vari-
able (Gonzalez-Mule & Aguinis, 2018). Table 2 reports
the unstandardized coefficient estimate for each mod-
erator when predicting each of the six VFI dimensions’
effect sizes; this is repeated for each of the three out-
come variables. As expected based on the main effect
results, there were limited significant findings for the
moderator analyses. First, geographic location was
only significant in three out of 18 pairwise comparisons
(six motivation dimensions with three outcomes). Fol-
lowing the methodology reported by Berry and col-
leagues (2013) in counting the number of significant
pairwise comparisons out of the total tests run, the
number of significant cases (3 out of 18; or 16.7%) is
somewhat higher than the number of cases one would
expect to find by chance alone (assuming an alpha level
of 5%). In other words, location does seem to moderate
the overall effect sizes of volunteer motivations. Spe-
cifically, samples drawn from Australia demonstrated
weaker effect sizes of career onto satisfaction-commit-
ment (B = -.36, p = .002), and samples drawn from
North America demonstrated weaker effect sizes of
both career and protective onto intention to continue (B
=-.26, p =.029; B =-.30, p = .019). This makes sense
when compared to single studies of the VFI discussed
earlier; for example, in Greenslade and White’s (2005)
investigation of the VFI among a sample of older Aus-
tralian adults, career did not predict self-reported vol-
unteerism.

Interestingly, gender was not a significant modera-
tor in any case featuring intention to continue or fre-
guency as outcome variables, but it was a significant
moderator for the effect sizes of four out of the six mo-
tivation dimensions onto satisfaction-commitment.
Specifically, samples that were comprised of a larger

Table 2. Moderator analyses.

proportion of males tended to have stronger effects of
career (B = .59, p =.001), enhancement (B = .38, p =
.045), protective (B = .42, p = .025), and social (B =
41, p =.007). On the other hand, age showed an oppo-
site pattern; age was not a significant moderator for sat-
isfaction-commitment or frequency, but it was signifi-
cant in four of the six effect sizes of motivation dimen-
sions onto intention to continue. Specifically, samples
comprised of an older average age tended to have
stronger effects of enhancement (B = .01, p =.009) but
weaker effects of social (B = -.01, p = .015), under-
standing (B = -.01, p = .005), and values (B =-.01, p =
.001). For the moderator variables of race-ethnicity, ed-
ucation attainment, and employment status, very few
cases were significant. For example, race-ethnicity was
only significant in one out of the 18 pairwise compari-
sons, such that samples comprised of a greater propor-
tion of whites were likely to have weaker effects of so-
cial onto frequency of volunteering (B = -3.53, p =
.001). Similarly, employment status was only signifi-
cant in two out of 18 pairwise comparisons. Samples
comprised of a greater portion of individuals with paid
employment elsewhere were likely to have stronger ef-
fects of understanding onto satisfaction-commitment
(B =.76, p=.034) and social onto intention to continue
(B =.50, p =.003). Educational attainment was not sig-
nificant in any of the 18 tests. The general lack of sig-
nificant results for these moderator variables was sur-
prising. Most prior studies using the VFI have sug-
gested some variance in motivations depending on gen-
der, age, race, and other demographic variables (Davila
et al., 2009; Gronlund et al., 2011; Mesch et al., 2006;
Taniguchi, 2006). While gender had a substantial effect
in this meta-analysis, the other demographic variables
had fewer or weaker effects. This would suggest that
volunteer motives may not differ as widely as prior
studies have suggested across various demographic
variables.

Moderator Career Enhancement Protective Social Understanding Values
Outcome: Satisfaction-Commitment
Location: -0.362**  -0.064 -0.184 -0.084 -0.001 -0.116

Australia
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Location:

Eurape -0.125 -0.072 -0.161 0.080 -0.052 -0.091
L&ﬁztg;t -0.206 -0.124 -0.113 -0.047 -0.095 -0.224
L,‘\’l%?tt'hogm -0.081 0.024 -0.105 0.016 0.040 0.023
Male 0.592**  0.379* 0.416* 0.410%*  0.394 0.238
White -0.530 -0.383 -0.413 0255  -0.718 -0.737
Age -0.003 0.000 0.001 -0.003  0.002 0.002
Bachelors 0.001 -0.129 -0.015 0258 -0.247 -0.089
Employed  0.497 0.300 0.290 0.549 0.761* 0.256
Student 0.322**  0.166 -0.026 0.223 0.220 0.106

Outcome: Intention to Continue
"X‘;?:"”: 0.264 0.209 -0.001 0.085 0.154 0.068
Lgf;ttigl‘;a -0.115 -0.280 -0.358 -0.313  -0.409 -0.400
"Eﬁ";‘gsg 0234 -0182 10.308 0177 -0.268 10.256
Lﬁ/ﬁ%tg;t 0.180 0.118 0.016 0.209 - -0.054
Llc\’l‘;‘jttLOA”m -0.261*  -0.166 -0.304* 0152 -0.260 -0.109
Male 0.204 0.152 0.245 0.316 0.236 0.222
White -1.843 -3.094 -2.166 0462  -1.844 -1.058
Age -0.009 -0.014%* -0.009 -0.009%  -0.014** -0.013%*
Bachelors 0.238 0.038 0.198 -0.083  0.029 -0.050
Employed  0.417 0.696 0.290 0.504**  1.144 0.530
Student 0.508%*  0.526%** 0.436* 0.306%*  0.604** 0.364*
Outcome: Frequency

Lzz?:on: -0.307 0.154 0.045 0.137 0.027 0.053
Lgﬁfg;’e” -0.227 -0.149 -0.099 -0.118 -0.066 -0.127
'-,‘\’I‘;itt'hoA”m -0.119 -0.067 -0.096 0.007 -0.005 0.028
Male -0.023 0.057 0.038 0.349 0.100 0.122
White -0.329 -0.513 -0.076 -3.526%*  -0.402 -0.574
Age 0.002 0.002 0.000 0.009 0.000 0.003
Bachelors 0.081 -0.109 -0.150 0.041 0.003 -0.012
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Employed 0.849 -0.476 -0.171

-0.665 -0.106 0.153

Student 0.727 0.563** 0.601

0.662**  0.609 0.537**

*p<0.05**p<0.01

2 Insufficient studies from the Middle East reported the correlation between understanding and intention to continue.
Note. Male = proportion of sample identifying as male; White = proportion of sample identifying as white; Age = average
age of the sample; Bachelors = proportion of sample that has obtained a Bachelor’s degree; Employed = proportion of sample

employed full-time; Student = proportion of sample that are undergraduate students.

Finally, we found that student status was significant
in a large number of cases (i.e., 10 out of 18, or 55.6%),
much more than what would be expected by chance.
Specifically, samples comprised of a greater proportion
of college students were likely to have stronger effects
of career onto satisfaction-commitment (B = .32, p =
.007), stronger effects across the board of all motiva-
tion dimensions onto intention to continue (B ranging
from .36 to .60), and stronger effects of enhancement
and social and values onto frequency (B = .56, .66, and
.54 respectively). In other words, student status appears
to be a significant moderator that strengthens the ef-
fects of the VFI volunteer motivation dimensions onto
desired outcomes such as satisfaction-commitment, in-
tention to continue, and frequency of volunteering. This
substantial effect is not surprising and concurs with
prior research using the VFI to show differences in vol-
unteer motives and behaviors between students (e.g.,
Beehr et al., 2010)
Publication Bias

We ran a cumulative sensitivity analysis to assess
for publication bias. This produced results for each of
the six overall effect sizes separately, repeated for each
of the three outcome variables. The mean effect size at

each step is shown in a series of forest plots for each of
the six overall effect size estimates. The analysis shows
little evidence of publication bias in the estimates of
career, enhancement, social, understanding, and val-
ues motivation effect sizes for the outcomes of satisfac-
tion-commitment and intention to continue. In each of
these, the estimated mean effect sizes with the first few
studies (the most precise ones) are very similar to the
final estimated mean effect size, which indicates little
to no publication bias (Kepes et al., 2012; McDaniel,
2009). However, there is evidence of publication bias
in the estimate of protective motivation effect sizes, es-
pecially with the outcome variable of intention to con-
tinue. In the protective effect size onto intention to con-
tinue, the estimated mean effect size based on the first
few studies hovered around 0.45, but the final effect
size was estimated to be 0.36. This suggests small to
moderate levels of publication bias (Kepes et al., 2012).
Moreover, the sensitivity analysis for frequency of vol-
unteering as the outcome variable demonstrated poten-
tial bias in career, protective, and social dimensions,
such that the first few estimates (the most precise ones)
were larger than the final.
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Figure 2a. Forest Plots of Cumulative Sensitivity Analysis for Satisfaction-Commitment.
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Figure 2b. Forest Plots of Cumulative Sensitivity Analysis for Intention to Continue.
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Figure 2c. Forest Plots of Cumulative Sensitivity Analysis for Frequency.
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Post-Hoc: Relative Importance Analysis

As an additional post-hoc analysis, meta-relative-
importance analysis was conducted using the code sup-
plied by Tonindandel and LeBreton (2014) in RWA-
Web. Relative importance analysis is often a useful tool
for examining multiple predictors when they are highly
correlated with one another (Tonidandel & LeBreton,
2011). It offers information regarding each predictor’s
contribution to explaining variance in the outcome var-
iable more accurately than a simple multiple regres-
sion. The VFI, used to predict volunteer outcomes, pre-
sents a situation where use of relative importance anal-
ysis is both methodologically possible and practically
important. Examinations of the VFI factor structure
have reported intercorrelations ranging from .12 (ca-
reer with values) to .88 (understanding with enhance-
ment) (Okun et al., 1998). Additionally, in its original
conceptualization, the VFI argued for six equally rele-
vant motives without a clear distinction between intrin-
sic (e.g., values) and extrinsic (e.g., career and protec-
tive). This has led to some criticism over the VFI that it

Mean r (95% Cl and 80% CR)  Mean r (95% Cl and 80% CR)

downplays the importance of the intrinsic (i.e., values)
motivation when it comes to volunteerism (e.g., Cnaan
& Goldberg-Glen, 1991; Okun et al., 1998; Wu et al.,
2009).

To obtain the meta-correlation matrices inputted
into the relative importance analysis, we followed the
process of using meta-analytic structural equation mod-
eling to fit pooled correlation matrices under a random
effects model, using the metaSEM package in R
(Cheung, 2014). The relative importance analysis re-
vealed a similar pattern of findings as the main effect
analyses. For satisfaction-commitment, values had the
largest rescaled relative weight (34.42), followed by
understanding, enhancement, and protective (18.76,
17.26, and 17.14 respectively), then career and social
as smallest (6.83 and 5.60 respectively). For intention
to continue, values and protective had the largest re-
scaled relative weights (22.68 and 29.18 respectively),
followed by career, enhancement, and understanding
(15.04, 14.16, and 13.53 respectively), and social last
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(5.41). Due to lack of studies, we were unable to con-
struct a pooled correlation matrix for the purposes of
the relative importance analysis using frequency of vol-
unteering as the outcome variable. Taken together with
the main effect results, we concluded that values was

Table 3. Meta relative weight analyses.

generally the strongest and most important motivator,
followed closely by understanding (for satisfaction-
commitment) and protective (for intention to continue).

Dimension Raw relative weight

Rescaled relative weight

Outcome: Satisfaction-Commitment

career 0.012 6.831
enhancement 0.031 17.262
protective 0.031 17.137
social 0.010 5.595
understanding 0.033 18.755
values 0.061 34.420
Outcome: Intention to Continue
career 0.028 15.039
enhancement 0.026 14.162
protective 0.054 29.182
social 0.010 5.410
understanding 0.025 13.527
values 0.042 22.680

Discussion

Our key findings were as follows. First, all six VFI
predictors were significant in predicting each of the
three outcome variables, with the average effect size af-
ter correcting for attenuation ranging from 0.12 to 0.44
(see Table 1). Second, Table 1 suggests that the largest
effect sizes are consistently with the values predictor
(0.42, 0.44, and 0.22 when predicting satisfaction-com-
mitment, intention to continue, and volunteering fre-
guency respectively). This was also supported by the
relative importance analysis (Table 3), which found
that values held the strongest relative importance when
predicting satisfaction-commitment and the second
strongest when predicting intention to continue. Fi-
nally, Table 2 shows that there were not very many sig-
nificant results in the moderator analyses. Significant
results were primarily found with gender as a modera-
tor of VFI predicting satisfaction-commitment, age and

student status as a moderator of VVFI predicting inten-
tion to continue, and student status as a moderator of
VFI predicting volunteering frequency. The following
paragraphs describe in more detail each of our findings
and their implications for both research and practice.
First, all six effect sizes were significantly larger
than zero. By modern standards (Bosco et al., 2015;
Paterson et al., 2016), effects were medium-large in
predicting satisfaction-commitment and intention to
continue (p ranging .26 to .44) and small-medium in
predicting frequency (p ranging .12 to .22). While ex-
tant research demonstrated a wide range of findings,
leading practitioners to question the VFI’s applied uses,
our synthesis empirically demonstrates that volunteer
motivations as measured by the VFI have considerable
effects on desirable outcomes such as satisfaction,
commitment, intention to continue, and frequency of
volunteering. These findings assuage extant concerns
over the heterogeneity of individual studies when using
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the VFI and the aforementioned concerns surrounding
the atheoretical approach of the VFI that might have
precluded its usefulness. Volunteer managers should
consider how they can strategically attract and retain
volunteers by measuring and then enacting policies or
programs that target one or more of these six dimen-
sions of volunteer motivations. Volunteer managers
can employ the VFI when recruiting volunteers to iden-
tify which policies or programs would be most effec-
tive for their population of volunteers; for example, if
managers find that their volunteers score highly on
“Career”, they can focus equipping volunteers with ca-
reer-related skills that otherwise would have few op-
portunities to be practiced. Especially given the hyper-
competitive job market for most career fields that re-
quire high skill development (e.g., software engineer-
ing, data analytics), organizations could intentionally
offer volunteers opportunities to develop transferable
skills for their career as a way of attracting and retain-
ing satisfied and committed volunteers.

Secondly, our meta-analysis revealed that the values
motive was the strongest predictor of all outcome vari-
ables, especially satisfaction-commitment. Prior theo-
ries have challenged the six-dimensional structure of
the VFI, suggesting that volunteerism is best explained
by a higher-order values factor (Okun et al., 1998;
Cnaan & Goldberg-Glen, 1991). Our study provides in-
direct empirical support for this theory that, while other
volunteer motivations are important, volunteers who
are motivated by values (i.e., desire to express altruism
in serving) are most satisfied and committed to their or-
ganization. Thus, the findings suggest that volunteer
managers should focus on recruiting individuals who
have an intrinsic, altruistic motive to serve as opposed
to volunteering solely for external motives. This find-
ing offers two interpretations that can drive future re-
search. First, according to the Deci and Ryan’s (1985)
self-determination theory (SDT), the most basic dis-
tinction in motivation is between intrinsic and extrinsic
motives. Our finding suggests that SDT can be used to
explain volunteerism because the values motive, which
is the only intrinsic factor of the six VVFI factors, was
the strongest predictor of volunteer outcomes. This di-
rectly challenges the existing conceptual framework
behind the VFI (theory of planned behavior). Alterna-
tively, if one were to stick to the theory of planned be-
havior, our finding suggests that attitudes (as opposed
to subjective norms or perceived behavioral control)
are most important in explaining volunteerism. In other
words, volunteers are satisfied, committed, intend to
continue volunteering, and frequently volunteer pri-
marily because of a positive attitude towards the value

of volunteering, as opposed to the rewards they might
gain (whether career or social benefits) through volun-
teering.

Interestingly, when predicting intention to continue,
the protective motive had a larger relative weight than
the values motive. This suggests that regardless of sat-
isfaction and commitment, some volunteers may con-
tinue serving to due to external pressures to remain with
the organization, such as those exerted by fellow vol-
unteers (McGinley et al., 2010; Haski-Leventhal &
McLeigh, 2010). The fact that the protective motive is
an important psychological driver indicates that some
may continue volunteering not for personal fulfillment
but because of external influences, which supports the
application of the theory of planned behavior to volun-
teerism. Meaning, while volunteering primarily seems
to be driven by attitude (i.e., values), there are times
when it may be driven by subjective norms (i.e., pro-
tective). Both are possible pathways to motivating the
same behavior, in this case, staying with the organiza-
tion. This could lead to harmful effects of burnout if
organizations are not intentional about giving volun-
teers the opportunity to leave if they so desire (Jansen,
2010). Thus, we recommend that volunteer managers
regularly check in with volunteers to ensure that they
are not experiencing burnout due to feeling an external
pressure to remain with the organization, which could
lead to downstream negative effects for both the volun-
teer and the organization.

Finally, the moderator analyses uncovered interest-
ing findings with important implications. Most of the
motives (except for understanding and values) showed
stronger effects onto satisfaction-commitment among
males than females. Prior evidence suggests that men
tend to be more strongly motivated by extrinsic factors
(i.e., careers, protective; Vallerand & Bissonnette,
1992), which could be reflected in these results. Inter-
estingly and contrary to prior theories, gender was not
a significant moderator for the other two outcome var-
iables, suggesting that the gender differences in moti-
vations ultimately do not lead to behavioral differences.
On the other hand, age was a significant moderator for
intention to continue; younger individuals’ decision to
keep volunteering was more influenced by social, un-
derstanding, and values than older individuals. Re-
search on volunteerism in retirement suggests that vol-
unteering fills an absence of “other productive roles”
(Greenfield & Marks, 2004). In other words, older
adults may pursue volunteering to fulfill a sense of per-
sonal purpose, as opposed to the need for social com-
munity or personal growth. Finally, student status was
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a significant moderator, suggesting a new idea that col-
lege student volunteers have different motives than
other adults, especially when predicting intention to
continue. This finding makes sense as college students
are sometimes required to volunteer as part of their de-
gree program (Beehr et al., 2010; Henney et al., 2017),
though we note that these findings were based on US
samples. Our results suggest that the six VFI motiva-
tion dimensions are more important to college student
volunteer retention, because many college students are
likely to stop volunteering after their program ends.
These moderator analyses can help volunteer managers
strategically design volunteer programs that meet the
particular needs and motives of their target volunteer.
For example, managers can design volunteer programs
aimed at recruiting youth (especially relevant given re-
cent declines in youth volunteering; Sparks, 2018) by
focusing on the social benefits of volunteering commu-
nities. Moreover, the non-significant findings were of
interest as well; geographic location in general was not
a significant moderator which suggests that there is
some consistency in how the VVFI predicts volunteering
outcomes across different geographic locations. This
finding, with additional research, could support the
cross-cultural applicability of the VFI.

Limitations & Future Research Directions

As with most meta-analyses, our study is limited by
the lack of available data on moderator variables, thus
narrowing the power of our moderator analyses to de-
tect effects. Additionally, even though geographic lo-
cation generally had sufficient sample sizes, there were
inconsistencies in the methods that original studies re-
ported the location of the sample (e.g., ranging from a
specific city to the entire United States). Thus, future
studies should continue looking into differences in vol-
unteer motivations between demographic characteris-
tics, especially geographic location. Prior evidence that
volunteering behavior is extremely different across cul-
tures (Randle & Dolnicar, 2009; Aydinli et al., 2013)
points to the possibility that differences in the psycho-
logical drivers and motives are causing these behav-
ioral differences. There has been growing interest to ex-
pand beyond the white and Western samples on which
most research is conducted (Jones, 2010; Muthukrishna
et al., 2020), and the question of how volunteer motives
differ across cultures should be explored in future re-
search studies.

Table 4. Number of Studies for Each Moderator Variable (Total k = 61).

Moderator IV: VFI Dimen- DV: Satis-Commit DV: Intention to DV: Frequency
sion Continue
career 31 16 18
enhancement 30 14 17
protective 26 12 17
Geographic Location
social 30 14 18
understanding 30 14 18
values 34 16 19
career 35 20 17
enhancement 34 18 16
protective 30 16 16
Gender
social 34 17 17
understanding 33 17 17
values 38 20 18
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career 8 6 6
enhancement 8 6 5
protective 7 5 5
Race-Ethnicity
social 7 5 6
understanding 8 6 6
values 8 6 6
career 21 11 12
enhancement 20 9 12
protective 18 8 12
Age
social 21 9 12
understanding 21 10 12
values 21 10 12
career 18 10 14
enhancement 19 9 13
protective 16 8 13
Obtained Bachelor’s
social 17 7 14
understanding 17 8 14
values 19 9 14
career 14 10 5
enhancement 12 9 5
protective 10 7 5
Employment Status
social 12 8 5
understanding 11 8 5
values 15 10 6
career 8 8 3
enhancement 9 8 3
protective 7 7 3
Student Status
social 9 8 3
understanding 8 7 3
values 9 8 3

15
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Additionally, our study focused on the six dimen-
sions of the VVFI as the predictor variables. Although
the VFI is the most widely used measure of volunteer
motivation, there are other available measures (e.g.,
Motivation to Volunteer scale; Monga, 2006). A quick
search of the first 40 results for empirical studies on
volunteer motivation revealed 75 different but overlap-
ping theorized dimensions. Future studies should incor-
porate additional measures of volunteer motivation,
with a goal of “cleaning up” the cluttered space caused
by the proliferation of overlapping and perhaps redun-
dant constructs (see Shaffer et al., 2016). In doing so,
future scholars can clarify for practitioners whether
there are additional important motivators of volunteer-
ing outside of the six VFI dimensions, and if so, the
degree to which they offer incremental validity in pre-
dicting outcomes.

Finally, as with any meta-analysis, our findings are
only as good as the data that were inputted into the anal-
ysis. This is particularly important with regard to the
sampling method and research design of the prior stud-
ies that we meta-analyzed. Most prior studies were
cross-sectional, which limits the ability of findings to
show a causal relationship (Stone-Romero & Rosopa,
2008). Meaning, just because values significantly and
strongly predicted volunteer satisfaction and commit-
ment, it does not prove that being motivated by values
causes a volunteer to be satisfied and committed. Ide-
ally, future scholars can collect longitudinal or experi-
mental data to add further evidence and potentially
demonstrate a causal relationship.

Conclusion

Both volunteer managers and researchers are very
interested in understanding why people volunteer their
valuable time and resources without being formally
paid for their work, and this meta-analysis contributes
a set of important main findings and implications
drawn from 57 previously published studies. Specifi-
cally, our meta-analysis is the first to (a) assess the true
effect sizes of VFI dimensions in predicting desirable
volunteer outcomes, (b) assess the relative importance
of each dimension, and (c) identify demographic mod-
erators of the effect sizes of these dimensions. First, the
VFI can and should be used by volunteer managers to
survey their volunteer population and better understand
their motives, with the goal of designing volunteer pro-
grams and work that meets said motives and leads to
better satisfaction and commitment and reduced turno-
ver. Second, of all the motives, values was the strongest
driver. It is not uncommon for organizations to assume
that their volunteers are aware of or are aligned with the

organization’s mission and values. Most importantly,
volunteer managers must effectively communicate the
organization’s mission and values and encourage vol-
unteers to participate because of the impact they are
making in supporting the organization. Finally, there
were only a few significant moderators, many of which
had weak effects. This means that volunteer motives do
not appear to differ substantially between demographic
groups in terms of age, race-ethnicity, educational at-
tainment, employment status, and geographic location.
While volunteering behavior may differ, the motives
that drive such behavior appear to be similar. However,
gender and student status were particularly strong mod-
erators. Meaning, volunteer managers should pay atten-
tion to how volunteers of different gender identities and
student volunteers may be motivated by different areas,
and they should adjust their volunteer program accord-
ingly.

We believe that our findings will be of substantial
use to the hundreds of thousands of organizations rely-
ing on volunteers to make a difference in the world.
Meta-analyses in particular are useful in that they can
empirically “summarize” a large number of individual
studies, making academic research more readily acces-
sible for busy working professionals who do not have
time to read hundreds of individual studies. We hope
that this meta-analysis, which is the first of its kind, will
provide future volunteer managers with accessible and
valuable insight into volunteer motives that can directly
translate into improved practices and better organiza-
tional outcomes.
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