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Research Question
How can 4-H youth programs improve volunteer recruitment and retention? 

Bottom Line
Volunteers’ experiences that are more closely connected to their motivations to give time may improve volunteer 
recruitment and retention. The Volunteer Functions Inventory (VFI) provides a framework that identifies the six main 
volunteer motivations. Understanding and addressing these motivations may help programs attract and retain volunteers.

Background
4-H, which is part of the Cooperative Extension system, is the 
largest youth development program in the nation. Each year, 
volunteers provide leadership for over six million youth in 
clubs and activities that promote positive youth development. 
To examine volunteer recruitment and retention for 4-H, 
a Systematic Translational Review was conducted in 
partnership with Chemung and Tioga County Cooperative 
Extension in New York State. An initial exploration of the 
question and literature identified volunteer motivation as a 
key focus for the literature search.

Methods
In July of 2015, the databases Academic Search Premier, 
Human Resource Abstracts, ERIC, PsychINFO, and CAB 
Abstracts, and the Journal of Extension were searched 
using terms generated by the research team and practice 
partners to reflect volunteer recruitment, retention, and 
motivation in youth programming. The search initially 
identified 776 unique records. After inclusion/exclusion 
criteria were applied (English language studies published 
since 1998 and scanned for population, organization type, 
and topic), 64 papers were retrieved for abstraction. In 
addition, two systematic reviews conducted in Australia 
and New Zealand were identified and retained for review. 
Hand searching bibliographies of these reviews resulted in 
inclusion of an additional report published in the US by the 
Urban Institute. Analysis of these results included coding 
study type, quality, and relevance to the research question. 
This analysis by the research team narrowed the final pool 
to 36 papers (Table 2).

Findings
Volunteer motivation related to recruitment and retention is 
of interest to practitioners and researchers in the public and 
private sectors, and has been described in observational 

studies using surveys and interviews. Much of the empirical 
work included use of the Volunteer Functions Inventory (VFI), 
a measure that was developed through factor analyses in a 
6-study series (Clary et al., 1998). The six main motivations 
identified by the VFI (Table 1) are: Values, Understanding, 
Social, Career, Protective, and Enhancement. The VFI has 
been used with a variety of populations to understand 
the recruitment, retention, and recognition of volunteers. 
Values was the most commonly reported motivation across 
populations in the included studies.

In studies of specific populations, younger volunteers also 
identified the VFI motivations of Understanding and Career 
most often (Gonzalez, 2009; Smith, Dasher, & Klingborg, 
2005; Wolford, Cox, & Culp, 2001), while older volunteers 
were motivated by Social and continuation of Career 
factors (Okun, Barr & Herzog, 1998; Okun & Schultz, 2003; 
Wolford et al., 2001; Brayley et al., 2014). Volunteers with 4-H 
programs also identified affiliation with the organization as 
an important motivator (Culp & Schwartz, 1999; Fritz et al., 
2000). In studies of Hispanic and Latino volunteers (Hobbs, 
2001; Lopez & Safrit, 2001) motivations centered on family, 
church, and community.

Observational studies using the VFI provide some evidence 
to support the value of this measure for characterizing 
volunteer motivation (Table 2). One possible conclusion from 
these studies is that volunteer experiences that are more 
closely aligned to motivations may be more likely to attract 
and retain volunteers. However, no experimental studies 
were identified that compared programs that incorporated 
these factors into their recruitment and retention efforts with 
programs that did not. 

Conclusion
Volunteer motivation has been studied to better understand 
the reasons people give their time and the benefits they feel 
they gain from volunteering. Motivations can vary based 
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on population and life stage. Understanding motivation, 
and connecting the volunteer experience more closely to 
these factors, may help organizations improve volunteer 

recruitment and retention. Future research should, through 
rigorous evaluation studies, document the value of various 
attempts to increase motivation to volunteer within 4-H 
programs.

Table 1. Volunteer Functions Inventory (VFI) as related to 4-H volunteer recruitment and retention*

VFI Motivator Definition Volunteer Population Tips for Practice

Values

(most frequently identified 
motivator)

Altruism, 
humanitarian 
concern for others, 
doing something 
meaningful

All populations Collect and highlight positive outcomes from past and 
ongoing volunteer projects to share with potential 
volunteers and to recognize current volunteers.

Understanding

(importance decreases with 
volunteer age)

Opportunity 
to exercise 
knowledge and 
skills, sense of 
being important to 
organization

Young adults Present volunteering with clubs as an opportunity to 
teach something they love and are good at. Many 
volunteers, especially younger adults, are motivated by 
a sense of being important to an organization and are 
looking for an opportunity to exercise their knowledge. 
However, despite Understanding being one of the 
greatest motivators, it is not the most successful for 
retention. To retain volunteers, demonstrate that their 
teaching makes a difference or meets other volunteer 
motivations.

Social Being with or 
making friends

Older adults seeking 
relationships in the 
volunteer experience

Build social time for volunteers into regular 
programming.

Career Career-related 
benefits or skills, 
challenging work, 
responsibility

Young adults who are 
building job skills, and 
sometimes older adults 
related to continuity of 
work 

Share the specific career-related skills and experiences 
that volunteers will gain along with the positive benefits 
to youth participants. Offer ongoing training and 
support to volunteers focused on various skills like 
planning and leadership.

Protective Volunteering 
to reduce 
negative feelings, 
shifting focus 
from personal 
problems, 
reducing guilt over 
personal privilege

All populations Connect volunteer activities to social justice or 
community improvement outcomes.

Enhancement Satisfaction from 
personal growth 
and self-esteem, 
creates positive 
mood

All populations Promote the value of personal growth through 
volunteering. Use volunteer success stories to 
emphasize good feelings about volunteering.

Table 2. Included studies

1st Author, Year Focus Design Results

Agostinho, 2012 Motivations 
of food bank 
volunteers

Cross-sectional, 
single-time survey 
with Portuguese 
volunteers n=193

Volunteers with greatest involvement in the organization 
identified Values and Social factors most often.

Allison, 2002 Comparison of 
VFI to open-
ended survey

Cross-sectional, 
single-time survey 
n=129

Th VFI was a better predictor of volunteer frequency than 
the open-ended probe. The open-ended probe identified 
three additional motivations: Enjoyment, Religiosity and Team 
Building.

Conclusion - continued

*adapted from Clary et al., 1998
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1st Author, Year Focus Design Results

Brayley, 2014 Validity of VFI 
with older 
populations

Cross-sectional, 
single-time survey, 
older adults in 
Australia n=187

Factor analysis supported a four-factor solution with Values, 
Social, and Continuity of Work (as a replacement for Career) 
emerging as single factors and Enhancement and Protective 
items loading together on a single factor. Values and Continuity 
functions were predictors of intention to volunteer.

Busser, 2010 Motivations 
of youth sport 
volunteers

Cross-sectional, 
single-time survey, 
youth coaches 
n=141, 87% male

The VFI function of Values was the strongest motivator, 
identified by 90% of survey respondents.

Caldarella, 2010 School-based 
mentoring

Dissertation; pre-
post surveys of 
volunteers n=31

Motivators of volunteers: expressing values, gaining 
understanding, and career-related experience. Participant 
volunteers were most satisfied when perceived benefits 
matched motivations in pre-post surveys.

Clary, 1998 Understanding 
and assessing 
volunteer 
motivations: 
A functional 
approach

6 studies used in 
the development 
of the VFI are 
described

The VFI describes the six main factors associated with 
volunteer motivation.

Cleveland, 2007 Relationship 
between 
motivations and 
participation

Cross-sectional, 
single-time survey 
of past volunteers 
n=219

Regression analyses did not find a relationship between 
motivations and level of volunteer participation; however, 
length of time since enrollment was positively related to hours 
of service.

Culp, 1999 Motivations of 
4-H leaders

Convenience 
sample, single-time 
survey n=201

Strongest motivators were Affiliation and Values. Receiving 
recognition was one of the weakest motivations identified.

Dunlap, 2003 Volunteer 
motivations in 
large county 
organization

Dissertation; cross-
sectional, single-
time survey n=533, 
mostly female, 
average age 51

Direct Motivators: Values, Career, Protective, and 
Understanding

Indirect Motivators: Social

Francis, 2011 Test of the VFI 
with Australian 
college students

Cross-sectional, 
single-time survey 
n=282

The VFI did not explain the motivations of Australian college 
students in this sample. Instead, factors related to social 
norms were identified as being more important to volunteer 
motivation.

Fritz, 2000 4-H volunteer 
motivations

Cross-sectional, 
single-time survey 
n=748

Volunteers were motivated by Affiliation, desire to help others 
(Values), and be with participating youth.

Gage, 2012 College student 
volunteer 
motivations

Cross-sectional, 
online survey of 
college students 
n=270

The strongest motives were related to the Values and 
Understanding factors, reflecting a desire to help others 
and to expand personal perspective on an issue. Structural 
constraints, such as time available, were most likely to 
influence volunteerism.

Geaither, 2011 Associations 
between 
volunteer motives 
and service 
persistence with 
race among 
adult mentors 
in cross-racial 
youth mentoring 
relationships

Dissertation; 
Cross-sectional 
correlational study 
n= 63

Values and Social factors were strongest motivators. Study 
found a predictive relationship between mentors’ motives and 
mentoring persistence.

Table 2. Included studies - continuted
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1st Author, Year Focus Design Results

Gerstein, 2004 Effect of financial 
compensation  
on volunteer 
experience

Quasi-experimental, 
single-time survey 
based on the VFI 
with AmeriCorps 
volunteers 
(treatment) n=143 
and college 
student volunteers 
(comparison) n=127

Male participants in the treatment group perceived greater 
benefits and satisfaction from their volunteer experience than 
the comparison group. Female participants in both groups 
reported benefits of the volunteer experience without relation 
to compensation.

Gonzalez, 2009 Volunteer 
motivations in 
tutoring programs

Dissertation; pre-
post survey n=91

Values, Understanding and Enhancement were strongest 
factors.

Higher levels of the Career and Social motivations were 
indicative of shorter periods of volunteer service. Younger 
volunteers exhibited higher levels of the Career and 
Understanding motivations.

Hager, 2004 Volunteer 
management 
and retention 
practices in US 
charities

Report to Urban 
Institute based on 
interviews with 
representatives 
of 1,753 charitable 
organizations

An organizational focus on enriching the volunteer experience 
is tied to greater retention.

Hobbs, 2001 Latinos and 
volunteerism

Qualitative study 
n=18

Results suggest Latino volunteerism occurs first in the context 
of family and secondarily in the neighborhood and church, as 
opposed to mainstream community-based organizations.

Hochstetle, 2014 Exploring 
additional 
functions of the 
VFI

Dissertation; 
qualitative case 
study analysis n=12

Confirmed six factors with potential for two additional 
motivators: Civic Responsibility and Debt or Obligation.

Hyde, 2014 Episodic 
volunteering in 
public health and 
social welfare

Systematic 
review of the 
nature of episodic 
volunteering

More research is needed to describe the necessary theories 
and measures for developing engagement and retention 
strategies for episodic volunteering in health and social 
welfare.

Jiranek, 2013 Social justice as 
motivation

Cross-sectional, 
single-time survey 
n=513

Emphasizing volunteering’s potential social justice 
improvements may attract new volunteers.

Kim, 2010 Comparison of 
motivations in 
youth sports 
volunteering

Quasi-experimental 
survey design, 
European sample 
n=1099

Female volunteers were higher in Values and Understanding 
factors. Volunteers working at the international and special-
needs sports events displayed higher motivations in all 
six factor areas than volunteers at the national and local 
organizations.

Lopez, 2001 Hispanic-
American 
volunteerism

Qualitative study 
n=20

Six themes were identified: (1) influence of family and 
friends; (2) importance of volunteering to benefit youth; (3) 
importance of church and religious beliefs; (4) volunteering as 
a requirement; (5) connections between volunteerism and the 
community; (6) personal satisfaction and growth.

Okun, 1998 Volunteer 
motivations in 
older adults

Two-group, single-
time survey n=409 
& 374

Career motivation decreases with age, but older adults value 
feeling useful.

Okun, 2003 Effects of age 
on volunteer 
motivations: 
Testing 
hypotheses 
derived from 
socioemotional 
selectivity theory

Meta-analysis 
followed by two-
group, single-time 
survey  n=523

As age increases, Career and Understanding volunteer 
motivations decrease and Social volunteer motivation 
increases.

Table 2. Included studies - continuted
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1st Author, Year Focus Design Results

Powers, 2007 Influence of 
religion on 
volunteer 
motivations

Dissertation; two-
group, single-time 
survey of college 
students n=51

Volunteerism is associated with Values, Understanding, 
Career, and Protective factors. Personal factors included 
Agreeableness, Neuroticism, and Altruism. These factors also 
predicted volunteers’ perceptions of their experiences. Social 
responsibility, but not religiosity, was also associated with 
volunteering.

Salas, 2008 Volunteer 
functions, 
satisfaction, and 
commitment

Dissertation; cross-
sectional, single-
time survey n=229

5-factor revised VFI used with measures of satisfaction 
and organizational commitment. Motives for volunteering 
(Understanding, Values, Protective, and Enhancement) are 
significant explanatory variables, explaining a range of 15.6% to 
16.4% of the variation of satisfaction.

Schmiesing, 2005 Volunteer 
motivations in 
youth literacy 
program

Single-group, 
single-time survey 
of 4-H volunteers 
n=227

Volunteers were much more motivated by the opportunity to 
express their altruistic values and humanistic concerns (Values 
function) through volunteering than by the other five functions.

Smith, 2005 Model for 
youth program 
volunteer 
recruitment in 
urban areas

Mixed-method 
evaluation of pilot 
test of community 
college course 
model over two 
years n=25

Participants reported improved skills and confidence as 
youth program leaders. Participants delivered inquiry-based 
programming to after-school youth.

Smith, 2010 Encouragement 
and support of 
volunteering

Systematic review 
of research and 
evaluation literature 
in New Zealand, 
Australia, the UK, 
and the US

Focuses on workplace model for managing volunteers.  
Includes VFI and focuses on stages of the volunteer 
experience.

Snyder, 2000 The functional 
approach to 
volunteerism

Book chapter The authors present findings concerning the development 
of the VFI and studies that have examined the usefulness of 
taking a functional perspective to understand the initiative of 
volunteer service, the selection of particular volunteer tasks, 
volunteers’ satisfaction with their experiences, and volunteers’ 
commitment to sustained service.

Stergios, 2002 Elder volunteers 
in youth programs

Qualitative study 
n=19

The three strongest motivators were Values, Social, and 
emotional Enhancement.

Vettern, 2009 Motivations of 
rural volunteers

Cross-sectional, 
single-time survey 
n=186

The key factors were importance of work and skill building.

Vocino, 2011 Test of the VFI 
with research 
volunteers

Dissertation; web-
based, single-time 
survey of Australian 
volunteers n=314

The VFI factors aligned with the results of the test with 
research panel volunteers.

White, 2003 4-H volunteer 
motivations 
and reasons for 
leaving

Cross-sectional, 
single-time survey 
n=51

Making a difference in lives of youth and satisfaction of helping 
others were top motivators. Reasons for leaving were that their 
children were no longer in program, and time demands.

Wolff, 2003 Service learning 
volunteer 
motivations

Dissertation; 
quasi-experimental 
design, 
undergraduate 
students in service 
learning program 
(treatment) and 
psychology class 
(comparison) n=31

Service learning participants were initially more motivated to 
pursue career interests related to their volunteer experience. 
However in post-tests, career motivation decreased in the 
service learning group, while value for volunteering increased. 
These changes were not demonstrated in comparison group. 
Results also indicate the service learning group was more 
satisfied with their experience than the comparison group.

Table 2. Included studies - continuted
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1st Author, Year Focus Design Results

Wolford, 2001 Master extension 
volunteer 
motivations

Cross-sectional, 
single-time survey 
n=288

Achievement was rated as the most important motive for 
beginning service as a master volunteer. As they continued to 
volunteer, Affiliation became the most important motive.

Table 2. Included studies - continuted
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