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Abstract:  From its’ conception, 4-H has encouraged volunteerism and 
utilized volunteers to accomplish its’ mission - to assist youth in 
acquiring knowledge, developing life skills, and forming attitudes that 
will enable them to become self-directing, productive and contributing 
members of society. The purpose of this study was to explore and 
describe the factors that motivated [state] 4-H camp volunteers to 
volunteer with 4-H youth.  The Volunteer Functions Inventory was used 
as the theoretical base for this study. The Values construct (M=3.68) of 
the VFI was the highest motivating factor of adult 4-H volunteers. The 
Understanding construct (M=3.39) ranked the second highest 
motivational factor in volunteerism followed by Social construct 
(M=3.28), the Enhancement construct (M = 3.05) and the Protective 
construct (M=2.78).  The Career construct (M=2.61) was the least 
motivating factor to adult volunteers. It was also found that participants 
that were not involved with 4-H as a youth volunteered more days per 
year than did participants who were former 4-H members. 

 

 

 

Introduction 
 
4-H is a youth organization directed by the State Cooperative Extension Service with the 
mission to “empower youth to reach their full potential, working and learning in partnership 
with caring adults” (National 4-H Council, 2008, para. 1).  Over 6.5 million members from ages 
5 to 19 from all 50 states engage in hands-on experiences through a curriculum that focuses on 
learning through doing (National 4-H Council, 2008). This applied approach to learning is 
implemented through tools such as volunteerism, community service, and service-learning 
which provide meaningful and educational experiences to fully engage youth (Safrit & Auck, 
2003).  Through these experiences, 4-H members have the opportunity to acquire the 



developmental needs of “belonging, mastery, independence, and service” (Iowa State 
University Extension, 2008, p. 1) along with life skills, which are foundational to youth growing 
into productive citizens (National 4-H Headquarters, 1999).  
   
From its inception over 100 years ago, 4-H has engaged and relied upon volunteers to 
accomplish its mission (4-H Foundation, 2007).  Nationally, nearly 440,000 volunteers act as the 
nuts-and-bolts, behind-the-scenes people who are essential to the success of 4-H clubs across 
the country (National 4-H Headquarters, 2007).  Without the help of these volunteers, 4-H 
could not fulfill its mission.   
 
The vision of National 4-H is to “connect young people with caring adults leading to positive 
outcomes for youth” (National 4-H Headquarters, 2007, p.3).  It would benefit Cooperative 
Extension personnel to pinpoint specific individual characteristics that good volunteers possess 
and use that information to recruit outstanding adult volunteers.  Extension Agents may not 
know which avenues to pursue when seeking willing and qualified volunteers.  By identifying 
characteristics of volunteerism, Extension Agents may learn how to focus their search for 
volunteers.  

One characteristic of volunteers is previous involvement with youth organizations as a youth.  A 
number of studies have been conducted to determine if participation in 4-H as youth effect 
member’s volunteerism tendencies as adults (Ladewig & Thomas, 1987; Maass, Wilken, Jordan, 
Culen, & Place, 2006; Pennington & Edwards, 2006).  Ladewig & Thomas (1987) compared 
volunteerism among 710 former 4-H members, 743 members of other organizations, and 309 
nonparticipants in youth organizations.  Results from adults in volunteer roles at community 
events and organizations were limited; though, 4-H alumni tended to be more involved in 
community activities than members of other youth organizations.  Also, 4-H alumni were more 
likely to involve their children in the 4-H program and possibly become adult leaders 
themselves.  In terms of adult community involvement, the oldest and most educated 4-H’ers 
were the most active in community activities as well as Cooperative Extension.   

Mass, Wilken, Jordan, Culen, & Place (2006) surveyed 223 Oklahoma 4-H alumni to determine 
how they attribute their life skills to membership in 4-H and other youth development 
organizations.  4-H Alumni reported “Community Service Volunteering” as the second highest 
life skill that they attributed to 4-H and 45% of the respondents presently volunteer with 4-H. 
   
Research conducted by Pennington and Edwards (2006) also compared 4-H with other youth 
development organizations and addressed two specific questions – (1) Does 4-H make an 
impact on the civic engagement of adults? (2) Do former 4-H members view the impact as 
being greater than that of other programming?  The study was based on a population sample of 
356 former Oklahoma 4-H Key Club members.  Ninety-five percent of the sample served as 
volunteers. More than half volunteered 11 or more hours each month.  
 
Individuals serve as 4-H adult volunteers for many reasons, but a major driving force behind   
4-H volunteerism is that adult volunteers view the 4-H club as a credible, worthwhile, useful, 
and beneficial organization through which they enjoy making a difference in the lives of youth 
and receive satisfaction by helping others and becoming a part of the 4-H family (White & 
Arnold, 2003; Culp, 1997).   

 

 
 



Theoretical/Conceptual Framework 
 

The theoretical framework is framed within the Volunteer Functions Inventory (VFI) that is 

based on research conducted by Clary (1998), who approached volunteerism from a 
motivational perspective. Clary developed a motivational analysis which strives to understand 
“the processes that move people to action – the process that initiate, direct, and sustain 
action.”  In order to answer these questions Clary adopted the functional analysis approach to 
motivation which is “concerned with the reasons and the purposes, the plans and the goals, 
that underlie and generate psychological phenomena – that is, the personal and social functions 
being served by an individual’s thoughts, feelings, and actions” (Clary, et al., 1998, p. 1517).   
 
Through the use of functional analysis Clary sought to determine the specific motivations that 
volunteers fulfill while participating in community service activities.  By analyzing the 
motivations that are fulfilled by participation in volunteer service, six motivational functions 
served by volunteering were identified: (Clary, et al., 1998) (See Figure 1). 

1. Values: express values and beliefs related to unselfish humanitarian desire to help 
others;  

2. Understanding: involvement in activities to satisfy a desire to learn;  

3. Social: opportunity to be with one’s friends and to engage in favored activities;  

4. Career: obtain potential career-related benefits;  

5. Protective: escape from negative qualities or feelings related to ego; and  

6. Enhancement: enhancing an individual’s self-esteem and ego. 
 

Figure 1 
Volunteer Functions Inventory Model (authors’ interpretation based on Clary, et. al., 1998. 
Understanding and assessing the motivations of volunteers: a functional approach. Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology, 74(6).) 
 

 
 



Clary, et al., (1998) concluded that the core propositions of a functional analysis of 
volunteerism are that acts of volunteerism that appear to be quite similar on the surface may 
reflect markedly different underlying motivational processes.  The functions served by 
volunteerism manifest themselves in the unfolding dynamics of this form of helpfulness, 
influencing critical events associated with the initiation and maintenance of voluntary helping 
behavior.  

Purpose and Objectives 
 

What factors motivate individuals who volunteer their time and talents to 4-H youth camp 
programs? Are adults motivated to volunteer because of past experiences with 4-H? How do 
adult volunteer demographics compare to 4-H volunteers in previous research? How does each 
of the six VFI constructs play a part in volunteerism among adults? This study sought to answer 
the aforementioned questions. 
 
The purpose of this study was to explore and describe the factors that motivated 4-H camp 
volunteers to volunteer with 4-H youth.  Within this study the following research objectives 
were addressed: 

1. Describe the participants based on demographic characteristics;  

2. Determine the motivational characteristics of the volunteers based on the Volunteer 
Functions Inventory: Values, Understanding, Social, Career, Protective, and 
Enhancement (Clary, et al., 1998); and 

3. Using selected variables, determine if differences exist between volunteers that 
participated in 4-H as a youth and those that did not. 
    

Methods and Procedures 
 

The research method employed in this study was a survey, used to explore and describe the 
factors that motivate adults to volunteer with 4-H youth (Ary, Jacobs & Razavieh, 2002; Miller, 
2006).  The population studied was a convenience sample of accessible 4-H adult volunteers at 
4-H Summer Camp in 2008.  There were no attempts to generalize with this sample.  Previous 
research has effectively used convenience samples for research (Culp & Schwartz, 1998; 
Williams, Fraze, Burris, Akers, & Green, 2008; Smith, Park, & Sutton, 2007; Jennings, 
Brashears, Burris, Davis, & Brashears, 2007; Kitchel, Jenkins, & Robinson, 2007).   
 
Questionnaires were delivered to Camp Managers at each camp who distributed them to adult 
volunteers at 4-H camps and asked the volunteers to complete and return them during their 
week at camp.  Of the approximately 300 adult volunteers at the camps, 81 returned their 
questionnaire, providing a response rate of 27%.  Because a non-random sampling method was 
used and no control for non-response could be implemented, the findings of this study cannot 
be generalized beyond the participants.  However, the findings from this study are beneficial as 
they provide a baseline of information about adult volunteers which may be used for 
comparison purposes with future studies.   
 
The instrument used consisted of researcher developed demographic questions (age, gender, 
ethnicity, marital status, education completed, employments status, occupation and previous 
youth organization participation) and the Volunteer Functions Inventory (Clary, Snyder, Ridge, 
Copeland, Stukas, & Haugen, 1998) which consisted of 30 questions measuring six motivation 
constructs: Protective, Values, Career, Social, Understanding, and Enhancement.  Each question 



used a Likert-type scale that ranged between 1 and 4 (1 = Strongly Disagree and 4 = Strongly 
Agree).  The VFI was designed to measure the motivations of currently active volunteers, and 
was supported by existing research (Bradford & Israel, 2008; Clary, Snyder, Ridge, Copeland, 
Stukas, Haugen, & Miene, 1998; Clary & Snyder, 1999; Esmond & Dunlop, 2004; Fletcher & 
Major, 2004; Okun, Barr, & Herzog, 1998).  Validity and reliability of the VFI was previously 
established by the developers and was measured in this study (see Table 1).  Face validity of 
the current instrument was established by a panel of experts. 

 
Table 1 

Cronbach’s Alpha for VFI 
 

 Current Study Clary et al. 

(1998) 

Values 0.81 0.80 

Understanding 0.85 0.81 

Social 0.78 0.83 

Enhancement 0.89 0.84 

Protective 0.86 0.81 

Career 0.90 0.89 

 
Data was analyzed using SPSS 16.0.  Frequencies and percentages were calculated for the 
purpose of analysis and interpretation of nominal data.  Means and standard deviations were 
used to analyze and interpret interval data, and t-tests were computed to analyze means 
between groups (Miller, 1998).   
 

Findings 
 

Objective one sought to describe the demographic characteristics of the 4-H volunteers. The 
age range of the adult volunteers was between 22 and 69, with an average age of 44.5.  
Respondents volunteered between one and 300 days annually, with an average of 
approximately 51 days volunteered annually (Table 2). 
 

Table 2 
Participant Demographics 

 

 Min Max Mean 

Std. 

Deviation 

Number of children  (n=66) 0 8   2.28    1.18 

Age (n=80) 22 69 44.58 10.74 

Number of days volunteered (n=73) 1 300 51.88 55.10 

 
Approximately sixty percent of the respondents were female, 83% were Caucasian, 20% had at 
least a bachelor’s degree, and 79% were employed full time (Table 3).   
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 



Table 3 
Adult Volunteer Demographics 

 
 Frequency Percent 

Gender (n=81)   

 Female 
Male 

49 
32 

60.5% 
39.5% 

Ethnicity (n=62)   

 Caucasian 
Black 

Other 

Native American 

52 
7 

2 

1 

83.9% 
11.3% 

3.2% 

1.6% 

Education (n=81)   

 High School 

Some College 
Associates Degree 

Bachelors Degree 
Masters Degree 

Doctorate 

11 

24 
5 

16 
22 

3 

13.6% 

29.6% 
6.2% 

19.8% 
27.2% 

3.7% 

Employment Status (n=81)  
(Some respondents were a combination of the following) 

  

 Student 

Part-Time 
Full-Time 

Retired 
Unemployed 

5 

4 
64 

13 
2 

5.6% 

4.9% 
79.0% 

16.0% 
2.5% 

Marital Status (n=81)   

 Never Married 
Married 

Widowed 

Divorced 
Separated 

11 
59 

2 

9 
0 

13.6% 
72.8% 

2.5% 

11.1% 
0% 

 
Data analysis revealed that 58% of the respondents participated in 4-H as youth and of those 
past members 52% were involved with 4-H volunteer service activities.  When asked if they 
attributed their present volunteer participation to their past 4-H volunteer service experiences, 
94% agreed that past service experiences were influential in their decision to be a volunteer 
(Table 4). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Table 4 
Adult Volunteer Past Experiences 

 
 Frequency Percent 

Were you a 4-H member as a youth? (n=81)   

 Yes 
No 

47 
34 

58.0% 
42.0% 

   

Did you participate in any 4-H volunteer service activities as a 
youth? (n=47) 

  

 Yes 

No 

41 

6 

51.9% 

48.1% 

 

Do you attribute your present volunteer participation to your past   

4-H volunteer service experiences? (n=41) 
  

 Yes 
No 

38 
3 

93.7% 
  7.3% 

 
Variables measured included number of days volunteered annually along with the six 
dimensions of Volunteer Functions Inventory (VFI) to determine volunteer motivation of 
participants.  An independent samples t-test was used with selected variables to determine if 
differences existed between participants that had been members of 4-H as a youth and those 
that had not.  When number of days volunteered were compared between those two, a 
significant difference was found, with non-4-H members volunteering more days per year than 
participants who were previously 4-H members. VFI constructs were also compared with no 
significant differences found between these two groups.   
 

Table 5 
t-tests for 4-H & Non-4-H Members 

 
 All Participants 4-H Member Non-4-H Member Significance 

 n M n M n M  

Number of days 

volunteered 

73 51.9 43 37.07 30 73.10 0.005 

VFI Protective 78 2.783 47 2.80 31 2.70 .504 

VFI Values 81 3.682 47 3.68 34 3.66 .828 

VFI Career 79 2.613 47 2.83 32 2.5 .093 

VFI Social 81 3.276 47 3.23 34 3.28 .634 

VFI Understanding 81 3.394 47 3.36 34 3.42 .522 

VFI Enhancement 81 3.046 47 3.09 34 2.98 .392 

Note. The VFI scale: 1=strongly disagree; 4=strongly agree. 

 
In addition to volunteer 4-H participation as youth, participants were asked if their children 
were 4-H members.  Approximately 80% of the respondents stated that their children had been 
involved in a 4-H club (Table 6). 

 
 
 
 
 



Table 6 
Adult Volunteer’s Children 4-H Involvement 

 
 Frequency Percent 

Have your children been involved in the 4-H Club? (n = 69)   

 Yes 
No 

55 
14 

79.7% 
20.3% 

 

Conclusion 
 
Based on the study findings, numerous factors lead adults to volunteer with 4-H youth.  The 
findings from this study support research by Ladewig and Thomas (1987), Maass, Wilken, 
Jordan, Culen, and Place (2006), and Pennington and Edwards (2006), which found that 4-H 
alumni attributed their present community involvement to life skills learned through 4-H. The 
researchers found that the adult participants in this study volunteered an average of 51.88 days 
per year.  When participants were grouped as having past 4-H membership significant 
differences appeared with Days Volunteered (p = 0.005).  Sadly, 4-H alumnus (M = 37.07) 
volunteered fewer days on average than non-4-H members (M = 73.10).   

 
The average age of adult volunteers at 4-H summer camps was 44.58 years old with the 
minimum age being 22, maximum age being 69.  These findings are consistent with those of 
Culp, McKee, and Nestor (2005) who found through a national study an average volunteer age 
of 46.33. Of 81 respondents, 49 (60.5%) were female, 32 (39.5%) were male. Volunteer 
gender results in this study may be effected by adult volunteer cabin assignments during 
summer camp, as regulations require there must be at least one adult per cabin aligning with 
gender. 
 
Sixty-two respondents described their ethnicity to be: 52 (83.9%) Caucasian, 7 (11.3%) Black, 
2 (3.2%) Other, and 1 (1.6%) Native American. Fifty-nine (72.8%) were married, 11 (13.6%) 
were never married, 9 (11.1%) were divorced, and 2 (2.5%) were widowed.  These findings 
are similar to those of Culp (1996) who found that 7.89% of 4-H volunteer leaders were single 
while 87.25% were married.   

 
Psychologists view community service through volunteerism “as an example of behavior that 
reflects a high level of human development” (Smith, 2005, paragraph 1).  This study asked 
respondents their educational status:  High School 11 (13.6%), some college 24 (29.6%), 
Associates degree 5 (6.2%), Bachelors degree 16 (19.8%), Masters degree 22 (27.2%), and 
Doctorate 3 (3.7%).  It seems that 4-H clubs may attract volunteers that have pursued higher 
education.  Compared with the results from Culp, McKee, and Nestor (2005) respondents’ 
educational level were as follows: Some high school (1.4%), high school graduate (30.4%), 
Certification (22.9%), Bachelor’s degree (30.0%), Master’s degree (13.8%), and Doctorate 
(1.6%).   

 
Culp, McKee, and Nestor (2005) found that 68.22% of respondents have some form of 
education beyond high school level.  Culp’s statistic is similar, but smaller than the findings of 
this study which found that 86.5% of respondents pursued education beyond high school.  
Likewise, results of the 2005 study found that 45.4% of respondents earned a Bachelor’s 
degree or higher, while this study found a higher percentage of respondents 50.7% earning a 
Bachelor’s degree or higher.   

 



Many different individuals with unique situations are drawn to volunteering with 4-H youth. 4-H 
Agents should not withhold from asking individuals to volunteer who work full-time, thinking 
they are too busy to volunteer. “The busier people's lives are the more likely they are to 
volunteer, be that through their workplace, church, community or children's school” (RTI 
International, 2006, paragraph 7).  Findings from this study support the previous quote saying 
that busy people are more likely to volunteer than not.  Seventy-nine percent of volunteers 
questioned worked full-time, while only 4.9% worked part-time; 16% were retired, 5.6% were 
students, and 2.5% were unemployed.   

 
Adult volunteers sacrifice many hours to supervise and coach 4-H youth, so it is no surprise that 
the Values construct (M = 3.68) was the highest motivating factor of adult 4-H volunteers.  As 
previously stated, 42 respondents had been involved in 4-H as youth.  It appears that 4-H 
alumni who volunteer at 4-H events understand the impressions the club has left on their lives, 
and in turn volunteer to enable today’s youth to gain the same benefits.       

 
4-H’s slogan is “Learn by doing,” which provides the impetus for many 4-H events to have 
classes and learning opportunities incorporated into the schedule.  While volunteering on behalf 
of others, many adults gain knowledge through instructional courses taught at 4-H events, 
which may explain why the Understanding construct (M = 3.39) ranks as the second highest 
motivational factor in volunteerism.   

 
In order for 4-H functions to take place, volunteers must be present.  Those adult volunteers 
who serve county 4-H programs continuously over a period of time meet new people and form 
a network of friends throughout the county, district, and state, and look forward to meeting 
with their friends at 4-H events.  It appears that 4-H functions are just as much of a social 
event for adults as they are for the children, as the third highest motivating factor for adult 
volunteers is the Social construct (M = 3.28).   

 
The Enhancement construct (M = 3.05) ranked as the fourth highest motivational factor.  
Individuals who contribute their time and energy to humanitarian causes gain a sense of 
dependability and feel good about themselves.  Individuals who volunteer time after time surely 
feel a sense of self gratification that influences them to continue volunteering.   

 
The Protective construct (M = 2.78) which ranked fifth, relates to the Enhancement construct.  
Many adults live and work in a stressful, intimidating, and demoralizing environment, therefore 
4-H provides an outlet or escape for those individuals.  Feeling of self-satisfaction that 
individuals gain from volunteering aides in the enlightening of the spirit and the healing of a 
broken ego.  

 
Lastly, the Career construct (M = 2.61) was the least motivating factor to adult volunteers.  If 
the Values construct was ranked first, then it would make sense that the Career construct 
would be ranked low.  Individuals may not be thinking about benefiting their careers if they 
were volunteering for charitable reasons. 
 
This study sought to determine if youth activities from youth and college influence adults to 
volunteer, as recommended by Culp (1996) who found that adult volunteers who participate in 
4-H do so primarily due to previous 4-H membership. The results of this analysis revealed that 
42 (52.5%) respondents did participate in 4-H as youth.  

 



By using Clary’s Volunteer Functions Inventory (VFI) it was revealed that participants 
volunteered at 4-H Summer Camps in 2008 predominantly due to the Values, Understanding, 
and Social constructs.  It appears that 4-H alumni as well as non-4-H’ers understand the 
benefits and potential life changing opportunities available through the 4-H club and in turn 
volunteer to enable today’s youth to experience those opportunities and to gain those benefits.  
Volunteering allowed participants to develop a new network of friends and may act as a 
temporary escape from day-to-day activities.  These motivational functions seem to have strong 
influences on adult volunteerism at 4-H Summer Camps.  Participants were more likely to 
become involved as 4-H volunteers due to previous 4-H membership and their own children’s 
involvement. 

 

Recommendations and Implications 
 

The practical implications of this study are as follows: 

• 4-H activities and curriculum positively influence youth and have lasting impacts 
throughout adulthood 

• 4-H administrators should discover which motivational constructs volunteers seek and 
create volunteer experiences to meet those needs. 

 
4-H administrators should: 

• Recruit 4-H alumni as volunteers 

• Recruit retired individuals to volunteer 

• Recruit 4-H members’ parents to volunteer 

• Not be discouraged to ask full-time employees to volunteer  

• Make sure that 4-H events are educational not only for the 4-H’ers but also for the 
volunteers 

• Understand that 4-H functions are a social event for both 4-H’ers and volunteers 

• Understand that 4-H functions act as an escape from home and work environments 

• Understand that individuals volunteer based on a strong humanitarian desire to help 
others 

 
Future studies need to be conducted to either confirm or refute the findings that 4-H alumnus 
do not volunteer as many days on average as do non-4-Hers.  If other studies do indeed 
discover that 4-H alumnus volunteer more than non-4-Hers, this information could be used by 
state 4-H administrators to promote 4-H clubs and used to provide evidence for continued state 
and local funding. 
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