€Y Routledge

g Taylor &Francis Group

NOMPROFTT
FUBLIC SECTOR
MARKETING

Journal of Nonprofit & Public Sector Marketing

ISSN: 1049-5142 (Print) 1540-6997 (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/wnon20

Volunteer Retention Motives and Determinants
across the Volunteer Lifecycle

Bill Merrilees, Dale Miller & Raisa Yakimova

To cite this article: Bill Merrilees, Dale Miller & Raisa Yakimova (2019): Volunteer Retention
Motives and Determinants across the Volunteer Lifecycle, Journal of Nonprofit & Public Sector
Marketing, DOI: 10.1080/10495142.2019.1689220

To link to this article: https://doi.org/10.1080/10495142.2019.1689220

@ Published online: 07 Nov 2019.

N
CJ/ Submit your article to this journal &

||I| Article views: 24

A
h View related articles &'

P

(!) View Crossmark data (&

CrossMark

Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalinformation?journalCode=wnon20



Routledge

Taylor & Francis Group

W) Check for updates

Volunteer Retention Motives and Determinants across the
Volunteer Lifecycle

JOURNAL OF NONPROFIT & PUBLIC SECTOR MARKETING
https://doi.org/10.1080/10495142.2019.1689220

390311n0Y

Bill Merrilees?, Dale Miller?, and Raisa Yakimova®

aMarketing, Griffith University, Gold Coast, Australia; PDepartment of Logistics, Marketing, Hospitality
and Analytics, Huddersfield Business School, UK

ABSTRACT KEYWORDS

The focus of the paper is on better understanding volunteer Volunteer lifecycle;
retention. A broad-based survey of fourteen Australian non- volunteer retention;
profit organizations develops an expanded quantitative model ~ determinants of retention;

altruism; nonprofit

of volunteer retention by adding two new antecedents: values- .
organizations

congruency and altruistic motives to previous modeling. The
study generates a more comprehensive set of rankings of
volunteer retention motives, with altruism receiving top rank-
ing. Using exploratory factor analysis, the study develops
a new three-item perspective of altruism, combining helping,
service and the cause. A new four-phase framework of the
volunteer lifecycle is also developed. Investigating changes in
retention motives over the life cycle reveals a major and unex-
pected finding, that the altruistic motive may actually become
more important as volunteers move through the lifecycle.

Introduction

Volunteers make a major contribution, with a 2010 (USA) Bureau of Labor
Statistics estimate of US $239 billion (Haski-Leventhal, Hustinx, & Handy,
2011). In Australia in 2014, 31 percent of the population had volunteered in
the previous year (ABS, 2014). Volunteering is virtually synonymous with the
nonprofit sector. Despite the criticality of volunteers, surprisingly there is
a limited coherent understanding of why volunteers join, stay or exit non-
profit organizations. At least two major reviews of the literature (Locke, Ellis,
& Smith, 2003; Smith & Cordery, 2010) are generally inconclusive as to even
a ranking of factors most influential on volunteer behavior.

A further review of the volunteer literature indicates that volunteer reten-
tion is the most neglected aspect of the volunteer lifecycle (Wilson, 2012).
The focus of the current paper is three-fold: providing a better empirical
explanation of volunteer retention; providing a more comprehensive ranking
of the motives for retention; and providing a better understanding of how
retention motives change over the different phases of the active volunteer
lifecycle. These three aims formulate as three research questions.
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To address the aim, the paper uses a quantitative study of volunteers in
a diverse Australian sample of nonprofit organizations. Following from the
literature review, the methodology for the study is explained, and then the
preliminary and main results are presented. A detailed discussion follows,
then the implications for nonprofit management are explored, and the con-
clusions highlight the major contributions ensuing from the study.

Literature review

Several literatures inform this study, traversing empirical models of volunteer
retention, motives for volunteer retention, the volunteer lifecycle and chan-
ging retention motives over the volunteer lifecycle.

Empirical models of volunteer retention

A central purpose of the paper is to develop a more refined model of
voluntary retention, one that better explains the variance in voluntary reten-
tion. Such purpose leads to our first research question:

RQI: How can refined empirical models provide a greater statistical under-
standing/explanation of the variance in volunteer retention?

Existing empirical models of volunteer retention emphasize volunteer work
satisfaction and organizational commitment (Bennett & Barkensjo, 2005; Jensen
& McKeage, 2015). Both work satisfaction and organizational commitment are
major indicators of the quality of the volunteer work experience and thus it is
understandable that they are major determinants of volunteer retention, that is,
the willingness of the volunteer to continue working for the nonprofit organiza-
tion. Essentially, the dominance of work satisfaction and organizational commit-
ment as determinants of volunteer retention can be represented as the prevailing
fundamental model, the starting position for the paper. This approach gives the
first two null hypotheses:

H1: That a fundamental model of volunteer retention that includes work
satisfaction will not have any effect on volunteer retention.

H2: That a fundamental model of volunteer retention that includes organiza-
tional commitment will not have any effect on volunteer retention.

Building on the fundamental model of volunteer retention, the paper
considers adding other determinants. The literature suggests a third possible
determinant, namely the extent to which the values of the volunteer match
those of the organization. Values-congruency is likely to be important in all
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types of organization but is particularly relevant in a nonprofit context
because values are so important in such organizations. Support for including
values-congruency as a determinant comes from several studies, including
Locke et al. (2003), Randle and Dolnicar (2011) and Smith and Cordery
(2010). Thus, Null Hypothesis 3 becomes:

H3: That an expanded model of volunteer retention that adds volunteer-
organizational self-congruity as an explanatory variable, does not add to the
statistical explanation of volunteer retention.

Finally, the paper considers a potentially second new determinant of
volunteer retention, namely explicit volunteer motives to remain with the
organization. Although the literature discusses the motives for volunteer
retention, previous empirical models of volunteer retention have not
included them as a determinant. To address this shortfall, the study adds
a fourth null hypothesis:

H4: That an expanded model of volunteer retention that adds volunteer
explicit motives as an explanatory variable, does not add to the statistical
explanation of volunteer retention.

In summary, Research Question 1 is addressed through four hypotheses, two of
which are part of the status quo fundamental model of volunteer retention, and
two are potentially new determinants to enhance the explanation of retention.

Motives for volunteer retention

Motives for volunteer retention can vary widely across studies. Nonetheless, some
studies seem broadly applicable. Lie and Baines (2007) suggest the key motives for
volunteers shows similar as: being useful members of society; helping others;
putting something back into the community; meeting new people; and pursuing
learning and personal development. Grouping these factors suggests a three-level
ranking: altruism; social; and personal development. Such a ranking, while appeal-
ing, is not yet fully examined in a single quantitative study.

Different nonprofit industries often generate slightly different rankings. In
a hospital setting, the three major clusters ranking differ, with more emphasis on
self-development over altruism. For example, the Ferreira, Proenca, and Proenca
(2015) Portuguese hospital study ranked personal development as the most
important motivator; with altruism (helping others) next; and social (social
interaction; forming friendships; meeting people) third. Similar ranking appears
in an Irish health care study (MacNeela, 2008). Sometimes the results can be
extremely idiosyncratic, specific to a particular nonprofit organization or
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a particular industry. In Scottish charity retailing, quality of friendships is the
dominant motive for volunteer retention (Broadbridge & Horne, 1994).

The lack of agreement about a broadly general understanding of the
rankings of the motives for volunteer retention leads into the second research
question for the study:

RQ2: How can studies provide a more generalizable and comprehensive
ranking of the motives for volunteer retention?

Volunteer lifecycle

The volunteer lifecycle starts from awareness about volunteering, to recruit-
ment, to activation, to building commitment to the organization, retention,
and to eventual exit. For some volunteers exit may occur at an early stage due
to voluntary or involuntary reasons. Wilson (2012) suggests that volunteer
recruitment has received most attention and volunteer retention the least, the
latter being the focus of the current paper. Bussell and Forbes (2003) have
formalized the volunteer lifecycle to allow for the influences of different
stakeholders and for different temporal factors. Their subsequent paper
(Bussell & Forbes, 2006) adapts the model to a relationship marketing frame-
work. A limitation of the Bussell and Forbes work (2003, 2006) is that it is
essentially theoretical. Not many studies have given empirical understanding
to the lifecycle concept, which takes the literature review to the next section.

Changing retention motives over the volunteer lifecycle

Early pioneers, Starnes and Wymer (2001), building on Fischer and Schaffer
(1993), provide an interesting perspective to the volunteer lifecycle, by contrast-
ing different phases of the lifecycle as different emotional states of the relation-
ship between the organization and the volunteer. The initial, short-term phase is
described as a “honeymoon” period, which later develops into a more com-
mitted relationship of the volunteer with the organization in the longer term
The two major active phases of the volunteer lifecycle, portrayed by Fischer
and Schaffer (1993), provide a useful start. One example of further treatment of
the active phases is Haski-Leventhal and Bargal (2008) who present three active
volunteer lifecycle phases. On one hand, they develop three active phases, but do
so in an atypical context, one that limits generalization. Their analysis using the
nonprofit Youth in Distress case suggests three short-lived phases of newcomer,
emotional involvement and established volunteer associated with low, high and
low commitment respectively. Phase one contrasts with Fischer and Schaffer
(1993) honeymoon period. The uncertainty of the role in the newcomer phase in
the Haski-Leventhal and Bargal (2008) might relate to the complex and
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challenging task of newcomers to fit into a demanding situation. Even their
relatively blissful and achieving middle phase of emotional involvement entails
fluctuations of “ups and downs”, deep sadness and high satisfaction. Their third
and final active phase of established volunteering is negative, including fatigue
and burnout, quickly followed by retirement. Again, their final active phase
contrasts with Fischer and Schaffer (1993) where the final years are associated
with high commitment.

Haski-Leventhal and Bargal (2008) provide an excellent, deep analysis of
the full range of volunteer emotions, activities and considerations of volun-
teers during each phase, which in turn shapes their choice between progres-
sing to the next phase or exit. The richness of the Haski-Leventhal and Bargal
(2008) results stems from its qualitative nature. Lack of detailed empirical
studies of the various active phases of the volunteer lifecycle lead the current
authors to their third research question, namely:

RQ3: How can researchers clarify and resolve the issue of whether volunteer
retention motives change over the volunteer lifecycle?

Although there seem to be few detailed empirical studies on the active phases
of the volunteer lifecycle, there nonetheless seems to be a broad consensus that
the motives for continuing as a volunteer can differ significantly from the
reasons for having volunteered in the first place. Specifically, the consensus
suggests that altruism motives will become less important after the initial
recruitment (Bennett & Barkensjo, 2005; Bussell & Forbes, 2006; Galindo-
Kuhn & Guzley, 2002; MacNeela, 2008; Starnes & Wymer, 2000, 2001). To
test this supposition, the paper develops the following null hypothesis:

H5: That the altruism motive for volunteer retention does not change over
the volunteer lifecycle.

This survey of the literature identifies several gaps in the overall under-
standing of volunteer retention and guides the formulation of the three
research questions and the five null hypotheses.

Methodology

The nature of the research questions requires a quantitative approach to data
collection and analysis. A sampling frame initially begins with the choice between
a narrow, homogenous organizational unit and a set of diverse, heterogeneous,
organizations. Most studies in the nonprofit domain are narrow in scope, either
single industry or organization, such as volunteers in hospitals. Some studies have
more diverse sampling, including Hulbert and Chase (1991), and Willems and
Dury (2017). The current study requires a more diverse set of nonprofit
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organizations. All three research questions seek more generalizable answers to
fundamental behaviors. Research Question 2 in particular has been proposed to
overcome the idiosyncrasies of single industry studies. For example, retail volun-
teers emphasize friendship as the major motive for retention (Broadbridge &
Horne, 1994) while hospital volunteers emphasize personal skill development
(maybe to later access to a paid job) (Ferreira et al., 2015; MacNeela, 2008).
None of these studies is generalizable, leading to the need for more diverse
sampling. Similarly, one of the few studies empirically examining changing
retention motives over the volunteer lifecycle is Haski-Leventhal and Bargal
(2008). The single industry study of difficult to handle children with criminal
histories most likely contributes to burnout and the noted swings in retention
motivation, not appropriate for empirical generalizations.

To guide and structure the sampling selection, three sequential criteria apply.
Firstly, only Australian, nonprofit, service organizations are included, as a means
of giving a specific service industry focus to the study. Secondly, the population
frame was further restricted to organizations that were publically identified by
winning or being nominated for various awards, such as for effective organiza-
tion change. Thirdly, the researchers approached the identified nonprofit orga-
nizations to request their participation in the study. Applying these criteria gave
fourteen Australian nonprofit organizations that agreed to participate. All par-
ticipating organizations were nonprofit in character. By heterogeneous design,
the scope of their activities varies widely. Services covered included community
mental health, health, disability, disability support, community networks,
museum, amateur performing arts and community radio.

Recruitment of respondents (individual volunteers) from within each of
the fourteen organizations proceeded as follows. Direct access to volunteer
personnel details was not appropriate. That is, it was inappropriate for the
researchers to obtain what would be confidential data about volunteers from
the organization. Rather, the researchers used the organization’s manage-
ment as the conduit to collect information from volunteers. To optimize
management involvement in the process, care was given to explaining the
purpose of the proposed study and the potential benefits to the organization.
Once the organizations agreed to allow their volunteers to participate in the
study, then their volunteers were invited to participate. The researchers
provided assurance to the volunteers about the confidentiality of their
responses, with the responses sent directly to the researchers.

The structured survey uses 5-point Likert scales (anchored at 1 for strongly
agree and 5 for strongly disagree). The structured survey included items relating
to motives for retention based on a list of ten motives. Further questions related
to the following multi-item concepts, with the data sources indicated in par-
entheses: volunteer work satisfaction (sources: Bennett & Barkensjo, 2005;
Jensen & McKeage, 2015); volunteer organizational commitment (sources:
Bennett & Barkensjo, 2005; Jensen & McKeage, 2015; Merrilees, Miller, &
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Yakimova, 2017); intention to continue volunteering (source: Bennett &
Barkensjo, 2005; Jensen & McKeage, 2015; Merrilees, Miller, Ge, & Tam,
2018), and values-congruency (sources: Locke et al., 2003; Merrilees et al.,
2017; Randle & Dolnicar, 2011; Smith & Cordery, 2010). Further, a new three-
item altruism construct is developed in this paper, based on exploratory factor
analysis, which is summarized in the preliminary results section. The age
demographic variable was collected for use as a control variable in the regression
analysis. However, it was removed after being very small in magnitude and
statistically insignificant. Length of tenure was collected and used as
a moderating variable in Tables 3 and 4.

Finally, the survey instrument includes a small though important qualitative
section, comprising two open-ended questions, complementing the quantitative
analysis. Firstly, the respondent rates on a five-point Likert scale, each of ten listed
factors that motivate that volunteer to stay with the organization, and immediately
after, an open-ended question asks: “Which ONE of the ABOVE MOTIVATORS
has INCREASED in importance since you joined the organization? Please specify
here: empty box given”. The rationale for this question is to understand how the
motives for staying might change over volunteer life cycle, since initial recruit-
ment. This approach seems to pioneer the asking of such a question of volunteers.
Emphasis was given to the single most important change, as a top-of-mind
question, to facilitate information processing in the head of the volunteer. The
attraction of this question is that it provides a third method of assessing changing
motives over the volunteer lifecycle. The qualitative responses are a quasi-type of
longitudinal picture of how important motives emerge, directly expressed by the
volunteer. The coding of the answers corresponded closely with one of the ten,
survey instrument aforementioned motives, with the volunteer either mentioning
the number of the motive or paraphrasing a particular motive.

A second open-ended qualitative question asks respondents to note “What
factors are special about volunteering for this organization?” The rationale of
this question was to seek out, in an unconstrained way, how the volunteer
really connects with the organization. Top-of-the-mind answers are likely to
be forthcoming. The responses were usually closely allied to one or more the
ten listed motivators, even though the wording of the particular open-ended
question clearly makes no explicit reference to the motivators. The close
connection of the answers to one or more (combinations of) motivators, but
expressed in the words of the respondent, facilitated the coding of the
answers. Thus, the answer for one respondent to the question of what was
special about volunteering for this organization was “I love being part of the
community and giving a helping hand”, which coincides with two of the ten
motivators and indeed two of the three facets of altruism as newly defined in
this paper. The attraction of this question is that it enables more texture and
nuance to the motivating concept as it is in the voice of the volunteer. Hence,
a special attraction is the support for the three-facet altruism concept because
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many of the answers combine two or three facets in a seamless, holistic way,
without direction from the interviewer.

The volunteer respondents answered using the self-administered struc-
tured survey, which was available either online or in hard copy, contingent
on the organization. Lin and Van Ryzin (2012) argue that there is little
difference in the characteristics of respondents using either response mode.
Four organizations used the print surveys together with an online survey
with comparable format; two organizations used print only; and eight used
online only. After data cleaning there were 357 usable responses.

Preliminary data analysis was conducted to demonstrate that the sample was
broadly representative of the nonprofit sector. That section also includes explora-
tory factor analysis of the ten retention motives to ascertain whether there are
multi-item scales within the set. In anticipation, only one multi-item grouping of
motives emerges, namely a three-item altruism scale. Reliability of scales was
tested using a Cronbach Alpha test. Three methods of validity testing are applied:
criterion validity (Average Variance Extracted), discriminant validity and con-
struct validity. The main data analysis uses multiple regression analysis. Intention
to stay with the organization is the dependent variable. There are four indepen-
dent variables, allied to H1 to H4. Multiple regression analysis is particularly
effective as a co-variance method explaining the variance of intention to stay,
which is the purpose of RQI. Multiple regression analysis is also applied at
a disaggregated level, by length of tenure, to explain how the determinants vary
across the volunteer lifecycle. Such disaggregation enables assessment of whether
the altruism motive varies across the lifecycle, which one of three methods of
evaluating RQ3 and H5 in particular. A second method of evaluating RQ3 entailed
testing for the statistical significance of the ten motivational factors across the
phases of the lifecycle. A third method of evaluating RQ3 required coding and
enumerating the responses to the first open-ended question. RQ2 simply required
calculating the average score for the ten motivations to stay in the organization.

Results

The results are divided into preliminary results; a multiple regression model of
volunteer retention; an analysis of volunteer motives for retention; and an
analysis of patterns of retention motives across the volunteer lifecycle.

Results: preliminary

The preliminary results indicate that a reasonable representation is achieved by the
sampling. The median duration of volunteering is 2.1 years, with 31 percent of the
sample serving 5 or more years and 13 percent 10 or more years. About 29 percent
of the sample has one year of service. The tenure data splits into four roughly equal
nominal groups: (1) tenure 1 year, with 106 respondents; (2) tenure 2 years, with 71
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respondents; (3) tenure 3 and 4 years, with 71 respondents; (4) tenure 5 years and
more, with 109 respondents. Considerable use will be made of these groupings,
which feature in Tables 3 and 4 and form the textured basis of the volunteer
lifecycle pattern. The respondent numbers by age group are: 61 (18-24 yrs.), 59
(25-34 yrs.), 41 (35-44 yrs.), 73 (45-54 yrs.), 74 (5564 yrs.), 33 (65-69 yrs.), 11
(70-74 yrs.), and 5 (75 yrs. plus). Women predominate at 77 percent of the sample,
reflecting a female-centric volunteering population.

Exploratory factor analysis of the ten retention motivations examined
whether any multi-item scales emerged. Only one such factor emerged, namely
a three-item altruism factor covering the cause, community service and helping
others. Using a person’s expertise did not combine with wanting to develop
expertise, thus two different motives. Similarly, seeking friendships from other
volunteers did not combine with seeking friendships from the public, again two
different motives. All five scales have good Cronbach Alpha scores, ranging from
0.86 to 0.93 (see Table 1). Each score meets the threshold guideline of 0.70 for
having a reliable scale (Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994). Similarly, all scales have
satisfactorily high factor loadings, concluding that the scales are meaningful and
reliable. Several tests examined the validity of the scales. Firstly, criterion validity
was met by having all AVEs greater than 0.50. Secondly, discriminant validity
was met by meeting the Fornell and Larcker (1981) test of the square root of the
scale AVE greater than the inter-correlation of that construct with all other
constructs. Thirdly, construct validity was achieved based on confirmatory
factor analysis. The measurement model showed a good fit with the data (Chi-
square 37.9; GFI = 0.99; RMSEA = 0.038; Bollen-Stine p = .248).

Results pertaining to RQ1: empirical model of volunteer retention

Research Question One addresses the need to better explain the variance in
volunteer intention to stay in the organization. Four hypotheses structure the

Table 1. Multiple regression models of volunteer continuance dependent variable:
Intention to remain in the nonprofit organization (n = 357).

Antecedents Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Volunteer Work Satisfaction 0.40 0.36 0.29
(8.87)** (7.62)** (6.18)**
Organizational Commitment 0.36 0.26 0.24
(7.91)** (4.72)** (4.51)**
Values Congruency 0.18 0.12
(3.18)** (2.16)*
Altruistic Motivation 0.24
(5.46)**
Adjusted R? 0.424 0.438 0.481
(F=131.9) (F =93.6) (F=834)

** denotes significant at 0.01 level
* denotes significant at 0.05 level
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process. In Table 1, the second column refers to what is called the funda-
mental model (model 1) of volunteer retention, where the two explanatory
variables are work satisfaction and organizational commitment. The demo-
graphic variable age was initially included as a control variable, but later
removed after it had a very small coefficient and was statistically insignif-
icant. As shown in Table 1, a reasonably high level of explanation is achieved,
with the adjusted R-square of 0.42, significant at the one percent F-value.
There is also no evidence of a multicollinearity problem with Variance
Inflation Factor (VIF) less than 2. Based on these overall indicators, con-
fidence can be placed in the results allowing focus on the testing of the
hypotheses. The Model 1 results rejects the null hypotheses 1 and 2, (H1, H2)
supporting a strong contribution of both volunteer work satisfaction and
volunteer commitment to the organization to explaining the variance in
volunteer retention.

Model 2 in Table 1 adds values-congruency as a potential antecedent of
volunteer retention. The results reject the null hypothesis 3 (H3), supporting
the additional contribution of values-congruency to explaining the variance
in volunteer retention. Model 3 in Table 1 adds altruism motivation as
a potential antecedent of volunteer retention. The results reject the null
hypothesis 4 (H4), supporting the additional contribution of altruism moti-
vation to explaining the variance in volunteer retention.

In summary, the results support an expanded model of volunteer reten-
tion. Consistent with previous studies in the nonprofit literature (Bennett &
Barkensjo, 2005; Jensen & McKeage, 2015), work satisfaction and work
commitment are two important determinants of volunteer continuance.
Both determinants have sizable coefficients that are statistically significant
at the one per cent level. Two variables, values-congruency and altruism
motivation are added to the fundamental model to provide a more compre-
hensive explanation of volunteer retention.

Results pertaining to RQ2: toward a more generalizable and
comprehensive ranking of the motives for volunteer retention?

Table 2 ranks the ten motives for volunteer continuing to stay in the nonprofit
organization. The table gives the top three motives to remain volunteering with the
current organization as: (1) the purpose/cause of the nonprofit organization; (2)
giving service to the community and (3) compassion in helping. Explanatory factor
analysis in the Preliminary Results section indicates that these three motives
combine into a multi-faceted altruism construct. Number 2-ranked, compassion
in helping others, is commonly noted very strongly in the literature. Number
3-ranked, giving service to the community, is often highly ranked, though not
always as a top three entry. Number 1-ranked, having a great cause, is perhaps the
major surprise, partly because it is not usually even considered in ranking studies.
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The authors have only been able to decipher two studies including cause as an
explicit motive. Starnes and Wymer (2000) found “believe in the hospice mission”
the number one retention motive in their study, while Hulbert and Chase (1991)
found that “worthwhile cause” was identified as the main single reason for
volunteering.

Number 5-ranked, meeting with interesting members of the public/clients
ranks a strong middle position in Table 2, a relatively stronger position
compared to most other studies (e.g. Karl, Peluchette, & Hall, 2008;
MacNeela, 2008). A number of respondents noted that they enjoyed the
opportunity to meet people with similar issues to themselves or their rela-
tives. Developing skills was ranked poorly (ninth), though the literature
review suggests that in some sectors, like hospitals, a stronger ranking
might apply. Adding to the veracity of the results is the bottom ranking,
financial benefits. Compared to paid staff, and reflecting the nature of

Table 2. Importance of various motives for volunteer retention.

Five Point

Rating
Volunteer Motive to Stay 1 (Low) to 5 (High)
The organization has a great cause (purpose) 452
Giving service to the community 4.45
A compassion to help people 441
Reputation and good standing of the organization 418
Meeting with interesting members of the public/clients 4.02
Pleasant working conditions 3.85
The work allows me to use my expertise and experience 3.82
Opportunities to form friendships 3.81
The work allows me to develop my skills 3.68
Financial benefits (meals, coffee, travel) 295

Table 3. Multiple regression model of volunteer continuance by tenure phase dependent
variable: Intention to remain in the nonprofit organization.

Tenure Tenure Tenure Tenure
Phase 1 Phase 2 Phase 3 Phase 4
Antecedents (1 Year) (2 Years) (3 & 4 Years) (5 plus Years)
Altruistic Motivation 0.15 0.13 0.32 0.40
(1.98)* (1.22)n.s. (2.86)*** (4.78)%**
Values Congruency 0.10 0.10 0.13 0.15
(0.92)n.s. (0.10)n.s. (0.92)n.s. (1.46)n.s.
Organizational Commitment 0.26 033 0.19 0.12
(2.73)%** (2.85)%** (1.43)n.s. (1.25)n.s.
Volunteer Work Satisfaction 0.41 0.42 0.19 0.21
(4.56)*** (4.18)*** (1.52)n.s. (2.49)**
Adjusted R? 0.52 0.45 0.41 0.47

(F = 28.9)*** (F = 15.2)*** (F = 13.3)*** (F = 24.7)***

*** denotes significant at 0.01 level
** denotes significant at 0.05 level
* denotes significant at 0.10 level
n.s. denotes not significant




12 B. MERRILEES ET AL.

volunteering, volunteers are not strongly motivated by financial benefits,
giving credence to the last-placed ranking of financial benefits.

Results pertaining to RQ3: do volunteer retention motives change over the
volunteer lifecycle?

The literature review highlights that volunteer motives may change over the
volunteer lifecycle. Three sets of results in this paper suggest a different picture.
Firstly, examining a matrix of the ten motives as rows and the four levels of
volunteer tenure (defined in Table 3) as columns, it was possible to statistically
test whether the motive ratings varied by tenure. All changes were numerically
very small. In only two cases (using expertise and developing skills) was the small
difference statistically significant, indicating a high level of stability of motiva-
tions across the volunteer lifecycle. For each motive, there were small increases
in rating, especially going from 2 years to 3-4 years, but usually it was not
significant. These quantitative tests suggest a high level of stability of volunteer
motives over the lifecycle. Secondly, referring to Table 3, the four multiple
regression models relate to each level of tenure; from one year of tenure, to
two years of tenure, to 3 and 4 years of tenure; and to five and more years of
tenure. For the first two of four phases of the active volunteer lifecycle, work
satisfaction and organizational commitment are the primary determinants of
intention to volunteer. Altruistic motivation plays a supportive, but much lesser
role. However, for the last two phases of the lifecycle, altruistic motivation plays
a major role, with a beta coefficient of 0.32 and 0.40 respectively in the last two
phases. From volunteer tenure year three onwards, altruistic motivation

Table 4. Elevation of volunteer motive since recruitment (Respondents: n = 357).

Tenure Tenure
Tenure Tenure Phase 3 Phase 4
Phase 1 Phase 2 B & (5 plus
Volunteer Motive Total (1 Year) (2 Years) 4 Years) Years)
Zero change in motive 929 33 23 18 25
The organization has a great cause 39 10 8 9 12
(purpose)
Giving service to the community 53 15 12 1 15
A compassion to help people 58 14 9 12 23
Reputation and good standing of the 4 1 1 1 1
organization
Meeting with interesting members of the 46 14 10 2 20
public/clients
Pleasant working conditions 3 3 0 0 0
The work allows me to use my expertise 17 4 1 5 7
and experience
Opportunities to form friendships 1 3 1 4 3
The work allows me to develop my skills 24 8 5 6 5
Financial benefits (meals, coffee, travel) 2 0 0 2 0

# Note: Some respondents nominated more than one motive that increased in importance
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becomes the dominant factor influencing the intention of volunteers to continue
volunteering. This second set of results again supports the notion that the
altruistic motive does not diminish over the lifecycle.

Thirdly, Table 4 enumerates answers by respondents to the open-ended ques-
tion of identifying whether a particular motive has increased in importance since
their recruitment. For about 30 percent of the respondents there was no change in
motives indicated, which is a noteworthy statistic in itself. For those who did
nominate a motive increasing in importance, the dominant motive came from the
top three, representing altruism. The only other mentions of any note were meet-
ing with interesting members of the public/clients (46 respondents) and “the work
allows me to develop my skills” (24 respondents). Note that the data is qualitative
and suggestive of changes on a quasi-longitudinal (reflective) basis. Only four of
the ten motives show a noticeable change, but do seem to indicate that the altruistic
motivation are not declining and may be increasing over the volunteer lifecycle.

Overall, the three set of results pertaining to RQ3 provide useful per-
spectives of how and the extent of change in retention motives over the
volunteer lifecycle. The over-riding conclusion is that volunteer retention
motives do not change substantially over the four volunteer lifecycle phases
following recruitment. In particular, the results indicate that the null
Hypothesis 5 (H5) cannot be rejected for the first set of results. For
the second and third set of results pertaining to RQ3, the results actually
suggest that the altruism motive for retention might become more impor-
tant over the lifecycle.

Discussion

The discussion divides into three categories: motives for volunteer retention;
changes of volunteer motives over the volunteer lifecycle; and the overall
concept of the volunteer lifecycle.

Motives for volunteer retention

A limitation of some previous studies of motives for volunteer retention is that they
may be restricted to a particular industry or organization. However, broader
contexts are needed to discover a more generalizable ranking of motives. The
current study covers fourteen nonprofit organizations across diverse sectors and
has the potential to ascertain a more generalizable ranking of motives.

The results, shown in Table 2 and detailed in the Results section, are broadly
self-explanatory. What requires discussion is the overwhelming importance of the
altruism motive, which occupies the top three positions in Table 2, namely being
compassionate about people in need; giving service to the community; and
identifying with the great cause (purpose) of the organization. Each of these
reflects a particular facet of altruism, forming a new combined concept generated
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by exploratory factor analysis in this study. The first facet of altruism, being
compassionate about helping people in need, is perhaps the ultimate expression
of altruism. However, giving service to the community is essentially a macro
counterpart of the compassionate motive. Both facets seem essential for altruism
and are sometimes expressed as a combination in other studies, for example, “a
community orientation to help others” (Taghian, D’Souza, & Polonsky, 2012).
Thus, the general notion is helping others and giving back to society. The third
facet of altruism, namely the specific cause or purpose of an organization, is
included in the newly defined three-item altruism concept. Different volunteers
will be orientated and attracted to different nonprofit organizations precisely
because of their affinity to a particular cause or purpose. Interestingly, the “specific
cause” has rarely featured in previous rankings of retention determinants, with
two notable exceptions, namely Hulbert and Chase (1991) and Starnes and
Wymer (2000). The present study advocates that it is useful to include the specific
cause as a third facet of altruism because the cause focuses, mediates and manifests
attention to operationalize the compassion and service.

Including the cause as a third facet of altruism provides a partial answer to
Smith’s (1981) paradox that altruism is not absolute, but relative. That is,
they argue, volunteers cannot act solely altruistically, but are also motivated
by other rewards. Thus, identifying a particular cause adds some specificity to
the value of altruism. Helping others is channeled into a particular stream by
the specific nonprofit mission. All three facets seem useful to define the scope
of the altruistic motive. Overwhelmingly, the altruistic motive is a dominant
force influencing volunteer retention (Table 2). In the words of some
respondents elaborating on their special regard to their organization
(the second open-ended question presented in the Methodology section):

“The compassion to help people in need and giving service to the community”.
“The opportunity to be part of a great organization”

“Being part of the community”

“I love being part of the community and giving a helping hand”

“Sense of community and common purpose”

“The mission of the organization and the impact it has on the community”
“There is real compassion to help people in need”.

The selective expressions of the volunteers impinging of the altruism motive
suggest that many respondents are able to articulate in their own words a meaning
for altruism that reinforces and sometimes combines some of the facets.

Changes of volunteer motives over the volunteer lifecycle

Numerous studies allude to the motives for retention potentially differing
from the initial motives for volunteers to join a nonprofit organization.
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Overwhelmingly, the literature suggests that a possible dominant motive of
altruism at the recruitment phase, may shift to more egoistic motives (such as
personal development) being relevant for volunteer retention. For about
30 percent of the sample, there is no change in the pattern of motives over
the lifecycle. However, contrary to the majority of the literature, there is no
evidence that the altruism motive diminishes over the volunteer lifecycle.
What seems to be happening is that the “meaning” of altruism intensifies in
Phases 3 and 4 of the volunteer lifecycle (see Tables 3 and 4).

The novelty and unexpected nature of this finding will require qualitative
research to discern a robust explanation. As a tentative line of explanation,
perhaps through their longer experiences within a specific organization in
a specific community context, mature volunteers may internalize that clients
derive immense benefits (help) from the nonprofit mission. Perhaps it is this
greater understanding of the cause-service-compassion nexus that contri-
butes to the altruism related bond to stay (retention) over the lifecycle that
is revealed in Tables 3 and 4. Future qualitative research could potentially
throw more light on this newly discovered phenomenon.

Volunteer lifecycle

Finally, the current study makes several inroads to better understanding the
volunteer lifecycle. Most importantly, the study contributes to greater insight
into the volunteer retention decision, which Wilson (2012) argues is the most
neglected part of the volunteer lifecycle. Apart from advancing the statistical
model explaining retention, the study also progresses clarity into the motives
underpinning volunteer retention. Using the four levels of volunteer tenure
(shown in Tables 3 and 4) adds texture and practicality to the volunteer lifecycle.
Other countries and studies may come up with slightly different time-periods for
each phase and there will always be individual volunteer differences. However,
tentatively, the results suggest the following four temporal phases:

Phase 1: volunteer tenure 1 year (honeymoon relationship)

The initial phase following recruitment seems to be about 6 to 12 months in
duration and corresponds to what Starnes and Wymer (2001) and Fischer
and Schaffer (1993) refer to as a honeymoon period of the relationship of the
volunteer with the nonprofit organization. Commitment levels are at
a medium level and both parties to the relationship are still learning about
each other. There is a certain faith that everything will turn out acceptably,
but the substance of the relationship is not fully formed.

Phase 2: volunteer tenure 2 years (post-honeymoon blues relationship)
To some extent, at first glance, the second year seems a continuation of the
honeymoon period. Commitment levels are little changed. However, in some
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areas there is a sense that change is in the air and it could go either way: up
(greater commitment) or down (exit). It is a type of transition or disjunction.
Fischer and Schaffer (1993) in fact suggest that even in the short-term, “the
honeymoon” stage of euphoria may regress to a “post honeymoon blues”
phase after volunteers gain experience. The evidence in the current study
suggests that year one is the “honeymoon” phase while year 2 of volunteering
is the “post honeymoon blues” phase. There are two sets of data to support
the onset of a “post honeymoon blues” phase. Firstly, of the four volunteer
tenure phases, the ten retention motives are at their weakest level during this
time. Further, the Table 3 regression sub-models reveal the various tensions,
partly by comparing Phase 1 to Phase 2, but especially in comparing Phases 2
and 3. The altruism motive beta-coefficient, in particular, is the weakest in
Phase 2.

Phase 3: volunteer tenure 3 & 4 years (consolidated relationship)

After 3 or 4 years, the relationship has matured into a medium-term relation-
ship which is defined here as the Consolidated Relationship Phase of the
volunteer lifecycle. Both parties more or less understand each other.
Volunteers are clearly committed to the organization. Notwithstanding,
some exceptions exist and there will still be some volunteers exiting for
various reasons. The altruism motive acts as a major force stimulating the
volunteer to continue (see Table 3 beta coefficient of 0.32).

Phase 4: volunteer tenure 5 & more years (deep commitment relationship)
After five years, the relationship has further matured into a long-term
relationship, which is defined here as the Deep Commitment Phase of the
volunteer lifecycle. As noted in the preliminary results, 31 percent of the
current sample fit into this category, nearly half of which have served ten or
more years. During this fourth phase, the close bond between the two parties
may lead to more forgiveness if things go wrong (Bennett & Barkensjo,
2005). The altruism motive again acts as a major force stimulating the
volunteer to continue (see Table 3 beta coefficient of 0.40).

Overall, the study provides a further platform for both future academic
research and for practical application in the contemporary nonprofit context.

Implications for nonprofit management

Maintaining high levels of volunteer retention is a primary objective of nonprofit
management. The findings can be put into practice, starting with the statistical
model in this paper comprising four antecedent variables, all of which have
a strong influence on the volunteer retention decision. Two of the variables,
a volunteer’s commitment to the nonprofit organization, and volunteer work
satisfaction, are critical relationship marketing variables, which can be
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stimulated with appropriate supportive management policies and programs.
The results emphasizing volunteer satisfaction and commitment fit with the
existing literature, and suggest a range of possible management measures.
However, different nonprofit organizations will be in various states of readiness.
For nonprofit organizations with low-level marketing capability, they need to
develop a shared sense about the organization between managers, volunteers
and other groups (Pope, Isely, & Asamoa-Tutu, 2009). Nonprofits with
advanced capabilities can consider using transformational leadership and brand-
ing to build stronger relationships with volunteers. The use of transformational
leadership is emphasized in a Barnardos’ case study by Devaney et al. (2015), and
more generally by Ockenden and Hutin (2008). Branding is a further means of
building better relationships with volunteers (Hankinson & Lomax, 2006;
Sullivan Mort, Weerawardena, & Williamson, 2007). An insightful Australian
example is the disability services nonprofit Connect2Group, which develops
a strong brand based on integrating empowered workers and empowered clients
(Miller & Merrilees, 2013).

With average levels of nonprofit management capability, use can be made of
basic human resource management (HRM) practices to manage volunteers.
Cuskelly, Taylor, Hoye, and Darcy (2006) demonstrate that basic nonprofit man-
agement HRM skills in planning, recruitment, orientation, training, support,
performance management and recognition can help alleviate volunteer retention
problems, and could be used across all four of the volunteer lifecycle phases.
However, while a basic set of HRM practices can help, they have been deemed
insufficient to build closer relationships with volunteers (Studer & von Schnurbein,
2013). More relationship management measures are needed to bridge the gap
between what organizations offer and what volunteers need. To help understand
better how relationship marketing techniques can help build enhanced relation-
ships with volunteers, use can be made of the other major finding of the current
study, namely the identification of a four phase volunteer lifecycle.

Phase 1 of the volunteer lifecycle (Honeymoon Relationship) applies to the
first year of appointment as a volunteer and has been described by Starnes
and Wymer (2001) and Fischer and Schaffer (1993) as a “honeymoon per-
iod”. The initial euphoria may make it seem that all is well, when it may not
necessarily be. Active relationship management is called for, particularly
a socialization program that embeds the volunteer into the organization to
enure that mutual needs are being met in the context of that organization
(Bussell & Forbes, 2006; Haski-Leventhal & Bargal, 2008; Reamon, 2016).
Adequate volunteer support is needed in all phases (Bennett & Barkensjo,
2005; Warburton, Smith-Merry, & Michaels, 2013). Phase 2 of the volunteer
lifecycle (Post Honeymoon Blues Relationship) is tentatively designated
as year 2 of the volunteer tenure with an organization. Superficially, every-
thing may seem acceptable and commitment levels moderately high.
However, the notion of “post honeymoon blues” may set in (see Fischer &
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Schaffer, 1993). At this point, it may be necessary for nonprofit organizations
to customize the socialization process so that individual volunteer needs are
being addressed in fulfilling ways. The need for more flexibility across the
Volunteer Life Cycle is also highlighted by Bussell and Forbes (2006).

Phase 3 of the volunteer lifecycle (Consolidated Relationship) is tentatively
designated as years 3 and 4 of the volunteer tenure with an organization.
There will be fewer issues with this group, but it is still important to under-
stand whether volunteer needs have evolved and to address any changes.
A special need is to ensure that both parties more deeply connect to the
cause/purpose (mission) of the nonprofit organization. Phase 4 of the volun-
teer lifecycle (Deep Committed Relationship) is tentatively designated as five
years and more of the volunteer tenure with an organization. As with the
previous group, there will be few issues, but still a responsibility to address
changing needs, if any. There is also the same special need to ensure that
both parties more deeply connect to the cause/purpose (mission) of the
nonprofit organization. Perhaps the Deep Committed Relationship group,
more than other groups, could be allocated leadership/supervisory roles to
tap their accumulated wisdom and experience. One of the four key variables
in the volunteer retention model in Table 3 is values-congruency, consistent
with previous literature (Locke et al., 2003; Randle & Dolnicar, 2011; Smith &
Cordery, 2010). Such a variable is not a pure management variable, nor
a pure volunteer variable. It is more the fit of values between the two entities,
which can be fostered by management. In some cases, alignment of identity is
essential to a nonprofit organization, with Brandt (1998) demonstrating that
Girl Scout Leader retention can be increased when the Leader’s self-image
merged with the role. In contrast, an extra challenge to managing volunteers
in the Australian Meals on Wheels program is the divergence of values, with
older volunteers actively resisting change to new policy directions
(Warburton, Moore, & Oppenheimer, 2018).

Opverall, there are many practical opportunities for nonprofit organization
managers to work with volunteers throughout the lifecycle for mutual ben-
efit, and to support the cause or purpose of the organization.

Limitations

Although every effort has been made to achieve a broad-based, diverse sample
of nonprofit organizations, a different selection may have given slightly differ-
ent results. Thus, additional studies are needed to reinforce the thrust of the
current paper. Further, as per generalized models in other marketing contexts,
such as SERVQUAL (Parasuraman et al., 1988), subsequent studies of indivi-
dual industries or organizations may deviate from the general pattern for
idiosyncratic reasons. For example, retail volunteers may place greater emphasis
on friendships as a motive to stay. Nonprofit organizations need to be alert to
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such idiosyncrasies. Further, the sampling selection criteria give confidence that
all of the selected fourteen organizations are in the average to best practice
range, rather than bad practices. Some of the awards are just nominations
rather than winning; and some are more narrowly for merely improving
practices, so not all fourteen selections will be whole-of-organization best
practices. Excluding bad practice nonprofit organizations gives confidence
that the results are not distorted from such firms. Notwithstanding, poorly
performing nonprofit organizations are likely to experience additional chal-
lenges regards volunteer retention. Finally, the paper focuses on one aspect of
the volunteer life cycle, namely volunteer retention. Other studies are required
to address the initial decision to volunteer (Willems & Dury, 2017) and the
decision to quit rather than remain in the organization (Willems et al., 2012).

Conclusions

The volunteer life cycle is a promising concept for understanding and
enhancing volunteer retention. This empirical study contributes a further
perspective on the retention component of the lifecycle. Five major devel-
opments are advanced in the paper. Firstly, the prevailing quantitative
model of volunteer retention emphasizing commitment and satisfaction
is extended to include values-congruency and volunteer motives. Secondly,
a more general, broad-based ranking is provided on volunteer retention
motives, where altruism emerges as the major element. Thirdly, a new
three-item perspective of altruism, based on helping; service; and the
nonprofit cause or purpose, is formulated and tested. Fourthly, in contrast
to the literature, there appears to be no lessoning of the altruism retention
motive over the lifecycle. Fifthly, some texture and nuances are given to
the volunteer lifecycle, with four chronological phases proposed, named as:
Phase 1 of the volunteer lifecycle (Honeymoon Relationship); Phase 2 of
the volunteer lifecycle (Post Honeymoon Blues Relationship); Phase 3 of
the volunteer lifecycle (Consolidated Relationship); Phase 4 of the volun-
teer lifecycle (Deep Committed Relationship). Future research can address
the veracity of these five major findings and especially focus and elaborate
on variations of volunteer behavior across the four proposed phases of the
active volunteer lifecycle.
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