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Introduction 
Volunteering is most commonly perceived as a 

purely voluntary and optional act.  However, the act of 
requiring service is nothing new; it occurs in schools at all 
levels (i.e., service-learning), as a consequence of 
misbehavior (i.e., “court-ordered” community service), as 
part of the requirements for advancement in social 
organizations (i.e., Scouting), or as part of workplace 
expectations (i.e., service at an employer-backed 
charity).  The voluntary nature of volunteerism is 
motivationally and socially complex; it can be clear that a 
person is following a mandate (course requirement or 
court order), but others may appear to be freely giving 
their time, when in reality they feel pressured to serve by 
others.  If volunteerism is on a continuum between 
intrinsic, strongly encouraged, and required behavior, it 
becomes difficult to definitively separate required and 
non-required service (Beehr, LeGro, Porter, Bowling, & 
Swader, 2010).   

Prior research defines volunteering and 
volunteerism in a variety of ways, often because they are 
focusing on certain aspects of behavior.  Participation in 
long-term prosocial behavior (behavior that benefits 
others and/or the community) is the predominant 
definition of volunteering found in the current research 
(Barber, Mueller, & Ogata, 2013; Batson, Ahmad, & 
Tsang, 2002; Beehr, LeGro, Porter, Bowling, & Swader, 2010; Bekkers, 2005; 
Finkelstein & Brannick, 2007; Finkelstein, Penner & Brannick, 2005; Helms, 2013; 
Matsuba, Hart, & Atkins, 2007; Omoto, Snyder, & Hackett, 2010;Van Vianen, Nijstad, & 
Voskuijl, 2008), with others being defined as strangers and not friends or family 
(Finkelstein, Penner & Brannick, 2005; Finkelstein & Brannick, 2007).  It is important in 
some definitions that the behavior be non-obligatory and unselfish (Beehr, LeGro, 

The voluntary nature of 
volunteerism has 
increasingly been called into 
question, particularly in 
situations where people are 
required to volunteer as part 
of a class or activity.  This 
study questioned 357 
students at a diverse urban 
university about their 
experiences with 
volunteerism, both as part 
of a class and not part of a 
class.  Results suggest a 
disconnect between what 
participants “think” when 
asked about their 
hypothetical views about 
involuntary volunteering, 
versus their actual attitudes 
after having engaged in 
mandated service for a 
class. Although negative 
perceptions existed when 
participants thought about 
being forced to volunteer, 
after actually volunteering, 
the vast majority were very 
supportive of the 
experience. Overall, taken 
together the results suggest 
that the experience of 
forced volunteerism did not 
have a negative impact on 
future volunteer intentions. 
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Porter, Bowling, & Swader, 2010; Omoto, Snyder, & Hackett, 2010; Van Vianen, 
Nijstad, & Voskuijl, 2008) and/or performed without pay or external rewards (Bekkers, 
2005; Finkelstein & Brannick, 2007; Helms, 2013; Omoto, Snyder, & Hackett, 2010; Van 
Vianen, Nijstad, & Voskuijl, 2008).  Some authors define volunteerism as a planned 
behavior within an organizational context in order to differentiate volunteer activities 
from spontaneous acts of kindness (Barraza, 2011; Finkelstein, Penner, & Brannick, 
2005; Matsuba, Hart, & Atkins, 2007; Omoto, Snyder, & Hackett, 2010).  Other 
definitions include unstructured informal volunteer activities that are not within an 
organizational context, such as donations of money and providing informal assistance to 
others (Helms, 2013; Finkelstein, & Brannick, 2007).   
 In contrast to the many definitions of volunteerism, little work describes what 
involuntary volunteering is.  Beehr, LeGro, Porter, Bowling, and Swader (2010) defined 
required volunteerism as service being performed for external reward. It has also been 
defined as an individual’s involvement in volunteering activities that is not done by 
choice but rather mandated by an outside organization (Volunteer Canada, 2006). 
Barber, Mueller, and Ogata (2013) specified that this type of service is not performed for 
the greater good or personal satisfaction, but rather because school, church, parents or 
a personal goal required the behavior.  The State of Maryland’s volunteer service 
requirement for high school graduation is a good example of this (Helms, 2013). 
However, does this mean that the student who seeks out volunteer opportunities to 
increase the chance of getting into college is not freely volunteering, since the act is not 
only performed for the greater good? What about the stay-at-home mom who volunteers 
to broaden her social contacts?  Or the employee who joins the March of Dimes Walk 
with his colleagues in order to avoid being labeled ‘not a team player’ at work--is he not 
contributing to the cause?  We suggest a definition of involuntary volunteerism stating 
that it is prosocial behavior, perceived by the individual as predominantly performed for 
external reward or to avoid negative consequences.  We can therefore acknowledge 
that one can still ‘freely volunteer’ even if some of their motives for volunteering are not 
unselfish and internal. 

Females, those with higher education levels, and students with parents involved 
in volunteer activities have consistently been found to volunteer more (Barber, Mueller, 
& Ogata, 2013; Bekkers, 2005; Matsuba, Hart, & Atkins, 2007; Helms, 2013), as do 
people who regularly attend and participate in religious services (Barber, Mueller, & 
Ogata, 2013; Helms, 2013). Researchers have examined how motivations affect one’s 
propensity towards future volunteerism.  Clary et al. (1998) proposed six categories of 
motivations and how they affect volunteering: Value (altruistic); understanding (to learn 
new or use skills); Social (enhance interpersonal relationships); Career (career 
enhancement or resume building); Protective (build up low self-esteem); and 
Enhancement (psychological growth). Social, understanding, and career motivations 
could all be factors leading to “required” volunteerism.  Social pressures have been 
linked to long term volunteering, but also to decreased satisfaction (VanVianen, Nijstad, 
& Voskuijl, 2008), which can decrease one’s commitment to volunteer (Finkelstein, 
Penner & Brannick, 2005). These same pressures may play a positive role, with other 
people’s expectations that one will volunteer linked to increased volunteer activity and 
integration of the volunteer role identity (Finkelstein, Penner & Brannick, 2005). 
Frequency of participation and increased identification with the volunteer role also 



increases future volunteerism (Barraza, 2011; Finkelstein, & Brannick, 2007). This 
makes sense because participation increases activity in the community and builds 
relationships with other people, such as networking and creating professional 
opportunities, which in turn create more opportunities to volunteer. Thus, it is possible 
that the decrease in satisfaction and subsequent decreased future intentions to 
volunteer caused by social motivations are offset by the positive effects of increased 
volunteer activity and role identification. It must be noted that other studies have found 
that self-focused (understanding, protective or career motivations), instrumental, and 
extrinsic motives all decrease the likelihood of future volunteerism (Finkelstein, 2010; 
Omoto, Snyder, & Hackett, 2010; Beehr, LeGro, Porter, Bowling, & Swader, 2010).   

A strong relationship has been found between future volunteerism and student 
participation in both voluntary and required prosocial behaviors (Barber, Mueller, & 
Ogata, 2013; Hart, Donnelly, Youniss, & Atkins, 2007).  An early study on mandated 
volunteerism and future intentions to volunteer found that students’ intentions were 
marginally affected by the mandated requirement, if they were initially more likely to 
freely volunteer (Stukas, Synder, & Clary, 1999).  All of these studies noted the 
detrimental effects on future intentions to volunteer when the initial exposure was solely 
required volunteerism. Since volunteers’ motives are often mixed with internal and 
externally required reasons to participate, it is hard to claim that only freely chosen 
prosocial behaviors will reap benefits.  Rather, consideration should be given to which 
motive is most salient for the individual at the time of volunteering. Ryan and Deci 
(2000) explain how external factors contribute to self-motivation, which seems to be 
related to ongoing volunteer engagement. They also suggest that, according to self-
determination theory, individuals who get a sense of competence and independence 
while being able to relate within the community experience an increase in self-
motivation. Therefore, school engagement, by providing a structure that fosters 
experience and opportunities to build competencies may be beneficial to ensuring future 
volunteerism (Barber, Mueller, & Ogata, 2013). Batson, Ahmad, and Tsang (2002) 
found that four factors of motivation are related to successful volunteerism: egoism, 
altruism, collectivism, and principalism. Enhancing personal welfare (egoism), concern 
for the welfare of others (altruism) or a group (collectivism), and the maintenance of 
moral principles (principalism) are all factors that require a careful balance between 
strengths and weaknesses that may be facilitated by organizational efforts.  If the 
motives are more internal than external, or if participants have some control over their 
choice, then involuntary volunteering can still be beneficial to the volunteer, the 
organization and the recipients.  

The relationship between the variety of human motivations that may be present 
when one “involuntarily” volunteers and the desire to continue volunteering is complex 
and not well understood. The current study seeks to explore factors associated with 
“involuntary volunteering.”  That is, are there positive, prosocial benefits associated with 
experiencing “forced volunteerism,” or are there drawbacks to not being able to freely 
choose volunteer experiences?  For instance, are there negative consequences that 
result from requiring individuals already motivated to “give back” to volunteer in specific 
domains?  What are the implications of involuntary volunteerism for future volunteerism 
intentions?  Finally, we had a unique opportunity to use the present data to develop 
typologies of volunteers based on their beliefs about being forced to volunteer and other 



relevant factors identified in the literature.  Specifically, we were interested in whether 
meaningful typologies could be developed that classify volunteers based on their beliefs 
about the importance of being free to choose their own volunteer activities, their 
volunteerism intentions, and their overall enjoyment of volunteering.  The ability to 
identify students who might persist in and maintain enjoyment of volunteer activities 
under conditions of mandatory volunteerism will be a benefit to those who design 
classes or programs with this component. 

Method 
Participants 

Three hundred fifty-seven students were recruited from the Psychology Research 
Pool of an urban, Hispanic- and Minority-serving institution. The university is atypical of 
four-year universities, in that it is ethnically diverse (Hispanic=38.9%, Black/African 
American=28.8%, White=20%, other=12.3%) and enrolls older-than-average students 
(average undergraduate age= 26.8; average age at first admission=24.3).  As one 
would expect from this population, the current sample is equally diverse. Participants’ 
ages ranged from 18 to 62 (Median age=23), and 15.7% were freshman, 17.6% were 
sophomores, 31.9% were juniors, and 33.6% were seniors in academic standing.  Two 
hundred and thirty were women (65.7% of 350 responding), and the ethnic identification 
of the participants was 33.9% Hispanic, 28% African American, 22.7% White, non-
Hispanic, 7.3% Asian, and 7% with other ethnic identifications, such as biracial and 
Native American.  Most participants were employed at least part-time (67%), and the 
average personal income was about $15,000.  All participants reported that they had 
volunteered at least once in their lifetime.  While a majority of respondents indicated that 
they had only volunteered once, on isolated occasions, or sporadically (73.1%), the 
remainder indicated that they volunteered whenever they could fit it into their schedules 
(12%) or on a regular basis (14.8%).  Most participants reported that the time spent 
during each incidence of volunteerism was one to three hours (62.4%), although some 
spent less than one hour (9%), four to six hours (20.8%), all day (5.9%), or overnight 
(2%).  

Procedure 
Participants completed a survey that included a short demographic survey, a 

series of questions about their volunteerism while in college, and a standardized 
questionnaire. Within the volunteerism section, participants were first asked to respond 
to general questions about their attitudes and behaviors regarding volunteerism on a 5-
point scale (strongly disagree (“1”) to strongly agree (“5”)).  Examples of this type of 
question include: “I enjoy volunteering in general;” “It is important to me to be free to 
choose volunteer activities as I see fit;” and “I will participate in volunteer activities in the 
future.”   

Participants were then asked to report on up to three specific volunteer activities 
that they participated in while attending college as part of a class.  Items included the 
nature of the activity, hours spent per week on the activity, and the extent to which they 
perceived the activity to be mandatory or optional.  The same questions were then 
asked regarding volunteer activities they engaged in that were not part of a class. We 
were initially concerned about a self-selection bias.  Specifically, that students may have 
selected these courses based on the volunteer requirements involved with the class.  



However, at the time the study was conducted the course descriptions in the university 
catalogue did not list volunteer requirements for any course. As a result, students would 
not have been aware that volunteering was an aspect of any course that they chose, 
nor would it have been a way to choose between courses.  Moreover, among the 
participants who had volunteered as part of a college class, exactly half had a high level 
of previous volunteer experience (often or regularly) and half had a low level of previous 
volunteer experience (sporadically or less). Finally, there was no difference between 
those who had volunteered as part of a college class and those who had not on their 
enjoyment of volunteer activities prior to college, t(125)= -.55, p=ns.   
 A standardized questionnaire measuring Social Responsibility (SR) was 
included.  This measure was included to assess a specific internal motivation for 
volunteerism, specifically, the belief that one is obligated to contribute to the greater 
good of society through one’s actions.  This addresses the “principalism” and 
“collectivism” motivations for volunteerism (Batson, Ahmad, & Tsang, 2002), and 
provides a way to relate the internal motivations of social responsibility to the externally 
mandated situation of involuntary volunteerism. The SR questionnaire (Nedwek, 1987; 
additional items developed by Flewelling, Paschall, & Ringwalt, 1993) provides a 
measure of civic responsibility and awareness. The mean score on the SR was 43.25 
(SD=6.08), which translates to an average scale score of 3.93, indicating a “good” 
awareness of their social responsibility. For the current study, the eleven items, 
aggregated to form a composite measure of social responsibility, showed acceptable 
internal consistency (α = .73). 
 

Results 
Consistent with previous work, women enjoyed volunteering (M =4.17, SD=.83) 

more than men (M =3.84, SD =.82), t(348) = -3.49, p < .001. Age and income (rs < -.04, 
ps = ns), and marital status, employment, and ethnicity were not related to enjoyment of 
volunteerism, Fs < 1.52, ps = ns). Overall, the frequency with which participants 
engaged in volunteer activities was significantly related to enjoyment of these activities, 
F(4,352)=17.21, p<.001.  People who volunteer more are more likely to enjoy 
volunteering. 

Males’ scores (M =41.25, SD =6.24) were significantly lower than females’ 
scores on SR (M = 44.43, SD =5.68), t(338) = -4.76, p<.001. SR was significantly 
related to age (r =.26, p < .001) and income (r =.12, p < .05); as age and income 
increased, so did social responsibility.   In addition, SR was significantly related to 
enjoyment of volunteering, being free to choose the volunteer activity, belief that you 
can make a meaningful contribution, participation in the future, and participation in the 
next year (rs > .12, ps < .05). SR was not related to ethnicity, F(3,314) = .54, p = ns. 

 

Involuntary Volunteerism 
More than 90% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that it is important to 

them to choose volunteer opportunities as they see fit. Being free to choose volunteer 
activities was related to greater enjoyment of volunteering (r =.27, p<.01), feeling that 
one is making a meaningful contribution (r =.43, p<.01), finding relevant volunteer 
activities (r =.34, p<.01), willingness to participate in volunteer activities in the future 



(r=.34, p<.01), performance as a volunteer (r =.13, p<.05), and having friends in high 
school (r =.11, p<.05) and college (r =.12, p<.05) who volunteered. However, when 
asked about how they would feel if forced to volunteer, 51% disagreed or strongly 
disagreed that they would volunteer again if they felt forced to do the activity. These 
findings highlight that participants placed substantial emphasis on the importance of 
feeling free to select the types of volunteer activities that they choose to be involved in.    

Seventy-six of the 351 participants had volunteered at least once as part of a 
class in college. This ‘forced’ volunteerism provides an opportunity to examine the 
influence of this experience. Of those who had volunteered in college as part of a class, 
the overwhelming majority enjoyed their volunteer experience(s) (86.8%).  Participants 
who took part in a mandatory volunteer activity as part of a class (M = 3.75, SD =.53, 
n=24) were more likely than those who had non-mandatory activities (M =3.29, SD =.94, 
n=51) to say that they will volunteer again in the future, t(70)=2.67, p<.05. Although 
participants had indicated (without reference to actual behavior) that feeling forced to 
volunteer would attenuate future volunteer behaviors, actually engaging in ‘forced’ 
volunteer activities appears to encourage intentions to be more engaged in the 
future.  Interestingly, engaging in involuntary volunteering is also related to participants’ 
thoughts about others’ responsibility to volunteer. Of 72 respondents who had engaged 
in volunteerism as part of a college class, 58 agree or strongly agree (80.6%) that they 
are in favor in general of having college students volunteer as part of a class.  

Overall, there was no difference in enjoyment of these activities between those 
who participated voluntarily and those for whom it was mandatory, t(70) = -.61, p = ns. 
This indicates that being forced to volunteer does not appreciably change enjoyment of 
the activity. There was no difference between participants who engaged in a mandatory 
volunteer activity as part of a class and those who had not on whether they performed 
well on volunteerism tasks, t(69)=1.07, p=ns. Participants who were involved in a 
mandatory volunteer activity as part of a class were less likely than those who did non-
mandatory activities to agree that being forced to volunteer would impact their 
performance on volunteer tasks, t(72)=-2.54, p<.05. 

A hierarchical regression analysis examined whether the importance placed on 
feeling free to choose the types of volunteer activities one engages in can be predicted 
by greater volunteer behavior over time and enjoyment of volunteer experiences.  As 
recommended by Baron and Kenney (1986), measures were centered and the 
multiplicative interaction term was created. Key demographic variables were entered in 
Step 1: age, gender, income, and ethnicity. However, none of these variables were 
significant predictors. The key predictors, lifetime volunteer activities and enjoyment of 
volunteer activities, were entered in Step 2. The addition of these variables significantly 

contributed to the prediction of importance to choose volunteer activities, R2 = .09, p < 
.001. Greater lifetime involvement in volunteer activities (β = .15, t = 2.52, p = .01) and 
enjoyment of volunteer activities (β = .21, t = 3.45, p = .001) predicted greater 
importance of choosing volunteer activities. The two-way interaction, entered in Step 3, 
was not significant. Overall, the regression equation was significant, R = .34, R2 = .12, 
R2

adj = .10, F(1, 305) = 5.71, p < .001. 
Utilizing participants who had volunteered as part of a class, a second 

hierarchical regression was run examining whether social responsibility predicts feeling 
forced to engage in specific volunteer activities.  More specifically, does the perception 



that one has an obligation to act in ways that benefit society relate to feeling forced to 
engage in particular volunteer activities as a course requirement?  That is, does the felt 
obligation to give back to society impact the perception that one was forced to 
volunteer?  The internal desire to contribute to society may conflict with the requirement 
to volunteer and create the perception that one is forced to engage in these activities.  
As with the first analysis, demographic variables were entered in Step 1 and the 
regression equation was not significant, R = .25, R2 = .06, F(4, 60) = 99, p = ns. Social 
responsibility was entered in Step 2 and significantly contributed to the prediction of 

feeling forced to volunteer, R2 = .10, F(1, 59) = 6.70, p = .01. That is, feeling one has a 
responsibility to improve the lives of people around them was associated with feeling 
forced to engage in volunteer activities, β = .34, t = 2.59, p = .01.   In other words, the 
more internally motivated people are to engage in volunteerism via their sense of social 
responsibility, the more they report feeling forced to engage in volunteer activities as 
part of a class. Paradoxically, perhaps, the internal factor that encourages people to 
volunteer their time for the benefit of society also is related to a heightened need to be 
able to be in control of that effort rather than mandated to comply with it.  

 

Volunteering Typologies 
We were interested in determining if there were ways to distinguish between 

student volunteers by creating classifications that would be useful to those developing 
classes or programming for them. In other words, do different characteristics of student 
volunteers, such as importance of being able to freely choose one’s volunteer activities 
and enjoyment of volunteer activities, hang together in such a way as to form useful 
groupings of student volunteers? It would then be possible to ascertain how these 
different classifications of volunteers perceived being forced to volunteer as part of a 
class.   

A hierarchical cluster analysis utilizing Ward’s method was performed for the 
purpose of developing a “typology” of volunteers from the current data.  A two-cluster 
solution was sought, with a Euclidean Distance measure.  The standardized variables 
used for the clustering were age, enjoyment of volunteering, importance of freedom to 
choose volunteer activities, and willingness to participate in volunteer activities in the 
future.  The analysis resolved into two similar-sized clusters (Cluster 1=196 and Cluster 
2=154), which differed significantly on the main variables [age: t(348)=4.49, p<.001; 
enjoyment: t(348)=-11.49, p<.001; free to choose: t(348)=-8.34, p<.001; and future 
volunteerism: t(348)=-19.47, p<.001] and also distinguished significantly on other key 
variables that allowed us to form a “typology” for each cluster.  We termed Cluster 1 the 
“Resolute Volunteers” and Cluster 2 the “Ambivalent Volunteers.” 

The Resolute Volunteers cluster consists of volunteers who are older (M= 27 
years) than the Ambivalent Volunteers, strongly enjoy volunteering, find it more 
important than the Ambivalent Volunteers to be free to choose volunteer activities, and 
are very certain they will volunteer again in the future.  The Resolute Volunteers are 
more likely to be female, married or divorced, have children, and have incomes over 
$70,000.  The Resolute Volunteers also feature a significantly higher Social 
Responsibility score, and they consist of the greatest proportion of those who volunteer 
on a regular basis. 



The Ambivalent Volunteer cluster consists of younger volunteers (M=23.5 years), 
more neutral-positive about volunteering in general, feel it is less important to be free to 
choose (although still important overall), and are less certain they will volunteer again in 
the future.  The Ambivalent Volunteers contains a greater proportion of the male and 
Black respondents (although other ethnicities are represented), and all but two 
respondents had an income less than $70,000.  Interestingly, one of the few variables 
that the Resolute versus Ambivalent Volunteers did not differ on was, “if you 
volunteered as part of a class, did you feel forced?”  In other words, when they actually 
volunteered (instead of just thinking about it), they did not differ in the extent to which 
they “felt” forced to do it. It is instructive to note that important aspects of student 
volunteers, including age, experience with volunteerism, enjoyment of volunteerism, and 
future volunteer intentions did hang together in such a way as to present a useful profile 
of volunteerism categories in students.  

 

Discussion 
Volunteerism that is less than purely “voluntary” in nature is a growing aspect of 

American life; indeed, the prestigious Carnegie Community Engagement Classification 
seeks, in part, to institutionalize community engagement in the higher education 
curriculum, as it has already been integrated into many high schools’ curriculum (New 
England Resource Center for Higher Education, n.d.). The result is to put more students 
in positions where they are engaged in community activities in order to meet learning 
objectives for individual courses or programs.  Within this context, it is important to know 
the effects of such requirements, as one of the prosocial consequences of volunteerism 
requirements should be continued community engagement.  
 When respondents “think” about being forced to volunteer in general, they view it 
more negatively. Specifically, they think not being free to choose would result in less 
enjoyment, lower propensity to volunteer again, and less relevant volunteer activities. 
However, when they actually engage in mandatory volunteering behavior, they are more 
likely to say they will volunteer in the future.  There appears to be a cognitive 
component at work in this instance in that there is a cognitive bias against being forced 
to do things. In the US, “freedom” in all aspects of life is a cultural theme that persists 
across situations. Cognitively, this is probably a reflection of a framing bias, wherein 
“freedom to choose” is more salient than other aspects of the question and the risk of 
being “forced” to do something outweighs the benefits.  It could also be a form of the 
anchoring effect, whereby we ground our assumptions on a focal part of the issue (in 
this case, freedom to choose), and thereby the assessment of the rest of the matter is a 
foregone conclusion. Overall, the words “freedom to choose” and voluntary are probably 
seen synonymously and interchangeably, so to introduce a mandatory component 
violates the cognitive connection between the two.  
 Another key finding is that even though more than 50% said they would be less 
likely to volunteer again if they felt “forced” to do the activity, when students actually 
participated in ‘forced’ volunteerism as part of a class, they said they would perform the 
activity again.  The mere exposure effect would assume that the act of participating in 
volunteerism could produce a preference, even if it was involuntary (Zajonc, 1980). 
Mere exposure negates the necessity for participants to cognitively process or consider 
the implications of voluntary versus involuntary action; the behavior and the preference 



are concurrent. In other words, it doesn’t really matter if it is truly voluntary as much as it 
is that they do it, which opens the door to future volunteerism intentions. This further 
implies that it is not wholly enjoyment—or the conscious understanding of enjoyment—
that matters.  In fact, in the present study enjoyment of the activity does not differ 
between mandatory and voluntary participants, which does imply that it is likely not just 
a “halo effect” around prosocial behavior that produces future volunteerism intentions; 
exposure produces the propensity to view future volunteerism favorably. 

This study found that the higher the sense of social responsibility, the more 
respondents felt forced to do specific volunteer activities. Goal achievement may 
explain this finding.  Those with a high level of social responsibility may volunteer with 
the goal of helping others and have a well-defined sense of what types of prosocial 
behaviors will bring about the most good. These feelings of responsibility may be strong 
enough for some to feel forced to volunteer or be engaged to meet the internal drive to 
give back to society. More specifically, the internal motivation to give back to society 
may drive people to be engaged.  Not fulfilling these motivations, due to being forced 
into a specific activity, could bring about feelings of discomfort. 

One concern regarding forced volunteerism, is that the experience may ‘backfire’ 
and cause less engagement in the future.  As suggested by the overjustification effect, 
among those students highly motivated to be socially engaged, extrinsically rewarding 
them for volunteering may diminish this internal motivation.  Prior research has found 
that intrinsic motivations can be attenuated if the behavior is needed to obtain some 
external reward (Lepper, Greene, & Nisbett, 1973).  In the classroom setting, students 
volunteering as a course requirement are engaging in the behavior as a means to 
obtain an external reward – here, a good grade.  Theoretically, concern regarding the 
negative impact of the over-justification effect on future intentions to volunteer seems 
warranted.  The results, however, do not support this concern.  Among those highly 
motivated to be social engaged, forced volunteerism did not negatively impact future 
intentions to be engaged.  Furthermore, if we consider the Resolute Volunteers, they 
score higher on social responsibility, enjoy volunteering, find it important to choose the 
volunteer activities they are engage in, and are very certain they will volunteer again in 
the future.  The experience of forced volunteerism did not have a negative impact on 
future volunteer intentions.  This result in combination with the other positive findings 
from this study should alleviate concerns about the negative impact of forced 
volunteerism.  

Of the respondents who had engaged in volunteerism as part of a college class, 
most agree or strongly agree (80.6%) that they are in favor of having college students 
volunteer as part of a class. This finding suggests that although they were forced to 
engage in volunteerism for course credit, participants found the experience beneficial. 
So much so, in fact, that the majority of participants endorsed having students volunteer 
as part of the college experience. While social responsibility may serve as a strong 
antecedent for engaging in prosocial behaviors, it may be that actual engagement in 
these behaviors generates positive benefits as well. Certainly, the respondents seem to 
think that the benefits are strong enough that they would require others to do what they 
were required to do.  

Finally, the results suggest that greater involvement in volunteerism and more 
enjoyment of it predicts that people will want to be free to choose their own volunteer 



activities.  It is clear from both regression and cluster analyses that those who are 
experienced volunteers place a high value on freedom to choose.  This makes sense, 
as they have reality-based expectations and prior experience with what does and does 
not fit for them in terms of volunteering. Previous research into person-environment fit 
and volunteerism supports the conclusion; a good match between volunteer activity and 
participant needs/personality increases enjoyment and future participation (Clary et al., 
1998; VanVianen, Nijstad, & Voskuijl, 2008). Limiting one’s freedom to choose reduces 
the chances, in the participant’s perception, that the volunteer activity will be as 
personally compatible as previous experiences and thus yield fewer benefits and less 
enjoyment.  The current results could also be related to the functional value of 
volunteerism in the participants’ lives. That is, volunteers engage in specific behaviors 
that satisfy important goals.  These goals can include anything from career 
enhancement to obtaining a sense of competency.  When thinking about the freedom to 
choose, the view is that it is unlikely that the forced volunteer behavior will aide them in 
reaching these goals.  For Resolute Volunteers performing an act that has been chosen 
for them takes time and resources away from volunteer behavior they view as more 
important. This could be a critical reason why these experienced volunteers place a 
high premium on the freedom to choose their behavior. Moreover, freedom to choose 
may be key to sustaining volunteer behaviors by allowing volunteers to “match” their 
motivations and reasons for volunteering with specific volunteer activities (Clary et al., 
1998).  

 

Limitations and Future Directions 
 There are limitations to the study that should be mentioned. The data were 
collected through cross-sectional and self-report surveys, and as a result, the causal 
direction between variables and the possible influences of self-presentational concerns 
are unclear. The data utilized in this sample focused on involuntary volunteerism 
experienced by college students. As such, the pattern of results may be limited to this 
type of experience. A different series of results could be found amongst other types of 
forced volunteerism (i.e., Boy and Girl Scout activities, court-ordered community 
service, etc.). These limitations notwithstanding, the strengths of this study and the 
results obtained are noteworthy.  
 This study provides insight into the benefits of ‘forced’ volunteerism. Participants 
found the experiences important enough to endorse the belief that others should 
volunteer as part of college courses. Future research could examine the long-term 
impact of forced college-based volunteerism.  There could be meaningful effects that 
extend further into adulthood. There may be interesting effects for forced volunteerism 
on future civic engagement for individuals high in social responsibility.  It may be that 
creating dissonance encourages future behavior corresponding to the internal 
motivations to be involved.  As a result, there may be greater engagement after forced 
volunteerism.  Longitudinal research projects may begin to uncover how volunteering as 
part of a course could generate greater civic and social engagement.  
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