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Abstract A mediation model explaining volunteers’ subjective well-being was tested in

this paper. It examined the effect of intrinsic motivation on volunteers’ life satisfaction,

using the need satisfaction experienced through volunteering as an intervening variable. A

questionnaire was administered to 443 participants, not all of whom had previous expe-

rience of volunteering. Mediation analysis suggested a path from intrinsic motivation to

volunteers’ life satisfaction through the need satisfaction experienced during volunteering.

Neither volunteer participation per se nor extrinsic motivation was related to life satis-

faction. The roles of motivation and need satisfaction in volunteers’ life satisfaction were

identified, with implications for future volunteer programs.

Keywords Volunteerism �Motivation � Life satisfaction �Mediation model � Hong Kong

Chinese

1 Introduction

Volunteering is a unique form of helping behavior. Unlike any other prosocial behavior, it is

non-spontaneous, since the helper actively seeks out the chance to help and maintains the

assistance over time. It is also non-remunerative, though it requires a period of commitment

from the helper despite them being under no obligation to assist (Clary and Snyder 1999;

Clary et al. 1998; Omoto and Snyder 1995). Because of its deliberate, effortful, and continued

nature, volunteering has given rise to a body of research examining the motivation of those

who participate in it. This suggests that volunteer motivation functions as an antecedent to the

Y. Y. Kwok � W. H. Chui (&) � L. P. Wong
Department of Social Work and Social Administration, The University of Hong Kong, Pokfulam Road,
Pokfulam, Hong Kong
e-mail: ericchui@hku.hk

Y. Y. Kwok
e-mail: pinky.kwok@gmail.com

L. P. Wong
e-mail: josephine_wong1@hotmail.com

123

Soc Indic Res (2013) 114:1315–1329
DOI 10.1007/s11205-012-0204-8



entire process and could affect its occurrence and consequences (see, for example, Chacón

et al. 2007; Davis et al. 2003; Omoto and Snyder 1995). However, this research has not

focused on how volunteer motivation influences volunteers’ own well-being.

Against this backdrop, the present research endeavors to extend existing work on

volunteer motivation by considering its relationship with the volunteer’s subjective well-

being. Using self-determination theory as the conceptual framework, it also takes into

account the need satisfaction experienced during volunteering in order to elucidate the

possible relationships between these various aspects.

2 Literature Review

2.1 Volunteerism and Life Satisfaction

Life satisfaction means an individual’s subjective judgment of his/her life against a self-

selected standard (Shin and Johnson 1978). It is one of the three components of subjective

well-being, representing the cognitive evaluation of one’s current state of affairs, and is

considered a key indicator in investigating individuals’ overall quality of life (Pavot and

Diener 2008; Rice et al. 1985).

A considerable number of studies confirmed the positive effect of volunteering on life

satisfaction. Individuals who have performed volunteer work reported higher life satis-

faction than non-volunteers (Duncan and Whitney 1990; Hunter and Linn 1980–1981;

Stukas et al. 2008). People also consistently report an increased sense of life satisfaction

and perceived improvement in quality of life after participation in volunteer programs

(Fengler 1984; Harel and Lindenberg 1981; Morrow-Howell et al. 1999; Van Willigen

2000; Wheeler et al. 1998). More involvement in volunteering and membership of vol-

untary associations are also related to an increase in life satisfaction (Aquino et al. 1996;

Thoits and Hewitt 2001; Van Willigen 2000).

There is also evidence that helping behavior per se is not a sufficient condition for bol-

stering an individual’s well-being; it is the motives underlying the action that matter (Gebauer

et al. 2008; Weinstein and Ryan 2010). Only volunteers who undertake community service

for altruistic reasons experience this increased sense of well-being (Dulin et al. 2001).

There are a number of notable aspects of this work which are worthy of further inves-

tigation. Firstly, most of the aforementioned studies on volunteering and life satisfaction

deal exclusively with the elderly, probably because volunteering is assumed to play a more

crucial role in their lives than for other age groups (Wilson and Musick 1999). However, as

the effects of volunteering might be different across different stages of life (Wilson and

Musick 1999), the results from work with elderly volunteers cannot necessarily be gen-

eralized to other age groups. Although a handful of studies look at younger volunteers (see,

for example, Benson et al. 1980), they are mostly descriptive and correlational, with only a

few directly addressing the causal relationship between the two variables of interest. It is

impossible to conclude from such a study design that volunteering predicts well-being.

Accordingly, the mechanism of how volunteering affects volunteers’ subjective well-

being remains unclear. Much of the existing research documenting the positive effect of

volunteering on life satisfaction measures the former in terms of the absence or presence of

volunteer participation or membership of voluntary organizations, or the degree of

involvement in terms of hours of work undertaken. It does not consider the effects of

individual attributes other than the volunteering behavior itself. When incorporating

individual attributes, such as motivation, into such an investigation, behavior itself cannot
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account for the variance in individual well-being experienced. It is therefore necessary to

broaden the focus and to provide a more comprehensive scenario in order to elucidate the

relationship between volunteering and life satisfaction more fully.

2.2 Self-Determination Theory and Helping Behavior

A core tenet of self-determination theory is that there are three innate basic psychological

needs underlying all human motivations (Ryan and Deci 2000a, b). Different types of

motivations can satisfy these needs, promoting optimal functioning and enhancing indi-

vidual well-being to varying extents (Ryan and Deci 2000a, b). The three fundamental

psychological needs are autonomy (the need for a free and volitional pursuit of behavior),

competence (the sense of effectiveness and mastery), and relatedness (the need to connect

with others).

Self-determination theory also addresses the issue of human motivation and posits a

distinction between its intrinsic and extrinsic forms. The former is characterized by

behavior undertaken because of the interest and enjoyment inherent in the task itself, and is

the self-expression of an individual’s inner values. It thus constitutes a propensity that

facilitates the fulfillment of basic psychological needs. Meanwhile, extrinsically motiva-

tion denotes the pursuit of an outcome external to the behavior itself, and is hence

instrumental in nature (Ryan and Deci 2000a, b).

Self-determination theory has been used to address the link between motivation and the

helper’s well-being in a number of prosocial studies. Intrinsically-motivated helping

behavior, but not action driven by extrinsic motivation, has a positive relationship with

personal well-being (Gebauer et al. 2008). Prosocial behaviors prompted by controlled

motives, like mandated volunteering, relate negatively to volunteer satisfaction, while

helping behaviors driven by autonomous motivation result in a greater sense of well-being

in the helper (Finkelstein et al. 2005; Weinstein and Ryan 2010). From these studies, it is

apparent that people are motivated to help by a variety of reasons, not all of which are

associated with improved well-being.

A model in which basic psychological need satisfaction is the mediator between helping

motives and helper well-being outcomes has been established in research on prosocial

behavior (Weinstein and Ryan 2010). According to self-determination theory, motivation

is the ‘‘quality of experience that energizes behavior’’ (Weinstein and Ryan 2010: 223),

while basic need satisfaction refers to the process of receiving psychological nutrients to

facilitate growth and well-being. Well-being will improve when one’s behaviors have the

capacity to satisfy the three basic needs. Accordingly, giving intrinsically-motivated help is

the prerequisite for satisfying each of the three basic psychological needs; the more a

behavior is driven by intrinsic motivations, the greater its capacity to satisfy needs

(Weinstein and Ryan 2010). Need satisfaction accounts for the relationship between

prosocial behaviors and the well-being that results from them (Weinstein and Ryan 2010).

However, whether such a mediation model is applicable to the field of volunteering needs

further exploration.

2.3 Functional Approach to Volunteer Motivation

Functionalist theorizing is the most influential approach in studies of volunteer motivation. It

proposes that different people can engage in the same action of volunteering in order to

perform a wide array of functions, and similarly, an individual can volunteer to carry out

multiple functions (see, for example, Clary and Snyder 1999; Clary et al. 1998; Omoto and
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Snyder 1995, 2002). This theory has been used as the basis for developing the Volunteer

Functions Inventory (VFI), and identifying six underlying motivations for volunteering

(Clary et al. 1998). The values motive denotes the expression of personal values like altruism

and humanitarianism. The understanding function refers to the seeking out of learning

opportunities and the acquisition of knowledge and skills. The enhancement motive focuses

on promoting a positive outlook through taking opportunities for personal growth. The career

motive is associated with volunteering to help one’s career. The social motive reflects a

response to the normative influences of one’s social network, and the protective motive

functions as an approach to tackling personal problems or negative affect.

The volunteer functional approach is compatible with self-determination theory in

providing an explanatory mechanism for volunteer motivation. For example, the functional

theorists, who have long attempted to classify the six motives using a dichotomous

approach, defined the values motive as altruistic and the remaining five motives as self-

serving or egoistic (Clary and Snyder 1991). Only altruistic motivation is thought to be

related to positive outcomes from the subsequent volunteering process such as longer

period of service (Clary and Orenstein 1991). Finkelstein (2009) divides the six motives

into internal and external categories, and demonstrates that the two types can lead to

different consequences in terms of volunteer activities. These findings are akin to those

generated by the work on prosocial behavior using self-determination theory. Consistent

with the literature, the present study attempts to categorize the six functional motives using

the intrinsic-extrinsic distinction. Motivations are labeled as intrinsic when they connote an

expression of personal values inherent in the helping behavior itself (that is, altruism)

whereas extrinsic motivations refer to the pursuit of any end external to the volunteering

act. Factor analysis is conducted to provide statistical evidence.

2.4 Need Satisfaction Experienced in Volunteering

Volunteering has been repeatedly acknowledged as a process which empowers the par-

ticipants (Wu et al. 2009). Firstly, it can promote a productive lifestyle and sense of

efficacy, with volunteers able to enrich their own lives and exert a positive influence on the

lives of others (Aday and Kehoe 2008; Caprara and Steca 2005; Wilson and Musick 1999).

Research shows that volunteers perceived themselves as having enhanced self-efficacy

(Wilson and Musick 1999), while older volunteers experience a higher sense of gener-

ativity after taking part (Morrow-Howell et al. 1999). In this way, volunteering can con-

tribute to satisfying the need for competence.

Volunteering can also been seen as a form of social participation that fosters integration

(Wilson and Musick 1999). It provides an opportunity for the volunteer, service recipient,

and voluntary organization to establish mutually-rewarding relationships (Caprara and

Steca 2005; Wilson and Musick 1999). Volunteers report an increased sense of sociali-

zation after volunteering (Morrow-Howell et al. 1999), which contributes to the satisfac-

tion of the relatedness need. Last, but not least, volunteering can also meet the autonomy

need because it is an intentional action that is dependent on the helper’s decision to initiate

help and continue to give it (Clary and Snyder 1999).

Given these research findings and the underlying conceptual logics, we are convinced that

volunteering can be considered as a supportive context that can facilitate individuals to meet

the three basic psychological needs. However, the concept of need satisfaction has never been

measured in any study of volunteering. We therefore propose to use the multidimensional

Volunteer Satisfaction Index (VSI) (Galindo-Kuhn and Guzley 2001) to measure this vari-

able. This instrument has been developed especially for use in volunteering settings and
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is thus better able to capture the features of such a distinct form of helping behavior. Fur-

thermore, the identified dimensions of volunteer satisfaction are parallel to the three basic

psychological needs proposed by self-determination theory. Most importantly, volunteer

satisfaction is defined in terms of how the volunteer’s needs are fulfilled (Galindo-Kuhn and

Guzley 2001), which corresponds to the concept of need satisfaction. This study therefore set

out to collect evidence for the VSI’s construct validity in this setting.

2.5 Volunteering in Hong Kong

Research on volunteering in Hong Kong has generally been in line with the Western work

(see, for example, Wong et al. 2011; Wu et al. 2009). When compared to individuals not

participating, volunteers report better subjective well-being (including life satisfaction) and

fewer psychological problems such as distress (Wu et al. 2005). Other work has explored

the underlying motives for volunteering in the local context, for instance, factors influ-

encing initial involvement and persistence in volunteer services (Cheung et al. 2006; Yiu

et al. 2001). These studies contributed to promoting volunteering and facilitate local

organizations’ recruitment and retention of participants. However, they have produced only

limited knowledge about the mechanism explaining volunteers’ gains in well-being.

3 The Present Study

The present study set out to investigate a number of hypotheses concerning volunteering,

volunteer motivation, need satisfaction, and life satisfaction. Firstly, we address the rela-

tionship between volunteering and the volunteer’s well-being. We hypothesize that:

1. Previous volunteer experiences will not be related to life satisfaction, so there will be

no group difference in life satisfaction between people who have and have not

volunteered before.

2a. Intrinsic motivation will be related to both life and volunteer satisfaction; it will have

a positive correlation with the former, and also with need satisfaction.

2b. Extrinsic motivation will not be related to either life or volunteer satisfaction. No

significant correlations will be found between these variables.

The second set of hypotheses predicts the mediation model that explains the relation-

ships between volunteer motivation, need satisfaction through volunteering, and life sat-

isfaction. We hypothesize that:

3a. Intrinsic motivation will have a direct overall effect on life satisfaction, mediated by

volunteer satisfaction.

3b. Extrinsic motivation will not predict life satisfaction, and thus will not be included in

the mediation model.

4 Method

4.1 Participants

A total of 443 participants were recruited from 4 tertiary institutions and non-governmental

organizations (NGOs), with a final response rate of 75 %. Participation was voluntary.
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After obtaining consent, questionnaires were delivered to the participants either in hard

copy during classes (for those in tertiary institutions) or electronically through the Internet

(for NGO respondents). The mean age of participants was 24.9 (SD = 8.22). Most had

previous volunteering experiences (82.4 %), were female (69.1 %), Chinese (98.4 %),

students (58.9 %), single (85.3 %), and did not have children (90.3 %). The majority had

been educated to tertiary level (72.0 %). Almost half had no religious background

(46.5 %). To ensure that the form of questionnaire distribution would not affect the results,

an independent t test was performed to compare the hard copy (n = 344) and the Internet

(n = 98) group on all major measurement scores. No significant difference was found, so

no statistical adjustment in the subsequent analysis was required.

4.2 Measures

The questionnaire collected data about the participants’ volunteering-related experiences,

volunteer motivation, need satisfaction experienced in volunteering, and life satisfaction.

Demographic information was also captured. All of the scales were translated into Chinese.

4.2.1 Volunteering-Related Experiences

Participants were asked to indicate if they had volunteered before. If not, they were

directed to skip the volunteering-related questions which followed. If they had, they were

also asked about the number of target groups.

4.2.2 Volunteer Motivation

The VFI (Clary et al. 1998) consists of 30 items arranged along 6 subscales and measures

the reasons behind volunteering. Each subscale contains five items that tap into one of the

six volunteering motives, values, understanding, social, career, protective, and enhance-

ment. Each item is measured using a 7-point Likert-type scale, ranging from 1 (not at all

important/accurate) to 7 (extremely important/accurate). Sample items include: ‘‘I feel

compassion toward people in need’’ (values) and ‘‘Volunteering increases my self-esteem’’

(enhancement). The VFI has been validated using a Chinese student sample (Wu et al.

2009) and demonstrated a satisfactory internal consistency, ranging from .70 to .91.

To test whether the six motivations captured in the volunteer functional approach

correspond to the intrinsic-extrinsic categorization as proposed by self-determination

theory, exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was conducted. The number of valid cases was

443. The Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin (KMO) test and Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity were carried

out, with the results showing the dataset to be appropriate for factor analysis.

All of the 30 items were then subjected to a principal component analysis with Varimax

rotation. Two dimensions were found, each with an eigenvalue exceeding 1, based on the

criterion of eigenvalues greater than 1 and the result of a scree plot test (Cattell 1966). The

two-factor solution accounted for 55.8 % of the total variance, with the first accounting for

46.7 % and the second 9.1 %. The first factor consisted of four items from the original

values motive and had a good coefficient alpha of .84. The remaining 26 items, including 1

item from the original values motive, were all self-serving in nature and comprised the

second factor, which had an excellent Cronbach’s alpha of .93. The two factors had a

significant correlation of .53. As the factor analysis results supported the categorization of
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motivations into intrinsic and extrinsic, this dichotomous approach was used in all suc-

ceeding analyses. The factor loadings are summarized in Table 1.

4.2.3 Need Satisfaction Through Volunteering

This variable was measured using the VSI (Galindo-Kuhn and Guzley 2001). It consists of 26

items, with responses captured using on a 7-point Likert-type scale, ranging from 1 (strongly

dissatisfied) to 7 (strongly satisfied). The authors of the scale identify four dimensions of

satisfaction; organizational support, participation efficacy, empowerment, and group inte-

gration. However, a validation study conducted in Hong Kong found three different

Table 1 Results of exploratory factor analysis for the volunteer functions inventory

Items Factor
loadings

1 2

13. Volunteering increases my self-esteem .736

10. I can make new contacts that might help my business or career .699

30. I can explore my own strengths .675

21. Volunteering will help me to succeed in my chosen profession .670

23. Volunteering is an important activity to the people I know best .665

15. Volunteering allows me to explore different career options .662

26. Volunteering makes me feel needed .662

12. I can learn more about the cause for which I am working .660

05. Volunteering makes me feel important .660

22. I can do something for a cause that is important to me .624

27. Volunteering makes me feel better about myself .622

09. By volunteering I feel less lonely .615

06. People I know share an interest in community service .611

01. Volunteering can help me to get my foot in the door at a place where I would like to work .601

29. Volunteering is a way to make new friends .596

17. Others with whom I am close place a high value on community service .580

20. Volunteering helps me work through my own personal problems .576

07. No matter how bad I have been feeling, volunteering helps me to forget about it .576

25. I can learn how to deal with a variety of people .567

04. People I am close to want me to volunteer .563

18. Volunteering lets me learn things through .551

28. Volunteering experience will look good on my resume .539

02. My friends volunteer .539

11. Doing volunteer work relieves me of some of the guilt over being more fortunate than
others

.537

14. Volunteering allows me to gain a new perspective on things .514

24. Volunteering is a good escape from my own troubles .446

19. I feel it is important to help others .535

08. I am genuinely concerned about the particular group I am serving .496

16. I feel compassion towards people in need .494

03. I am concerned about those less fortunate than myself .377
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dimensions; personal gain, relationship within organization, and relationship with peers,

with reliabilities ranging from .60 to .93 (Wong et al. 2011). Sample items include: ‘‘The

amount of permission I need to get to do the things I need to do on this job,’’ ‘‘The progress that

I have seen in the clientele served by my organization,’’ and ‘‘My relationship with other

volunteers in the organization.’’ To provide psychometric evidence for the VSI as a valid

measure of basic psychological need satisfaction, an independent sample of 56 participants

was recruited to complete the VSI and the Basic Psychological Needs Scale (Ilardi et al.

1993). Factor analysis was firstly conducted for the VSI. The 26 items were subjected to a

principal component analysis with Varimax rotation. A one-item solution was found based on

the result of the scree plot test (Cattell 1966), accounting for 64.4 % of the total variance. An

excellent overall Crobach’s alpha of .98 was obtained. As the factor analysis results supported

a one-factor solution, the overall score of this measure was used in all succeeding analyses.

To provide the construct validity of the measure, the VSI’s association with the Basic

Psychological Needs Scale was also explored (Ilardi et al. 1993). The Scale measures the degree

to which the participants experience the satisfaction of their needs for autonomy, competence,

and relatedness. Responses are captured using a 7-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (not at

all true) to 7 (very much true). Sample items include ‘‘In my daily life, I frequently have to do

what I am told’’ (autonomy, reverse item); ‘‘Often, I do not feel very competent’’ (competence,

reverse item); and ‘‘I get along with people I come into contact with’’ (relatedness). The VSI

composite mean score was significantly correlated with the overall score of the Basic Psy-

chological Needs Scale (r = .67, p \ 0.01), and its autonomy (r = .72, p \ 0.01), competence

(r = .61, p \ 0.01), and relatedness (r = .70, p \ 0.01) subscales. This provided evidence for

the VSI’s convergent validity as a measure of basic need satisfaction.

4.2.4 Life Satisfaction

This was measured using the Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener et al. 1985). This one-

dimensional scale consists of five items and was developed to measure general life sat-

isfaction. Participants are asked to rate each item on a 7-point Likert-type scale, ranging

from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). An example of an item is: ‘‘In most ways

my life is close to my ideal.’’ It has been validated locally (Wang et al. 2009) with good

internal consistency, as shown by the overall coefficient alpha of .88.

4.2.5 Demographic Variables

Relevant demographic characteristics including sex, age, marital status and religion were

also collected.

5 Results

5.1 Preliminary Analyses

Preliminary analyses were carried out to examine the relationships between the demo-

graphic variables (including age and gender), participation in voluntary services, and the

independent, mediation, and dependent variables of the study. The relationships among the

study variables were also explored. Bivariate correlation analyses and independent samples

t tests were used for continuous and categorical variables, respectively. As participants
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who had no volunteer experience (n = 78) were not asked to complete the VFI or VSI, the

relevant analyses reported here used data only from those participants with prior

experiences.

Among the series of independent-samples t tests conducted, volunteer participation did

not lead to any group difference in life satisfaction (mean = 4.99, 5.11, t = -1.33,

p = 0.17). Bivariate correlations were also conducted to examine the relationships

between the study variables. Intrinsic motivation was positively related to life satisfaction

(r = .16, p \ 0.01) and need satisfaction (r = .49, p \ 0.01). On the other hand, need

satisfaction was significantly correlated not only with life satisfaction (r = .25, p \ 0.01)

but also with extrinsic motivation (r = .39, p \ 0.01). These findings confirm our

hypotheses 1 and 2a, with intrinsic motivation encompassed in the mediation analysis.

However, they give only partial support to hypothesis 2b.

Further preliminary analyses were also conducted to test whether any covariates needed

to be included in our model. A significant gender difference was found in intrinsic vol-

unteer motivation, volunteer satisfaction, and life satisfaction. Compared with males,

females reported higher levels of intrinsic motivation (mean = 5.18, 5.49, t = -3.19,

p \ 0.05), need satisfaction (mean = 4.75, 5.01, t = -3.04, p \ 0.05), and life satisfac-

tion (mean = 4.99, 5.25, t = -2.06, p \ 0.05). Pearson correlation analyses also showed

that age had a significantly positive relationship with intrinsic volunteer motivation

(r = .13, p \ 0.05).

The results of the independent samples t tests are summarized in Tables 2 and 3, while

Table 4 presents the Pearson’s correlation coefficients of the demographic information

(that is, age) with the study variables, and also among the study variables, together with

their means and standard deviations.

5.2 Mediation Analyses

To demonstrate the mediating effect of volunteer satisfaction on the relationship between

volunteer motivation and life satisfaction, the procedures proposed by Baron and Kenny

(1986) were carried out. Four criteria had to be fulfilled: (1) variation in the independent

variable is significantly related to variation in the dependent variable, (2) variation in the

independent variable is significantly related to variation in the mediator variable, (3)

variation in the mediator variable is significantly related to variation in the dependent

variable, and (4) the relationship between the independent and dependent variables is

significantly reduced after controlling for the effects of the mediator on the latter.

Hierarchical multiple regression analyses were conducted to examine the mediating

effect. Intrinsic motivation was included as the predictor in the model, as extrinsic moti-

vation was not significantly correlated with life satisfaction. Age and gender were also

entered as the two covariates, but neither was significant in any of the following analyses.

Firstly, to establish the total effect of the predictor on the outcome variable, life sat-

isfaction was regressed on intrinsic motivation (Condition 1), which predicted it

Table 2 Descriptive statistics and t test values of life satisfaction on volunteer participation

Scale With volunteer participation
M (SD)

Without volunteer participation
M (SD)

t test value

Life satisfaction 5.11 (1.31) 4.99 (1.13) n.s.

N = 433. Mean (SD) of life satisfaction for participants with and without volunteer participation: 5.08
(1.19)
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significantly (b = .24, t = 2.90, p \ 0.01) beyond the effect of the demographic variables

(DR2 = .035, p \ 0.01). The more a volunteer was intrinsically motivated, the higher level

of life satisfaction he/she experienced. The assumption that intrinsic motivation predicted

volunteer satisfaction was then tested (Condition 2), and the results supported this asso-

ciation (b = .48, t = 9.85, p \ 0.01) beyond the effect of age and gender (DR2 = .50,

p \ 0.01). Volunteers who reported higher intrinsic motivation experienced a stronger

sense of need satisfaction through volunteering. To delineate the path between the inter-

vening and dependent variables, volunteer satisfaction was regressed on life satisfaction,

with the relationship demonstrated (b = .35, t = 3.91, p \ 0.01) beyond the effect of the

control variables (DR2 = .062, p \ 0.01). The higher level of need satisfaction experi-

enced through volunteering resulted in more life satisfaction.

Finally, we created an equation regressing intrinsic motivation and volunteer satisfaction

simultaneously on life satisfaction. After controlling for the effect of volunteer satisfaction, the

effect of intrinsic motivation on life satisfaction was no longer significant (b = .07, p = 0.18),

DR2 = .004, p = 0.18. This provides evidence of full mediation for the model (Baron and

Kenny 1986), implying no relationship between intrinsic motivation and life satisfaction when

volunteer satisfaction is included. The regression coefficients of the sets of analyses are illus-

trated in Fig. 1, and the results of the regression analyses are summarized in Table 5.

To provide a formal test of the indirect effect in the model, the Sobel test was applied,

using the normality assumption as well as the nonparametric bootstrapping procedure. The

Sobel test is more powerful than Baron and Kenny’s (1986) procedure because it directly

addresses the change in total effect after incorporation of the mediator, instead of deducing

Table 3 Descriptive statistics and t test values of volunteer motivation, need satisfaction, and life satis-
faction on gender

Scale Male
M (SD)

Female
M (SD)

t test value

Volunteer motivation

Intrinsic 5.18 (0.92) 5.49 (0.66) -3.19**

Extrinsic 4.09 (1.02) 4.24 (0.83) n.s.

Need satisfaction 4.75 (0.81) 5.01 (0.72) -3.04**

Life satisfaction 4.99 (1.22) 5.25 (1.07) -2.06*

N = 365. ** p \ 0.01,* p \ 0.05

Table 4 Means, standard deviations, correlations of study variables, and demographic information of
participants with volunteer experience

Variable Correlations coefficients Mean SD

Age Life satisfaction Volunteer motivation

Intrinsic Extrinsic

Age – 25.48 8.68

Life satisfaction n.s. – 5.17 1.13

Intrinsic motivation .13* .16** – 5.38 0.77

Extrinsic motivation -.26** n.s. .53** – 4.19 0.89

Volunteer satisfaction n.s. .25** .49** .39** 4.92 0.76

N = 365. ** p \ 0.01, * p \ 0.05
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the conclusion from several stepwise hypothesis tests. Meanwhile, the bootstrapping

procedure avoids any power problem induced by the nonnormal distribution by deriving a

confidence interval from a bootstrapped sampling distribution (Preacher and Hayes 2004).

The indirect effect estimated by the formal two-tailed significance test was significant

(Sobel z = 3.56, p \ 0.01). The bootstrapping approach result further confirmed that the

indirect effect was significantly different from zero, with the true indirect effect approx-

imated to lie between .02 and .35, p \ 0.01, after a request for 1,000 bootstrap samples.

These results are critical evidence that volunteer satisfaction mediates the relationship

between intrinsic motivation and life satisfaction, and thus support hypotheses 3a and 3b.

The Sobel test and bootstrap results are summarized in Table 6.

6 Discussion

The contribution volunteering makes to the well-being of volunteers has not been the

central focus of inquiry in previous research. No study before this has examined the

mechanisms linking motivation to volunteers’ well-being and explaining the relationship.

This study has examined the connection between volunteering motivation and life satis-

faction, and investigated the intervening effect of need satisfaction on this relationship. The

results support the proposed model, suggesting that the need satisfaction experienced

through volunteering plays a crucial intervening role in connecting volunteer motivation

with life satisfaction.

Intrinsic

Motivation

Need

Satisfaction

Life

Satisfaction

.48**

.24** (.07)

.35**

**p < .01.

Fig. 1 Model of the mediational role of need satisfaction experienced in volunteering in the relationship
between volunteer motivation and life satisfaction. Value in parentheses is the non-significant correlation
coefficient when the mediator is present

Table 5 Means, standard deviations, correlations of study variables, and demographic information of
participants with volunteer experience

Regression B SE t p

Total effect of intrinsic motivation on life satisfaction .24 .08 2.90 0.004

Intrinsic motivation to need satisfaction .48 .05 9.85 0.000

Need satisfaction to life satisfaction .35 .09 3.91 0.000

Direct effect of intrinsic motivation on life satisfaction .07 .09 0.77 0.439

Partial effect of control variables on life satisfaction

Gender .14 .13 1.11 0.27

Age .01 .01 .74 0.46

N = 365
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The study firstly attempted to seek psychometric evidence for the use of the measures

for volunteer motivation and need satisfaction. By using EFA, a dichotomous approach to

categorizing the six functional volunteer motives was identified for the VFI. Four elements

of the original values motive were identified as being linked to intrinsic motivation, with

the remaining items associated with extrinsic motivation. This is reasonable, because all

motivations except the expression of altruism should be considered as seeking ends

extrinsic to the action of volunteering. For the VSI, a one-factor solution was obtained, and

its convergent validity with basic need satisfaction established through correlation analysis.

These results indicate that the VSI has sufficient construct validity to be used as a measure

of need satisfaction through volunteering.

Participation in volunteering of itself did not, in our study, contribute to improved

subjective well-being. People who had volunteered, compared with those who had never

done so, did not judge themselves to have gained more life satisfaction. On the other hand,

the impact of the two types of motivation on life satisfaction was different. Volunteers

reported a higher life satisfaction when their participation was more intrinsically moti-

vated, while no such relationship was found for extrinsic motivation. Our results confirm

that volunteering motivation, or to be specific, intrinsic volunteering motivation, is the

determinative factor in volunteers deriving greater life satisfaction from helping others.

These findings are consistent with evidence presented in previous research on prosocial

behavior, which shows that the underlying motivation, not the helping behavior itself,

predicts the consequential impact of involvement on subjective well-being (see, for

example, Weinstein and Ryan 2010).

The mediation analyses we performed extended these findings further. After the need

satisfaction obtained through volunteering was taken into account, the direct effect of

intrinsic volunteer motivation on life satisfaction no longer existed. This implies that

intrinsically-motivated volunteers experienced more life satisfaction because their expe-

rience had enhanced the satisfaction of their basic needs. According to self-determination

theory, intrinsic motivation could be a prerequisite for individuals to experience increased

need satisfaction, explaining the relationship between motivation and well-being. The

effects identified in our study are consistent with our theoretically-derived hypotheses.

Such a mediation framework presents an account of the complex scenario depicting who

can benefit from volunteering, and how such gains are derived. It may also suggest

effective ways of developing and promoting future volunteering programs. In order to

facilitate volunteers’ well-being, such programs may need to focus more on helping them

meet their needs for competence, relatedness, and autonomy.

An unexpected finding was that although extrinsic motivation had no association with

life satisfaction, it was significantly linked to need satisfaction. The higher one’s

Table 6 Results of indirect tests

Value SE LL95CI UL95CI z p

Sobel test for indirect effect and significance using normal
distribution

.17 .05 .08 .26 3.56 0.00

M SE LL99CI UL99CI

Bootstrap results for indirect effect .17 .06 .02 .35

N = 365. Unstandardized regression coefficients are reported. Bootstrap sample size = 1,000

LL lower limit, CI confidence interval, UL upper limit
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motivation, the higher the level of need satisfaction experienced. While it did not matter

for this purpose whether the motivation was intrinsic or extrinsic, the latter had relatively

weaker association with need satisfaction. These findings seemed to contrast with the

initial hypotheses. However, after reviewing findings from some previous studies, we

identified a possible explanation.

Self-determination theory proposes that individuals have to demonstrate, throughout

their lives, certain prescribed behaviors that are without intrinsic values (Deci and Ryan

2000; Ryan and Deci 2000a, b) but which are required in order to meet one’s responsi-

bilities. In this process, some non-intrinsic motivations will be internalized and integrated as

personally-endorsed values (Ryan and Deci 2000a, b). It is proposed that when such non-

intrinsic motivations have been strongly internalized, they will also result in the satisfaction

of needs, but to a much lesser extent than for genuinely intrinsic motivations (Deci and Ryan

2000; Ryan and Deci 2000a, b). This proposition is consistent with our results.

Despite the merits of the present study, it has several limitations that require its findings

to be treated with caution. Although support for the causality of our model has been

provided by the mediation analysis, this analysis should not be considered as an approach

to determining causation definitively (Pedhazur and Schmelkin 1991). Instead of adopting

a cross-sectional design, future studies could use a longitudinal approach to explore further

the development of need satisfaction and life satisfaction throughout the volunteering

process, so that causal relationships among variables can be demonstrated.

Another limitation concerns the rationale of the ‘‘multiplicity of motives’’ (Clary and

Snyder 1991) employed in the VFI. As the measurement we used enabled participants to

cite multiple reasons for volunteering, all of them reported having both intrinsic and

extrinsic motivations. Future studies may wish to investigate whether any interaction

effects exist between the two types, so as to delineate their effects more precisely.

In conclusion, the mediation model tested here draws attention to the role of volunteer

motivation and need satisfaction in improving volunteers’ subjective well-being. The study

also identifies the relationships between various variables involved in the volunteer pro-

cess, and provides a new perspective in developing future volunteer programs.
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