
Booth in the Board: Flipping the 
Volunteerism Switch 

George Wu 

University of Chicago  
Booth School of Business 

On Board  
April 7, 2017 



Electronic Copy 
 
 
Available at: 
n  daviscenter.org/vol.pdf 

2 



Presentation Overview 
Goals  
n  Discuss some psychological research that inspires you to 

increase quality and quantity of volunteer engagement 

Caveats 
n  No “one size fits all” solution 
n  Volunteering is complex 
n  Psychology is sound, but direct relationship to volunteerism 

not always proven 

Opportunities 
n  Your organization can be a pioneer! 
n  We are looking for partners 
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Volunteering is the altruistic provision of a scarce resource – 
time 
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Volunteering is the altruistic provision of a scarce resource – 
time 
 
Why this definition? 

n  What can your organization do to recruit and retain the 
right volunteers? 

n  How does an individual decide to volunteer? 
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For the Benefit of a Nonprofit 
 
Volunteering is the altruistic provision of a scarce resource – 
time 
 
n  Is volunteerism altruistic behavior?  

n  Why time (instead of money or another scarce resource)?  

n  Why your organization? 

n  Why now? 

n  What now? 

(The Efficiency Paradox) 

(The Altruism Paradox) 

(The Intention Paradox) 



Another Definition of Volunteering 
 
Volunteer work is “freely chosen and deliberate helping 
activities that extend over time, are engaged in without 
expectation of reward or other compensation and often 
through formal organizations, and that are performed on 
behalf of causes or individuals who desire assistance.” 

- Snyder and Omoro (2008) 
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1. The Altruism Paradox 
What drives volunteering? 
n  Volunteering Function Inventory (VFI) identifies 6 

motivations (Clary et al, 1998) 



Motivations for Volunteering 
q  Values 

n  “I feel it is important to help others.” 
q  Self-enhancement 

n  “Volunteering makes me feel better about myself.” 
q  Self-protection 

n  “Volunteering is a good escape from my own troubles.” 
q  Social (Belonging) 

n  “People I know share an interest in community service.” 
q  Development (Understanding) 

n  “Volunteering lets me learn through direct, hands-on 
experience” 

q  Career 
n  “Volunteering can help me to get my foot in the door at a 

place where I would like to work.” 



Motivations for Volunteering 
n  More of each motivation correlated with volunteer activity 

and duration (Clary, Snyder, and Stukas, 1996) 
q  Best predictor of volunteering is Education (more is better) 
q  Then 

n  Values 
n  Career 
n  Social 
n  Development 

n  Most (62.9%) people have multiple motivations (Kiviniemi, 
Snyder, and Omoto, 2012) 



Motivations for Volunteering 
n  Motivations shift over time (Omoto, Snyder, and Martino, 2002; 

Clary et al, 1996) 
q  Younger:  Belonging; Career; Development 
q  Older:  Values 

n  Different volunteer activities tap into different motivations 
(Clary, Snyder, and Stukas, 1996) 
q  Example 1: Development motivation important for Environment, 

Human Services, Education, and Arts; not important for Religious 
q  Example 2: Belonging motivation important for Religious, Political; 

not important for Arts, Education, Environment 



1. The Altruism Paradox: Implications 
n  Be aware of the “false consensus effect”: some of your 

volunteers are motivated by different concerns 

n  Each motivation has a different implication for retention 
q  Social: motivation increases over time? 
q  Career and development: motivation decreases once needs 

are met 

n  But take advantage of shifting motivations 
n  Different “reward mechanisms” (e.g., badges, praise, 

individual recognition, social recognition, leadership roles, 
etc.) match different motivations 
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Rather than coming home after work to cook, the Zagats 
suggested, “people would be better off staying an extra hour 
in the office doing what they do well, and letting bargain 
restaurants do what they do best.” … Specialization is 
undeniably a powerful social and economic force.  And yet it 
is also debilitating.  It breeds helplessness, dependence, and 
ignorance and, eventually, it undermines any sense of 
responsibility … One problem with the division of labor in our 
complex economy is how it obscures the lines of connection, 
and therefore of responsibility, between our everyday acts 
and their real-world consequences.” 

- Michael Pollan (2013), Cooked 
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2. The Efficiency Paradox 
Nonprofits need two resources: volunteers and donations 
 
n  What’s different between time and money? 
 Connection 

Low High 

Efficiency 

Low 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

High 

 
 
 
 
 



A Scenario 
 
Mike is a young professional who makes a very healthy 
salary and has modest spending patterns. Mike works hard 
and does not have much free time.  In addition, Mike is 
somewhat clumsy and skinny.  Some of his friends refer to 
him as the “100-pound weakling."   
  
Robert, a friend of Mike’s, is a graduate student in 
anthropology.  Robert gets by on his relatively modest 
stipend by living frugally. 
  
Robert is moving apartments and has asked Mike for help. 



A Scenario 
 
Scenario A (“Help Move”) 
Mike volunteers to help Robert move.  Although Mike is 
clumsy and somewhat weak, he is able to assist Robert in 
successfully moving apartments. 
 
Scenario B (“Pay a Mover”) 
Mike hires and pays a professional mover.  The mover is 
able to assist Robert in successfully moving. 
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A Second Scenario 
 
Bill is a successful accountant who owns a small accounting 
firm.  The firm has been successful — Bill is wealthy but 
extremely busy. 
  
Bill’s college friend David is the director of a soup kitchen.  
David has asked for Bill’s help with the soup kitchen. 
 
 



A Second Scenario 
Scenario A (“Employee-Tax”) 
The financial records for David’s soup kitchen are a disaster 
and taxes must be filed later this week.  Bill donates 2 hours 
of time of one of his junior accountants to the soup kitchen.  
One night, the junior accountant gets the financial records in 
order and forms ready for submission of taxes. 
 
Scenario B (”Bill-Soup Kitchen”) 
There are generally plenty of volunteers to greet and serve 
the soup kitchen patrons.  But an extra person is sometimes 
useful.  Bill denotes 2 hours of his time to the soup kitchen.  
One night, Bill greets and serve the soup kitchen patrons. 
There are plenty of other volunteers that night. 
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Time ≈ Money 

n  Bureau of Labor Statistics 
q  Implied total monetary contribution:  $185 billion  
q  Annual charitable contributions in 2013:  $229 billion 

 



Time is Not Money 
Money is more efficient than time 
n  Time and money differ in perceived scarcity (Soman, 2001; 

Shah, Mullainathan, and Shafir, 2002) 
q  “Wealthy” people:  time > money 
q  “Poor” people:  money > time 

n  Value of money clearer than value of time (Okada & Hoch, 2004) 
q  Money:  Value/$  
q  Time:  Value   
q  But not for hourly workers (DeVoe and Pfeffer, 2008) è hourly workers 

volunteer less than salaried workers (DeVoe and Pfeffer, 2007) 

n  Money and time are not asymmetrical 
q  Money buys time, but time may not “buy” money 
q  Money is more fungible than time 

n  Planning for money is easier than planning for time (Lynch et 
al, 2010) 

 



Money is not Time 
Time connects people with beneficiaries 
n  Spending time is viewed as fairer and a better signal of 

preference than spending money (Shaddy and Shah, 2017; 
Kahneman, Knetsch, and Thaler, 1990) 

n  Volunteering creates more contact with beneficiaries than 
charitable contribution 

n  People overestimate the benefits of social connection 
q  Loneliness is a huge risk factor (Cacioppo and Patrick, 2008; Steptoe 

et al, 2013) 
q  People are happier when forced to interact with others (Epley and 

Schroeder, 2014) 

 



2. The Efficiency Paradox: Implications 
n  Planning time is hard, so expect volunteers to be fickle 
n  Be careful about you couple time and money asks 

(Yeomans and Al-Ubaydli, 2016) 
n  Skill-based activity matching can result in high efficiency 

and low connection 
n  Connection makes retention easier, so engineer activities 

to increase connection and efficiency 
q  Example: Center for Economic Progress 

n  Think of volunteer engagement strategies over the life 
span 
q  Young:  Money is scarce; Time is abundant 
q  Middle:  Money is abundant; Time is scarce 
q  Retired:  Money is abundant; Time is abundant 

 





3. The Intention Paradox 
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Volunteer Recruiting and Retention 
 
 
Consensus among academics and practitioners that 
retention is a bigger challenge than recruiting 
(Penner, 2002; Penner, Dovidio, Pillavan, Schroeder, 
2005) 

 



Volunteer Intentions > Actual Service 
Example 1 (Spark) 
n  Volunteers spend multiple weeks mentoring at-risk middle 

school students 
n  ≈ 1,500 volunteers from 2011 to 2015 
n  80% of mentors “strongly agree” or “agree” that they 

would like to volunteer again 
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Volunteer Intentions > Actual Service 
Example 2 (Chicago Cares) 
n  Serve-a-thon Annual Service Event ≈ 3,500 volunteers 
n  2013 Survey results 

n  Only 2.5% of these volunteers sign up to be Chicago Cares 
volunteers  
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Volunteer Intentions > Actual Service 
Example 3 (Chicago Cares Annual Survey, 2015) 
n  Survey asked about actual service versus intentions 
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Intentions > Actions 
 
Volunteering ≈ Exercise (and other “virtuous” behaviors, such 
as savings, healthy eating, going to bed early, studying, etc.) 
n  Self-control problem (Mischel, 1974; Thaler and Shefrin, 1981) 
n  Today: I am going o volunteer next Saturday 
n  Next Saturday: “I’m exhausted” “My friends want me to go to brunch” “I 

forgot about my taxes” “Shoot! I signed up to volunteer.” 

 
 
Case Example: New Year’s Resolutions! 
n  50% of Americans set New Year’s Resolutions 
n  12-25% are successful 
n  60% fail within a few weeks 
 



Nudging Behavior  

“A nudge…is any aspect of choice 
architecture that alters people’s 
behavior in a predictable way 
without forbidding any options or 
significantly changing their 
economic incentives.  To count as 
a mere nudge, the intervention 
must be easy and cheap to avoid.” 



Intervention Template 

n  Observation 

n  Idea 

n  Partners 

n  Results 



Examples of successful interventions  
n  “Save more tomorrow” (Thaler & Benartzi, 2004) 

n  Impact and fundraising (Grant, 2008) 

n  Norms and environmental conservation (Goldstein & 
Cialdini, 2008) 

n  Social belonging and Education (Walton & Cohen, 2011) 

n  Identity and Voting (Bryan, Walton, Rogers, & Dweck, 
2011)  

n  Goals (Sackett, Wu, White, & Markle, 2016) 



“Save more tomorrow” 
Thaler & Benartzi (2004) 
 
n  Observation:  Employees do not save enough for 

retirement 

n  Idea:  Get employees to commit in advance to allocate a 
portion of their future salary increases towards retirement 
savings 

n  Partners:  Large number of companies 

n  Results:  Average saving rates increased from 3.5% (in a 
control group) to 13.6% in 3 years 



Impact and fundraising  
Grant (2008) 
 
n  Observation:  Fundraising phone calls are often 

ineffective 

n  Idea:  Provide fundraisers with information about the 
impact of the donations.  Highlighting impact should lead 
fundraisers to put in more effort. 

n  Partner:  A University fundraising organization 

n  Results:  Doubling of the number of pledges and amount 
of donations. 



Norms and environmental conservation 
Goldstein, Cialdini & Griskevicius (2008) 
 
n  Observation:  Extraordinary towel use in hotels, even 

among environmentally conscious customers 

n  Idea:  Use social norms to get guests to reuse towels. 
Place signs in hotel rooms: “The majority of guests (in this 
room) reuse their towels.” 

n  Partner:  A Hotel 

n  Results:  10-15% increase in reusing towels 



Social belonging 
Walton & Cohen (2011) 
 
n  Observation:  Minority students often struggle in college 

n  Idea:  Encourage minorities to interpret adversity in a 
non-threatening way.  This will increase their sense of 
belonging and allow them to perform better academically. 

n  Partner:  University 

n  Results:  Intervention dramatically improved minority 
students’ grades, well-being, and health, and decreased 
dropout rates. 



Motivating Voting 
Bryan, Walton, Rogers, & Dweck (2011) 
 
n  Observation: Many citizens do not vote 

n  Idea:  People may be more motivated to vote when voting 
affirms their self image.  Self image is more salient when 
an individual is asked how important it is “to be a voter” 
than it is “to vote.”  

n  Partner:  none 

n  Results:  Intervention increased voter turnout (10-15%) 



Goals and Marathon Running 
Sackett, Wu, White, and Markle (2016) 
 
n  Observation:  Marathoners set performance goals to 

motivate themselves 

n  Idea: Get runners to commit to aggressive goals when 
they are relatively optimistic 

n  Partner: None 

n  Results: Marathoners who provided a goal prior to the 
marathon ran 7 minutes faster! 



3. Intention Paradox: Implications 
n  Recognize that intentions outstrip actions 

n  Create nudges to close the gap 

q  Simplify choice processes 
q  Evoke identity as a volunteer 
q  Get volunteers to make commitments immediately after an 

engagement 
q  Create “channel factors” (easily accessible directions for every step 

of the process) 
q  Get volunteers to set explicit goals 
q  Identify a volunteer’s activity ahead of time 

n  ”Your job will be to plant the gardenias.” 



Final Thoughts 
Proposal 
n  Psychological insights can improve volunteerism 

 
Three Paradoxes 
n  Altruism Paradox 
n  Efficiency Paradox 
n  Intention Paradox 

Get involved 
n  George Wu (wu@chicagobooth.edu) 



Thank you! 


