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Abstract
This work has explored the socioemotional selectivity theory (Cartensen, 1995) with the
purpose of evaluating how people selectively optimize their activities involving social
investments as they increase in age, investing more in self-relevant and emotionally
meaningful goals. Specifically, the purpose of this study was to test hypotheses derived
from the socioemotional selectivity theory regarding the effects of age on motives for
volunteering. The Volunteer Functions Inventory (Clary et al., 1998) was completed by
214 volunteers affiliated with different organizations. Results indicated that, as age
increases, career, understanding and making friends volunteer motivations decrease,
while social and values volunteer motivations increase. Possible implications for volunteer
management in organizations are analyzed.
Keywords: motivations, age, volunteerism, socioemotional selectivity theory.

In recent years, psychosociological studies about volunteerism have increased, and
several theoretical models to explain volunteerism have been developed (see for
example, Omoto & Snyder, 1995, 2002; Callero, Howard, & Piliavin, 1987; Grube &
Piliavin, 1996; Piliavin & Callero, 1991). The motivation to volunteer is a factor in some
theoretical models, and it is considered important for understanding participation in
volunteer services (Black & Di Nitto, 1994; Clary & Snyder, 1991; Omoto & Snyder,
1990; and Penner & Finkelstein, 1998). Presently, the functional theory of motivation
to volunteer is the most important approach to understanding motivation to
volunteer. Clary and Snyder (1991) designed this theory to explain the different types
of motives that can determine participation in volunteer services. This approach
holds that different individuals may participate in the same volunteer work for very
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different reasons, and volunteering can satisfy different motives for the same
individual at different times. Based on this theory, Clary and Snyder (1999) identified
six primary motives: protective (to reduce negative feelings), values (to express or
act on important values), social (to strengthen social relationships), understanding
(to learn about the world), career (to gain career-related experience) and
enhancement (to enhance self-esteem). Okun and Schultz (2003) included a new
motivation not described by Clary and Snyder: “making friends”. Whereas social
motive show the desire to sustain existing friendships as a motive for volunteering, the
making friends motive shows the desire to make new friends.
Age differences in motivation to volunteer have thus far rarely been analyzed (Black
& Jirovic, 1999; Okun & Schultz, 2003). A review of some studies showed that in some
cases there were similarities between younger and older volunteers (e.g, Black &
Jirovic, 1999; Clary & Snyder, 1999; Marriot Seniors Volunteerism Study, 1991), while
other studies have found that younger volunteers give more importance to career
motives (Black & Kovacs, 1999; Clary & Snyder, 1999; Okun, Barr & Herzog, 1998;
Okun & Schultz, 2003) and to protective motives for volunteering (Black & Kovacs,
1999; Ferrari, Loftus & Pesek, 1999). However, older volunteers give more importance
to social motives (Greenslade & White, 2005; Okun, Barr & Herzog, 1998; Okun &
Schultz, 2003; Zeweigenhaft, Armstrong, Quintis & Ridick, 1996).
According to Funes (1999), the life stage of a person affects the articulation of all
such variables with respect to one’s predisposition and decision to act. The
accumulation of experiences with the passing of time and changes in perceived
social conditions across life stages contribute to these age effects. Life course studies
(e.g., Elder, Johnson & Crosnoe, 2003) indicate that the meaning of roles and
activities changes across life stages. Oesterle, Kirpatrick and Mortimer (2004)
indicated that determinants of volunteerism are life-stage-specific; for example, they
found that involvement in full-time work and family reduces rather than promotes
volunteerism during young adulthood. Additionally, marriage and income were
found to be unrelated to volunteering during the early adult years, although they
promote volunteering in adult samples overall. Omoto, Snyder and Martino (2000)
found that younger adults engage in volunteer services to fulfil motivational
agendas related to interpersonal relationship considerations, whereas older adults
seek to fulfil motivational agendas related to service and community obligation
concerns. Volunteering is an activity that can be performed over a wide span of the
life course, but its meaning may change predictably with changes in roles and
agendas over a person’s lifetime (Omoto, Snyder & Martino, 2000).
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According to the theory of socioemotional selectivity (see Cartensen, 1995), people
become more selective with their social investments as perceived time left to live
becomes more limited. Through selective optimization, the activities least important
are neglected on behalf of those activities with more subjective meaning; people
invest more in self-relevant and emotionally meaningful goals. Past studies have
found that chronological age is inextricably and negatively associated with
perceived amount of time left in life, and the prioritization of goals is different across
life stages (see, for example, Carstensen, Isaacowitz & Charles, 1999; Fung,
Carstensen & Lutz, 1999). Fung, Cartensen and Lang (2001) have showed that the
salience of social goals related to knowledge seeking decreases across adulthood,
whereas the salience of social goals related to emotional gratification increases with
age. Also, as people age, they have a greater preference for familiar as opposed to
new social partners.
Volunteerism is recognized as an important source of sociability, satisfaction, and
self-validation over the life course (Hendicks & Curtler, 2004), and people volunteer
for different reasons and motives, depending of their life stage or their perceived
time left to live. In connection with the theory of socioemotional selectivity, career
and

understanding

motives

will

be

associated

with

knowledge

seeking.

Enhancement (focus promoting positive affect) and protective (focus reducing
negative affect) motives will be associated with emotional gratification. With regard
to values motive, acting on deeply held beliefs can contribute to obtain a sense of
purpose for their lives and it can enhance emotional gratification.
The aim of this study was similar to that of Okun and Schultz’s study: to test
hypotheses regarding relations between age and motives for volunteering derived
from socioemotional selectivity theory. The present study tries to contribute new
evidence by studying a Spanish volunteer sample and carrying out some additional
analyses, such as controlling the effect of length of service. Given that the strength
of the motives of volunteers change over the years spent in an organization, it’s
important a control for length of volunteer service (Clary & Snyder, 1991).
According to the socioemotional selectivity theory, the hypotheses to test are: (1)
career and understanding motives will be lower among older volunteers than
among younger volunteers, (2) enhancement and protective motives will be higher
among older volunteers than among younger volunteers, (3) older volunteers will
have lower making friends motivation (desire to make friends) and higher social
motivation (desire to sustain existing friendships) than younger volunteers, and (4)
older volunteers will have higher values motivation than younger volunteers.
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Method
Sample
Two hundred fourteen volunteers affiliated with 23 non-governmental organizations
participated in this study. The mean age was 37.52 years (SD= 17.51), and 67.8% of
the participants were women. With regard to education levels, 12.6% of participants
had completed only primary studies, 31.8% secondary studies, and 55.1% university
studies. The sample was split into six different age groups: 16-25 (N= 78), 26-35 (N=40),
36-45 (N=26), 46-55 (N=31), 56-65 (N=19) and more than 66 years (N=20).
Instruments
Motivations for volunteering. A Spanish adaptation (Dávila & Chacón, 2003) of the
Volunteer Functions Inventory (VFI) created by Clary et al. (1998) was used. The
questionnaire is composed of 30 items with a seven-point Likert-scale response
format, ranging from 1 (not at all important) to 7 (extremely important). The scores for
each of the six motivation scales identified by Clary et al. (protective, values, social,
understanding, career and enhancement) were formed by averaging the responses
to the five items that assessed each motive, with the exception of enhancement
motive; its score was formed by averaging the responses to only four items. In the
present study, we have used Okun and Schultz’s (2003) procedure to calculate the
score of making friends. Whereas items on the social scale assess the desire to sustain
existing friendships as a motive for volunteering, the remaining enhancement item
(“volunteering is a way to make new friends”) assesses motivation to make new
friends. Reliability (Cronbach’s alphas) for the six scales ranged from 0.91 (career) to
0.61 (values).
Length of service. The volunteers were asked about the number of months they had
spent in the organization.
Procedure
The conditions of questionnaire administration were agreed upon previously with
each organization to reduce interference with regular functioning; in the majority of
cases, a representative of the organization distributed and collected the
questionnaires.

Results
To check hypothesis we carried out different types of analysis. First, we conducted
descriptive analyses of the motivations using age group. Second, we carried out a 1-
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way MANOVA with age as between-subjects factor (6 levels) and scores on the 7
motives for volunteering scales as the vector of dependent variables. To control
length of service we carried out a MANCOVA with it as a covariate. Third, we
calculated correlations and multiple regression analyses for motivations and age.
Descriptive analyses of motivations with age group
The means and standard deviations for each motivation and age group are
presented in Table 1. The most important motivations across all age groups are
understanding and values. Up to 35 years old, understanding is the most important
motivation for volunteering, but, after this age, the most important motivating factor
is expressing or acting on values. All age groups also consider the protective and
career motivations as less important to volunteering. From 26 years old onward, the
career motivation is the least important. The relative importance of the remaining
motivations changes for each age group. Up to 45 years of age, making new friends
is more important than social and enhancement motivations, but, from this age,
making friends is the least important of these three motivations. In Figure 1, the
variations of motivations by age group are showed.
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MANOVA and MANCOVA
In order to check if there were significant differences in motivation across age
groups, we carried out a MANOVA. There were significant differences for the
following motivations: making friends (F(5, 209)= 3.19; p<0.01); values (F(5, 209)= 3.24,
p<0.01); career (F(5, 209)= 17.42, p<0,01); social (F(5, 209)= 2.52, p<0.05) and
understanding (F(5, 209)= 3.87, p<0.01). Post-hoc multiple comparisons (Bonferroni
test, p<0,05) indicated that younger volunteers (Group 1, 16-25 years) gave more
importance (M= 4.90) to making friends than older volunteers (Group 6, +66 years,
M= 3.23). Additionally, older volunteers (Group 6, +66 years) gave more importance
(M= 6.52) to the values motive than younger volunteers (Group 2, 26-35 years,
M=5.59). Younger volunteers gave more importance (Group 1, 16-25 years, M=3.81;
Group 2, 26-35 years, M=2.80) to the career motive than older volunteers (Group 3,
36-45 years, M=1.52; and Group 6, +66 years, M=1.40). When compared only with
Group 1: Group 2, 16-25 years, M=2.80; Group 4, 46-55 years, M=1.93, and Group 5,
56-65 years, M=1.37. About understanding, younger volunteers (Group 1, 16-25 years,
M=5.89) gave more importance to this motive than older volunteers (Group 6, +66
years, M=5.04).

Post-hoc multiple comparisons did not indicate significant

differences among age groups for social motive.
When we carried out a MANCOVA using length of service as a covariate, we found
that this variable had a significant effect on social motive (F(5,209)=11,28; p<0.01),
but the effects of age did not change significantly. The relationship between length
of service and social motive did not affect the relationship between age and
motivations.
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Correlations and multiple regression analyses across motivations and age
Age had a significant and negative relationship with the making-friends motivation
(r=-0.248,

p<0.01),

career

motivation

(r=-0.532,

p<0.01),

and

understanding

motivation (r=-0.265, p<0.01). However, age was significantly and directly related to
the values motivation (r=0.218; p<0.01).
To study the relationships between age and motivation in depth, we performed
multiple regression analyses, controlling statistically for the other motives. Each
motive was regressed separately on the other six motives scores and age.
Age was a significant predictor of four of the seven motives scores (see Table 2). Age
accounted for 2% of the variation in the protective motive, 2.1% of the variation in
the values motive, 28.6% of the variation in the career motive, and 9.4% of the
variation in the understanding motive. Age was a significant inverse predictor of the
understanding and career motivations. Age was a significant positive predictor of
the protective and values motivations.

Discussion
In the present study, we have tested hypotheses derived from the socioemotional
selectivity theory regarding age differences in motives for volunteering. In general,
our findings are consistent with our predictions, with some exceptions.
With respect to our first hypothesis, that career and understanding motives will be
lower among older than younger volunteers, a revision of the descriptive statistics of
the motivations by age group shows that the understanding motive is very important
throughout the life course, but it progressively loses importance with age. With
regard to the career motivation, all age groups consider it to be the least important
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motivation, but, starting at 26 years of age, its absolute importance is reduced even
more. The results of an MANOVA show that volunteers between 16-35 years old give
significantly more importance to the career motive than other volunteers, and this
age group gives significantly more importance to the understanding motive than
oldest volunteers. Last, the correlations analyses show that age has a significant and
negative relationship with the understanding and career motives. When we
statistically control for other motives for volunteering in multiple regression analyses,
we find that these relationships remain and that age has an important role in
predicting the career and understanding motives, especially career. These findings
are consistent with the results of Okun, Barr and Herzog (1998) and Ferrari, Loftus and
Pesek (1999), for example, and with the idea that, as people age, they invest less
time and energy in acquiring new learning or career-related experiences.
With regard to the second hypothesis, that enhancement and protective motives will
be higher among older than younger volunteers, the results are not conclusive.
Descriptive analyses show that the protective motive has little importance across all
age groups, and the enhancement motive has a relatively intermediate importance
for all age groups. When we statistically control for other motives for volunteering, we
find that the age is a significant predictor only of the protective motive. With age,
people control their internal self-regulation of emotions better. For this reason, it is not
clear whether older people use volunteering as a strategy to meet their needs for
emotional gratification because volunteering represents an external emotion
regulation strategy (Okun & Shultz, 2003).
For our third hypothesis, that older volunteers will have lower making friend
motivation and higher social motivation than younger volunteers, the descriptive
analyses show that making friends motive has an intermediate importance for all
age groups. From approximately 16-45 years old, making friends is the third most
important motivation, but, from 45 years old onward, this motivation lost importance.
The results of an MANOVA are consistent with these data: making friends is more
important to younger volunteers. We also find that age has a significant and inverse
relationship with the importance of making friends, but, when we control for the
effect of other motives, age is not a significant predictor of the motive to make
friends. The social motive is of relatively intermediate importance in all age groups,
but its importance increases starting from 46 years of age. In this case, the pattern of
change is inverse compared to the motive to make friends. The rest of our results do
not support the relationship between age and the social motive. These results are in
line with the findings of Zeweigenhaft, Armstrong, Quintis and Ridick (1996); Okun,
Barr and Herzog (1998) and Greenslade and White (2005). According to
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socioemotional selectivity theory, during youth and early adulthood (when time is
usually perceived as expansive), people give more priority to meeting social goals
that imply an expansion of their social horizons; that is, goals aimed at optimizing the
future are prioritized. However, during adulthood and old age (when time is usually
perceived as limited), emotionally meaningful goals become relatively more
important, and people become more selective about their investment in social
activities and relationships.
With regard to our fourth hypothesis, that older volunteers will have higher values
motivation than younger volunteers, we find that the values motive is one of the
most important motivations for volunteering across all age groups, but its importance
is greatest from 36 years old onward. We also found significant differences in the
importance of this motive between younger volunteers (26-35 years) and the oldest
volunteers. Supporting our previous results, there is a positive and significant
correlation between age and the values motive that continues even when we
control for other motives for volunteering.
When time is perceived as limited, emotionally meaningful goals become more
important. Lang and Carstensen (2002) distinguish between two subtypes of
emotionally meaningful goals, one related to the regulation of emotions and one
related to generativity goals, such as becoming a “keeper of the meaning” or
“taking responsibility for future generations”. This second subtype of goals has been
found to be most prominent in later adulthood. In this sense, some studies have
found stronger prosocial orientations among older adults than young adults.
McAdams et al. (2000) (see Lang & Carstensen, 2002) suggested that a strong
commitment to generativity goals later in life may reflect a desire for “symbolic
immortality”.
Theses results are also consistent with Chacón and Vecina’s (1999) findings. They
found that older volunteers consider the values motive significantly more important
when initiating volunteering.
In general, our results are consistent with Okun and Schultz’s (2003) findings, even
after controlling the length of service’s effect on motives. Although it is possible to
find some discrepancies with specific results (in some correlations, for example), the
most important differences can be found with regard to the making friends and
values motives. In previous study, age was positively related to the making friends
motive, and its relation was nonlinear, but, in the present study, the relationship was
negative. The values motive was unrelated to age in previous study, but, in the
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present study, there was a positive relation. These differences between studies could
be due to several factors: type of organization where people are doing their
volunteer service, type of task developed, etc. The principal differences may also be
due to several limitations in our study and/or cultural differences. Okun and Schultz’s
study used Anglo-Saxon volunteers, while the present study used volunteers from
Spain.
With regard to limitations, first, the studied sample was not representative of the
population of volunteers in Spain, and the size of the age groups was not balanced;
furthermore, the number of people was limited in some groups. The disparities
among the number of participants in each age group may have adversely affected
the power associated with the post-hoc pair-wise test. Second, the present study is
cross-sectional; it is necessary to also conduct longitudinal studies where the
evolution of sociohistoric context and its effect on volunteer motivations can be
analyzed. More information about the dynamics of change in motivations through
time is also necessary (Perry & Imperial, 2001).

Third, we did not examine some

factors that are key to testing the socioemotional selectivity theory, for example
participants’ health status (poorer health is associated with perceived amount of
time left in life) or future time perspective (Cartensen et al, 1999). Forth, the
individuals may not be aware of their underlying motives for volunteering. Finally,
how social desirability can affect reported motives is another factor that we need to
control for in the future.
These results have clear practical implications. Being aware of motivational agendas
can be useful when designing recruitment tailored to the profile of the volunteers a
group wants to attract, matching the message to the motivation of the recipients
(Omoto, Snyder & Martino, 2000). But the most striking finding of the present study is
that within all six age groups, the two motives that were rated as most important
were value and understanding. Thus, regardless of age, if one were going to
develop persuasive messages for volunteering, it seems that the emphasis would be
on themes such as “Volunteering is a great way to express your concern for others
and to learn about the world around you”. Based upon the results of the present
study, it does not appear to be the case that persuasive appeals to potential
volunteers of different ages would need to vary in the themes that were
emphasized.
On the other hand, in order to design persuasive message it is important to consider
other peculiarities of each age group. For example, Fung and Carstensen (2003)
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showed that older adults prefer and remember better persuasive messages with an
emotionally meaningful appeal.
To end, this study has showed that the volunteerism can be an activity that permits
to satisfy very different motives over the life course. The motivations of people can
change with the passing of time, but the volunteerism can fit theses changes.
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