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An Interdisciplinary Theory of Individual
Volunteering and Why So Few
Researchers Have Tested It

David Horton Smith®

[ Abstract]  Philanthropy includes non-coerced ( voluntary) giving of
time ( volunteering ) as well as giving money , things, and blood or body organs to
help other individuals or charities outside one’s household. The author has been
developing an interdisciplinary, general theory of individual volunteer activity
for several decades. An overview of the latest version is presented briefly, with
references to fuller versions and also to literature reviews bearing on the value
and validity of the theory. Some possible reasons are presented why so few
researchers have tested the theory adequately in the past. The two most important
reasons seem to be (1) the intrinsically interdisciplinary nature of the variables
needed and especially (2)the social structural barriers to interdisciplinary theory
posed by the existing social science academic disciplines. ARNOVA can help,
as can ISTR and ICSERA.

@® David Horton Smith £ % E4E & 12 ( Nonprofit Research) §8IH A, 25417 T £
EBEF SHF R4 (Association for Research on Nonprofit Organizations and Voluntary Actions, f&#R
ARNOVA) MZE (EEHMSEEBFAZTR)  ( Nonprofit and Voluntary Sectors Quarterly, T
NVSQ), BHEFILAFEFTEABEERRAEM ALY, —REDE
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Philanthropy includes non-coerced ( voluntary ) giving of time ( usually
termed “volunteering” ) as well as similar giving of money, things, and blood or
body organs to help other individuals or charities outside one’s household. The
author has been developing an interdisciplinary, general theory of volunteering
for several decades ( Reddy and Smith 1972,1973a, b; Smith 1964, 1966a,
1973a,1975,1980a,b,¢,1981,1983b,1985b,1994,1997a,b,¢,2000a,b,
2004 ,2010a,b,2012 ¢,d, g, h,i;Smith and Baldwin 1972b ; Smith with Dixon
1973 ; Smith and Reddy 1972a, b, ¢; Smith and Theberge 1987 ; Trow and
Smith 1983 ). Much other research and theory by Smith and his colleégues that
is cited in the references must be seen as a larger context for the theory of
volunteering.

In the past, Smith’s focus has been only on formal volunteer activity—
volunteering in contexts where the individual views the activity as mainly the
performance of an expected role in some group or organization ( a more
formalized group ) . The latest version of this distinctively “ Interdisciplinary
Theory of Individual Volunteering” (ITIV ) is broader in scope, attempting to
explain the whole range of volunteering, from highly formalized to totally non-
organized contexts. For simplicity of exposition here, this spectrum of degrees of
formalization of contexts is dichotomized into two segments,formal and informal
volunteering.

The ITIV is still in a preliminary form, rather than a fully specified form
with appropriate weights for major independent variables ( or variable clusters)
in relation to various key types of dependent volunteering variables. In this
form , the ITIV is a comprehensive sensitizing theory, rather than a full-fledged
explanatory-predictive theory. A sensitizing theory indicates what variables are
essential to take into account, with only rough indications of independent
variable weights. The ITIV is an empirically grounded theory, derived

inductively by abstracting from prior research[ e. g. , Glaser and Strauss 1999
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(1967) ]. At a later stage of its development,the ITIV may be formulated as a
deductive theory from definitions and axioms, leading to postulates and
hypotheses of varying degrees of confirmation.

The most distinctive feature of the ITIV is its attempt at comprehensive
coverage of nearly all of the relevant types of variables for understanding
volunteering, both independent and dependent. This feature is expressed in its
label as “Interdisciplinary” . One very basic contention of the ITIV is that its
proper use results in substantially greater explanation of error variance than less
comprehensive models. Obviously, the ITIV urges the use of multivariate
statistics that permit some interpretation of proportional-reduction-of-error-
variance, even if only a pseudo — R2. Such heightened explanatory power will
be one key test of ITIV’s value and validity.

Volunteering can only be properly understood by using a comprehensive
set of variables, both independent and dependent. The range of such variables

is sketched below.

THE RANGE OF DEPENDENT VARIABLES
TO BE INCLUDED

The dependent variable of volunteering is often misunderstood. Too often
researchers and even theorists mistake the part for the whole. When
volunteering has been studied in the past,the focus has largely been on formal
volunteering. Some researchers define volunteering as requiring a formal, group
context. This is unnecessarily restrictive. There is much theoretical leverage to
be gained from studying volunteering in a continuum of contexts in terms of
degree of formal organization vs. informality/lack of organization.

Formal volunteering ( FV ) can be usefully defined as activity by an
individual that is seen as beneficial to one or more other people outside that
person’s family, that is usually done with no payment for services( at the least,

without full remuneration of its economic value) , that is done without coercion
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(by “free will” or voluntarily,to some significant extent) ,and that is done in
some formally organized or semi-organized/group context.

Informal volunteering ( IV ) has all of the above characteristics except a
formally organized context. IV is thus activity by an individual that is seen as
beneficial to one or more others outside one’s family, that is usually done with
no payment for services( at the least, without full remuneration of its economic
value) , that is done without coercion ( by “free will” or voluntarily, to some
significant extent) ,but that is done by an individual who does not see himself
or herself as performing a role in some existing group or organization.

Note that IV does not require others to be present physically in the
situation , although this is usually the case. A person can be attempting to help
another person ( e. g. , a neighbor) by doing grocery shopping without the
intended recipient of helping being physically present. Similarly, FV can be
done whether or not other people are physically present. The key distinction
between FV and IV is whether or not the volunteer/person thinks of himself or

herself as playing an expected role for some group or organization when doing

the activity and this actually varies along a spectrum/continuum.

The author argues elsewhere ( Smith 2012g) that IV is part of human
informal sociality activities, which are the frequently overlooked * invisible
glue” that holds society together and form the basis of social order. Without
substantial informal volunteering, social relations in a society become strained
and alienating. The essence of volunteering, FV or IV, is attempted helping of
other persons outside one’s family. If one cannot count on others beyond one’s
family to provide at least some modest and temporary kinds of help in a given
society , the fabric of social capital and social bonds in that society is very
weak. Totalitarian dictatorships foster such uncivil societies or non-voluntary
societies.

The helping that volunteering involves can be very narrowly focused on

one or a few others, whether neighbors, friends, or co-members of a grassroots

association. Alternatively, the targets of benefits in helping can be a much

broader set of people one’s community , society , humanity as a whole, or the
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local or broader ecology of the earth and its atmosphere.

Another aspect of mistaking the part for the whole in prior research and
theory is that, when dealing with formal volunteering, some have focused only
on activity in volunteer service programs or, alternatively, only on membership
or activity in voluntary/membership associations. The implicit assumption has
been that either alone was the only type of important volunteer role, when both
are important.

The present author( Smith 1975,1994 ) and many others have in the past
considered both types of formal volunteering as functionally equivalent, when
reviewing the literature on volunteering. Musick and Wilson ( 2008 ) dismiss
association volunteering and only study service program volunteering. Yet there
aresome clear differences in the meaning and explanation of these two related
types of FV. Going forward, we need to clearly distinguish these important
differences in the organized context of formal volunteering as well as their
similarities.

Association volunteering involves far more autonomy and power for the
volunteer thandoes service program volunteering, for instance. Volunteers in
associations have significant power, and working together, they can even replace
the leadership of an association. This is not true in volunteer programs. Another
example of such differences between program service volunteering and
associational volunteering is the observed tendency for males to participate more
in membership associations and for females to participate more in volunteer
service programs. However, many other patterns of explanatory variables are the
same or quite similar for the two major types of formal volunteering. For
instance , the “ Active-Effective Character” cluster of variables has substantial
explanatory power in both types of context.

Prior research on FV has also been limited in the scope of participation
measures used simultaneously in any given study. The vast majority of research
attention has been given to a few possible measures out of a much larger
potential set. For instance,in the past most attention by far has focused on the

number of association memberships ( actually, membership types, usually ),
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active ( vs. passive ) membership, and involvement in a service volunteer
program. Only quite recently has there been research on the intensity of
participation , duration of participation, decisions to stop( exit) volunteering, and
actual exit from volunteer roles or participation. Re-joining the same or a
similar formal volunteer role/group and lifespan patterns of volunteering have
received only minimal attention.

There has also been relatively little research attention to the relationships
of volunteering to various other forms of giving ( money, blood, organs, things/
objects) and to other forms of socio-culturally-approved leisure activities such
as political participation, friendship activities, neighboring, leisure/sports/
recreation participation , etc. Smith (1969 ,1980c¢;2012i) has shown that there
is in fact a clustering of such socio-culturally-approved leisure activities, which
includes volunteering but is much broader in scope. This “ Leisure General
Activity Pattern” has important conceptual and methodological implications for
understanding any one of its component types of socio-culturally-approved
leisure activities, such as FV, IV, giving money, giving blood or organs, etc.
(Smith 20121).

A summary list of the types of volunteering that need to be studied
simultaneously as dependent variables, and their interrelations analyzed,
includes but is not limited to the following( which are not mutually exclusive) :

® Informal volunteering

® Formal volunteering

® Associational volunteering

® Service program volunteering

® Official membership in an association

® Active membership in an association

® Formal/official leadership in an association

® Informal/unofficial leadership in an association

® Entry into volunteering

e Intensity of volunteering(e. g. ,hours per week or month)

® Duration of volunteering in time units( e. g. ,number of months served)



