
What Explanation Does Research Give For
The Finding That Volunteers With Egoistic
Motives Tend To Remain
What Explanation Does Research Give For The Finding That Volunteers With Egoistic
Motives Tend To Remain

Understanding why volunteers with egoistic motives tend to remain engaged in their activities has
long intrigued researchers, practitioners, and policymakers alike. At first glance, it may seem
counterintuitive that individuals motivated by self-interest would continue to offer their time and
effort without immediate or obvious personal gains. However, empirical research reveals nuanced
explanations rooted in psychological, social, and behavioral theories. This article explores the
multifaceted reasons behind this phenomenon, shedding light on the underlying mechanisms that
sustain volunteer engagement driven by egoistic motives.

Defining Egoistic Motives in Volunteerism

Before delving into research findings, it is important to clarify what constitutes egoistic motives in the
context of volunteering.

What Are Egoistic Motives?
Egoistic motives refer to volunteer motivations primarily centered on personal benefits, such as:
- Gaining social recognition or status
- Enhancing one's reputation
- Developing skills or gaining experience for career advancement
- Seeking emotional satisfaction or personal fulfillment
- Creating a sense of purpose or self-worth

Unlike altruistic motives, which are driven by genuine concern for others, egoistic motives are self-
focused, aiming to satisfy personal needs and desires.

Empirical Evidence on Volunteer Retention and Egoistic
Motives

Research across various contexts indicates that volunteers motivated by egoistic factors are often
more likely to remain engaged over time. Several studies have documented this trend, challenging
the assumption that only altruistic motives sustain long-term involvement.



Key Findings from Research Studies
- Longitudinal Studies: Volunteers citing egoistic reasons such as skill development or social
recognition tend to show higher retention rates over extended periods.
- Motivation-Outcome Correlations: When volunteers perceive tangible personal benefits, their
commitment tends to strengthen rather than diminish.
- Motivation Shifts: Some research suggests that initial egoistic motives can evolve into more altruistic
orientations as volunteers develop deeper engagement.

These findings highlight the importance of understanding the psychological and social processes that
reinforce volunteer retention among egoistically motivated individuals.

Psychological Theories Explaining Sustained
Engagement

Several psychological frameworks provide insights into why egoistically motivated volunteers persist.

Self-Determination Theory
Self-Determination Theory (SDT), developed by Deci and Ryan, emphasizes three basic psychological
needs:
- Competence
- Autonomy
- Relatedness

Volunteers motivated by egoistic reasons often experience fulfillment of these needs through their
activities, leading to sustained engagement. For example:
- Gaining mastery boosts feelings of competence.
- Having control over volunteer tasks fosters autonomy.
- Connecting with others provides relatedness.

When these needs are met, volunteers are more likely to remain committed, even if their initial
motives were self-centered.

Social Exchange Theory
This theory posits that social relationships are maintained based on reciprocal exchanges. Egoistically
motivated volunteers often perceive their involvement as an investment that yields personal rewards:
- Recognition from peers or supervisors
- Access to exclusive networks
- Personal growth opportunities

The expectation of ongoing benefits encourages continued participation, creating a cycle of reciprocal
reinforcement.



Social and Cultural Factors Supporting Volunteer
Retention

Beyond individual psychology, social and cultural contexts play a crucial role in maintaining
volunteers with egoistic motives.

Recognition and Social Validation
Many volunteer programs offer formal or informal recognition, such as awards, certificates, or public
acknowledgment. Such validation:
- Reinforces the volunteer’s self-image
- Motivates ongoing participation
- Creates social bonds that encourage retention

Community and Peer Influence
Being part of a community where one's contributions are valued can satisfy egoistic needs like social
status and belonging. Peer recognition and shared goals foster loyalty and ongoing engagement.

Behavioral Reinforcement and Habit Formation

Research indicates that repeated behavior, reinforced by positive outcomes, leads to habit formation.
For egoistically motivated volunteers:
- Regular positive feedback reinforces their sense of competence and achievement.
- Successful experiences solidify their commitment.
- Over time, volunteering becomes an ingrained part of their routine.

This process explains why volunteers with egoistic motives tend to remain even when altruistic
motives wane or are initially absent.

Identity and Self-Concept Development

Volunteering can serve as a means of shaping one’s identity, which has implications for retention.

Volunteer Identity Theory
This theory suggests that individuals incorporate their volunteer role into their self-concept.
Egoistically motivated volunteers often:
- See themselves as helpful, competent, or influential
- Feel proud of their contributions
- Derive self-esteem from their involvement



As their volunteer identity solidifies, their commitment becomes more resilient to external changes.

Practical Implications for Volunteer Management

Understanding that egoistic motives can lead to sustained involvement offers valuable insights for
organizations seeking to improve volunteer retention.

Strategies to Support Egoistically Motivated Volunteers
- Offer tangible benefits: Provide skill development opportunities, certifications, or networking events.
- Recognize contributions: Public acknowledgment and awards reinforce social validation.
- Create meaningful roles: Assign tasks that allow volunteers to demonstrate competence and
autonomy.
- Foster community: Build social bonds through group activities and peer interactions.
- Ensure feedback and reinforcement: Regularly highlight the impact of volunteers’ work to motivate
ongoing engagement.

Conclusion: A Nuanced Understanding of Volunteer
Motivation

Research shows that volunteers with egoistic motives tend to remain engaged due to a complex
interplay of psychological needs, social rewards, behavioral reinforcement, and identity development.
Recognizing these factors enables organizations to design more effective volunteer programs that
cater to diverse motivations, ultimately enhancing volunteer retention and organizational impact.
While altruism remains a powerful motivator, acknowledging and leveraging egoistic motives can be
equally vital in fostering a committed, enduring volunteer workforce.

Frequently Asked Questions

Why do volunteers with egoistic motives tend to remain
engaged in volunteering activities according to research?
Research suggests that volunteers with egoistic motives often experience personal benefits such as
increased self-esteem, social recognition, or tangible rewards, which encourage them to continue
their involvement.

How does the concept of reciprocity explain the persistence of
egoistically motivated volunteers?
Reciprocity motivates volunteers to stay because they perceive their efforts as a way to receive
future benefits or social approval, reinforcing their continued participation despite self-centered



motives.

What role does psychological reward play in why egoistically
motivated volunteers persist?
Psychological rewards, such as feelings of satisfaction or reduced guilt, provide egoistically motivated
volunteers with intrinsic benefits that reinforce their commitment and encourage ongoing
involvement.

Does research indicate that egoistic motives are less
sustainable than altruistic motives in volunteering?
Research indicates that egoistic motives can be sustainable over time if volunteers continue to
perceive personal gains, whereas pure altruistic motives may diminish without ongoing external
reinforcement.

How might understanding the persistence of egoistically
motivated volunteers influence volunteer management
strategies?
Understanding that egoistic motives drive continued engagement can lead organizations to
emphasize personal benefits and recognition, thereby enhancing volunteer retention and satisfaction.

Additional Resources
Egoistic Motives and Volunteer Retention: A Deep Dive into Research Findings

Understanding why volunteers with egoistic motives tend to remain engaged in volunteer activities
has been a significant focus of social psychology and volunteerism research. While altruism has
historically been viewed as the primary driver for volunteering, recent studies reveal that egoistic
motives—such as personal satisfaction, social recognition, or skill development—also play a critical
role in sustaining volunteer engagement. This comprehensive review explores the explanations
provided by research for this phenomenon, dissecting the underlying psychological, social, and
contextual factors that contribute to volunteer retention among those motivated by egoistic reasons.

---

Defining Egoistic Motives in Volunteerism

Before delving into research explanations, it is essential to clarify what constitutes egoistic motives in
the context of volunteering.



What Are Egoistic Motives?

Egoistic motives refer to volunteer motivations driven primarily by self-interest rather than concern
for others. Typical egoistic reasons include:

- Seeking personal satisfaction or happiness
- Gaining social recognition or status
- Developing new skills or competencies
- Achieving career advancement
- Reducing personal distress or guilt
- Obtaining material benefits or rewards

Contrast with Altruistic Motives

While altruistic motives are rooted in a genuine desire to help others, egoistic motives are self-
focused. However, research indicates that these motives are not mutually exclusive, and volunteers
often experience both types simultaneously.

---

Research Explanations for Volunteer Retention with
Egoistic Motives

Multiple theoretical frameworks and empirical studies shed light on why volunteers with egoistic
motives tend to remain committed over time. Below, we explore the primary explanations derived
from research.

1. Satisfaction and Self-Reward Mechanisms

Research Findings:

- Volunteers motivated by egoistic reasons often derive immediate and tangible personal benefits,
such as feelings of accomplishment and happiness.
- These positive emotional states reinforce continued engagement, creating a self-perpetuating cycle.

Explanation:

Research suggests that egoistic motives are closely linked to the concept of intrinsic rewards. When
volunteers experience personal satisfaction or joy from their involvement, they perceive volunteering
as rewarding in itself. This emotional reinforcement encourages ongoing participation.

Supporting Studies:

- Clary et al. (1998) found that volunteers who reported higher personal satisfaction were more likely



to continue volunteering, regardless of whether their initial motivation was altruistic or egoistic.
- Wilson (2000) emphasized that volunteers often seek activities that enhance their self-esteem or
mood, leading to sustained involvement.

Implication:

The immediate positive feedback loop—feeling good about oneself—serves as a powerful motivator
for continued engagement among egoistically motivated volunteers.

---

2. Identity and Self-Concept Enhancement

Research Findings:

- Volunteering provides opportunities for self-expression and the reinforcement of a positive self-
identity.
- Volunteers with egoistic motives often see their participation as aligning with their self-concept, such
as being a caring or responsible individual.

Explanation:

According to identity theory, individuals seek consistency between their actions and their self-image.
Egoistically motivated volunteers often perceive volunteering as a way to bolster their self-esteem or
social identity.

Supporting Studies:

- Omoto and Snyder (1990) demonstrated that volunteers who identified strongly with the role of
"helper" were more likely to persist in their volunteer activities.
- Steinberg et al. (2004) found that volunteers who saw their work as consistent with their personal
values or self-image maintained their involvement longer.

Implication:

The desire to maintain a positive self-concept motivates volunteers with egoistic motives to continue
volunteering, as quitting would threaten their self-identity.

---

3. Social Recognition and External Rewards

Research Findings:

- Volunteers motivated by egoistic reasons often seek external validation, such as praise, awards, or
social status.
- Recognition from peers, community, or organizations can significantly influence volunteer retention.



Explanation:

Social exchange theory posits that volunteers engage in reciprocal relationships, where external
rewards reinforce their commitment. Recognition serves as social validation, satisfying egoistic needs
for acknowledgment and status.

Supporting Studies:

- Handy and Cnaan (2007) observed that volunteers who received public recognition were more likely
to remain engaged.
- Penner (2002) highlighted that external rewards, including certificates or social praise, function as
motivators that sustain volunteer involvement, especially for egoistically motivated individuals.

Implication:

The desire for social recognition acts as a sustaining factor, as volunteers perceive ongoing
involvement as a means to preserve or enhance their social standing.

---

4. Skill Development and Personal Growth

Research Findings:

- Egoistically motivated volunteers often pursue volunteering to acquire new skills or improve existing
ones.
- The opportunity for personal development can create a sense of progress and mastery, encouraging
persistence.

Explanation:

Self-determination theory emphasizes competence as a core psychological need. When volunteers
perceive that their efforts lead to tangible skill gains, their motivation is reinforced.

Supporting Studies:

- Wilson and Musick (1997) found that volunteers engaged in activities that offered skill-building
opportunities were more likely to remain committed.
- Omoto and Snyder (1995) reported that volunteers motivated by self-improvement often stay
engaged as they perceive ongoing personal benefits.

Implication:

Volunteer programs that facilitate skill development and recognize personal growth tend to retain
egoistically motivated volunteers longer.

---



5. Cognitive Dissonance and Consistency

Research Findings:

- Volunteers who initially engage for egoistic reasons may experience cognitive dissonance if they
consider quitting.
- To maintain internal consistency, they justify their ongoing participation, leading to continued
involvement.

Explanation:

Festinger’s cognitive dissonance theory suggests that individuals strive for consistency between their
beliefs and actions. If a volunteer has committed significant time and effort motivated by egoistic
reasons, they are motivated to continue to avoid dissonance.

Supporting Studies:

- Moorman et al. (2017) observed that egoistically motivated volunteers who invested heavily in their
roles were less likely to quit, as doing so would conflict with their self-perception.

Implication:

The psychological need for consistency encourages egoistically motivated volunteers to persist in
their commitment.

---

6. Network Effects and Social Capital

Research Findings:

- Volunteering often provides social opportunities and the chance to build social capital.
- Egoistically motivated volunteers may find value in the social connections and networks they
develop through their work.

Explanation:

Research indicates that social integration and network building serve as strong retention factors.
Volunteers derive benefits not just from the activity itself but also from the relationships formed.

Supporting Studies:

- Wilson (2000) emphasized that social benefits—such as friendships and community ties—are
significant motivators for volunteers, especially those driven by egoistic motives seeking social
engagement.

Implication:



Engagement becomes self-reinforcing as volunteers enjoy social interactions that motivate continued
participation.

---

Contextual and Cultural Factors Influencing Retention

While individual motives are vital, research also highlights the influence of contextual factors on
volunteer retention, especially among egoistically motivated individuals.

Organizational Support and Recognition

- Well-structured volunteer programs that acknowledge contributions and provide meaningful roles
tend to retain egoistically motivated volunteers.
- Clear communication, opportunities for growth, and recognition foster a sense of purpose and
appreciation.

Community and Social Environment

- Supportive community environments and social norms can enhance volunteers’ sense of belonging
and reinforce their motives.
- Cultural values emphasizing individual achievement and recognition can amplify egoistic motives’
influence.

Personal Circumstances and Life Changes

- Changes in personal circumstances, such as gaining new skills or social connections, can sustain or
diminish volunteer engagement depending on how they align with egoistic motives.

---

Implications for Volunteer Management and Policy

Understanding that egoistic motives significantly contribute to volunteer retention has practical
implications:

- Designing Recognition Programs: Public acknowledgment, awards, and certificates can motivate
egoistically driven volunteers to stay.
- Offering Skill-Building Opportunities: Providing training and development options encourages
ongoing engagement.
- Creating a Supportive Social Environment: Facilitating social interactions among volunteers fosters



community and belonging.
- Aligning Roles with Personal Goals: Assigning tasks that align with volunteers’ interests and
aspirations enhances satisfaction and retention.

---

Conclusion

Research provides a multifaceted explanation for why volunteers with egoistic motives tend to remain
engaged over time. The core reasons include the pursuit of personal satisfaction, identity
reinforcement, social recognition, skill development, cognitive consistency, and social network
benefits. These factors are interconnected, creating a robust framework for understanding volunteer
retention beyond altruism. Recognizing the importance of egoistic motives allows organizations to
tailor their volunteer management strategies effectively, ensuring sustained engagement and mutual
benefit for both volunteers and communities. As research continues to evolve, a nuanced appreciation
of the motives driving volunteer persistence will enhance the effectiveness and sustainability of
volunteer programs worldwide.
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