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Abstract
Scholarly and professional judgement concur with the common sense view that

there is social and educational valve in adolescents engaging in responsible
service in their cormunities. However, measurable gains in Eﬁé&iéagé; skiiis;
or attitudes have been difficult to document. The present study describes the
effects of participation in two kinds of volunteer activities, community

service and child care, on adoléscénts' attitudes toward social and personal
responsibility, skill development, and knowledge acquisition. Written
questionnaires and interviews with participants and testiiony from adult

supervisors were employed to document such effects. Results show that girls
and community service project participants gained more positive attitudes than
did boys or child care workers. Ninety percent of participants indicated the
likelihood of continued volunteer work and nearly all volunteetrs reported
gains in skills and knowledge. Implications and limitations of the findings

are also discussed,



The Effect of Volunteer Experience
on Early Adoiescents' Social Development

Stephen F. Hamilton
L. Mickey Fenzel
Cornell University

Scholarty and professional judgment concur with common sense in affirming
the value of adolescents engaging in responsible activities in their
communities. However, evaluations of the effects of community experience on
adolescents have often been unable to document their value im terms of
measurable improvements in attitudes, knowledge, or skill (e.g., Hamilton,
1981; Crowe & Walker, 1977). Evaluations finding positive outcomes include
Bucknam and Brand's (1983) m>ta-analysis of studies of Experience-Based Career
Education and Hamilton and Zeldin's (in press) study of internms in local
government. Most relévant to the present ihvéétigéﬁibﬁ is Conrad and Hedin's
(198la) evaluation of 27 exemplary experiential learning programs, which
fépuftéd positive results of several kinds. However, Newmann and Rutter
(1983) were unable to replicate these results in a study using more
sophisticated statistical procedures.

There are many plausible explanations for the difficulty encountered in
(Hamilton, 1980). Four are particularly pertinent to this evaluation. First,
the éiﬁéfiéﬁééé young people have in the community vary enormously. There is
no good reason to expect that a 12 year old who helps locaté and place a bid
on a building to house a communiity iibrary will be affected in the same way as
a 15 year old who helps in an after-school care center. Second, even within
the same program; one participant ES§ focus on a particular part of the
experience and gain from it something that amother participant neither needed
nor wished. One child care aide might concentrate om organizing the reading

corner while another spends her time learning how to encourage a shy child to
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corner while anothei spends her time learning how to encourage a shy child to
be more assertive. In both these comparisons, real and important benefits
from ﬁéfEicipaticn vary so widely from oné participant to another that any
measure that averages gains across the entiré group misses what really

happened to individuals.
Third, if one grants that such important but idiosyncratic effects cannot
be assessed by measures of specific gains and looks instead for more general
changes, the pheromena of inmterest (e.g., self-esteem ard social
responsibility) are not liﬁéiy to change easily nr quickly precisely because
they are so general. Programs of brief duration and that involve relatively
few hours of participation may be quite valuable but not in ways that affect
essential and enduring personal characteristics in easily measurable ways.
Fourth, using such broad measures of socially desirable characteristics
to assess the effects of a voluntaty program creates a double-bind for the
interpreter of the results. If, as is likely, volunteer participants begin
with high scores on the characteristic; then there is a risk of "ceiling
effects.” There is no room for upward movement and; if anything; a 1ikeiihood
of regression to the mean. On the ccher hand, any finding of gains is open to
challenge by skeptics on the reasomable grounds that such results apply only
to a éﬁééiéi; self-selected, highly motivated group, set apart by the act of
volunteering: Although one can logically argus that it is pointless to ask

about the effects of a voluntary program on peoplé who do not volunteer, many
are concerned about whether a program's effects aré broadly generalizable and

may not be impressed by its effects on an atypical sample.
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measures of program impact. We employed such a measure of social
responsibility, but we also asked participants to report their own perceptions

of the programs' influence on them and we asked adults involved with the

program to tell us how they thought the program affected youth participants.
Moreover; we addressed many components of the evaluation to questions of
program 1@§f66émeﬁé and implementation rather than outcomes. Although those
issues have been very important to us in revising and improving the program,
audience.

We were not disinterested evaluators. The first author directs the
program and both participated in its development: The program and its
4-H Council, which in tufn Supported 12 programs around the country, each
designed to demonstrate new and more effective means of using volunteers in &4-
H. (4-H is the youth component of the Cooperative Extension system, which
involves the U.S. Department of Agriculture, county governments, and the Land
Grant Universities. Cornell is New York State's Land Grant University though
it also has privately endowed units.) Ours was one of four programs in which

youth themselves were given volunteer roles in 4-H.

Programs in 10 different counties involved nearly 150 jouth between the
ages of 11 and 17. At the time of the official conclusion of the program, six
counties had completed a total of 12 different projects. These 12 projécts

involved as many as 87 yéufﬁ volunteers 71 of whom, o.- 90%, completed their
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respective projects: Five projects are still in progress as of this writing.
This report will focus on the analysis of the 12 completed projects.

Projects were of two basic types: community improvement (or service) and
child care, a category including after-school care programs and 4-H clubs.
Six of each type were completed. Females outnumbered males with respect to
both starters (58 to 29) and finishers (52 to 19). Females werée also more
likely to see a project through to completion.

Usable data were collected from 73 Youth Volunteers and 11 adult
Advisors. The following descriptions of the subject sample and the analyses
presented in a later section reflect the available information oti these 73
youtk, 50 girls and 23 boys. The mean égé of participants was 14.1 years and
their mean grade level was 9.0.

Projects

Of the 73 subjects described in this analysis, 39 volunteered in child
care settings and 34 were involved in community improvement projects:

Community Tmprovement. Community improvement projects varied
considerably with respect to the kinds of tasks which were undertaken. Ome
large gféﬁﬁ of volunteers sought to work with the local Housing Authority to

gut the inside of a house to be rehabilitated for low income housing but were
prevented by child labor laws from doing so. The group thén decided to do
construction and maintenance work at the county &4-H fair site. Five original
participants dropped out as a result of the change of projects.

A second group constructed and raffled off a large gingerbread house and
used the proceeds to purchase and deliver food to needy families at
Thanksgiving time. In the same county, another group made and delivered

Christmas certerpeices to elderly residents and decorated the community church
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for Christmas. In a different county where four separate projects took place,
Volunteers sought and attempted to arrange for the purchase of a building for
the local library, assisted the Town Historian with organizational and filing
tasks, caréd for anlmals at a local shelter, and prepared a unique program for
the annual &4-H Dairy and Livestock Banguet.
Child Care. As 4-H club assistant leaders, Volunteers taught younger

children how to conduct a 4-H demonstration or to make crafts: Some took the

club members to nursing homes to make presentations. Two groups o
Volunteers, which operated during the summer; worked as assistants in &4-H
summer day éamps; These summer Volunteers helped children with craft projects;
supervised play periods; and taught sducational units. One Fall group was
recruited from a high school class and worked in an after-school care facility
for elementary school children.

Materials and Procedures

Written Instuments

SPRS. All participauts were asked to complete a slightly modifisd
version of Conrad and Hedin's (1981b) Social and Personal Responsibility Scale
(SPRS) both at the beginning and at the end of a project. The scale measures
the extent to which respondents ékﬁfééé responsible attitudes toward social
welfare and personal duty, a sense of competence to take responsibility, a
sense of efficacy regarding théir ability to fulfiil fééﬁaﬁéibiiities, and the
perception that they do perform responsible acts. The instrument contains 21
questions with each item rated on a 4-point scale indiéééiﬁé the extent to
which a particular facet of personal or social reSﬁbhéibiiiE§ is indicated.

Two subscales were identifiéd for inclusion in the £ﬁ§i§§i§; The first
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responsibility; competence; efficacy; and performance ability toward others in
need.

The full SPRS has good reliability (Chrombach's alpha = 0.73) as do the
two subscales for attitudes toward secial fééﬁéﬁéiBiiiE& at the societal level
(alpha = 0.73) and the personal level (alpha = 0.68)-

Three questions were added to the SPRS for yauéﬁ involved in child care
volunteer work. These questions; using the same format, Eéﬁﬁé& ﬁéféicipants;
attitudes toward society's responsibility for meeting the needs of children:
This scale demonstrated high reliability (alpha = 0.95).

Additional Written Measures. Volunteers indicated on the post-test

questionnaire the extent to which they enjoyed, Felt useful and challenged,
and made a difference to the project. This fieasure alss assessed fha
likelihood that individuals would volunteer again for a similar project with
atﬁér youth. Responses to these questions wers on a 4-point scale (5 items,
alpha = 0.69).

Journals. Volunteers were asked to keep written journals during the
course of the projects in which they participated. The journals kept by the
youth engaged in child care were predominately quantitative: respondents
indicated the sxtent of their agreement or &iéégfeément with a series of 2
statements regarding their volunteer day (alpha = 0.78). ‘ine statements

attempted to tap Volunteers' satisfaction with their role as recipients of

program benefits and as resoutces to the people in Ctheir setting. Youth were
asked to fill out their journals as soon as possible after their volunteer

work day.
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Community improvement jourhals were more reflective, asking respondents
to write briefly about the tasks performed and the barriers and gateways

toward doing their jobs that they faced on a given work day. These Volunteers
were also asked to grade (from A to F) thelr individual and group
accomplishments as well as the group's ability to work together. Journals

were filled out individually or during biweekly "Give & Take Sessions"
conducted by the adult Advisor.
Interviews

Personal interviews were held with a sample of participants at the
conclusion of a project. Inm all, 18 child care and 15 community improvemert
Volunteers were interviewed (3 of the latter interviews were conducted on the
phone) . iﬁtéfﬁiéﬁé assessed Volunteers' ééféé;Eiéﬁé of the amount of
responsibility and opportunity for decision making they had, as well as

extent to which they felt useful to the project. The impact of the aduit
Advisor on the individual Volunteer and the group was also queried as was each

Volunteer's assessment of the skills and personal insights learned as a result

of the program. In addition, the Volunteers' assessment of the carryover
value of the experience and their recommendations for program improvements
were also obtained.
RESULTS

Attitude Change

The 21-question adaptation of Conrad and Hedin's ¢1981b) Social and
Personal Responsibility Scale (SPRS) appears to be quite sensitive to
respondents' volunteer activity as youth participants who reported at lsast

10



administration of the instrument than did those without previous volunteer
experience, t(38)= 2.22, p=.026.

Analyses of variance and t-tests were computed to determinme the extent of
change in the social responsibility éﬁa personal responsibility subscales as
well as the total scale by using the post-test scores (administered at the emd
of the ﬁééject) as dependent variables and pre-test scores as covariates.
Program effects were then compared for youth from both youngef (age 14 and
under) and older (égé 15 and over) age groups, boys and girls; and
participants in the two types of projects, either community improvement of

either attitude scores toward persomal responsibility or total attitude

scores. Regression analyses revealed that the pre-test total attitiide scores

accounted for 36 percent of the variance im post-test scores (p=.016). In
addition, few of the groups mentioned above differed with respect to sich
gains. Girls' total attitude scores improved more thanm did boys"

With respect to the responsibility of society to help meedy people,

several comparisons were statistiscally significant. On this subscale, girls

}Eﬁfé%é& more than boys (F(1,35)=7.720, p=.009) and ééﬁﬁﬁﬁié? improvement
workers more than child care volunteers (é(i,§5525.532; §:.0£6); There was no
§i§ﬁifié&ﬁ€ difference in gain scores between younger and older yé&Eﬁ;

Interaction effects were also found, including a sex-by-project-type
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child care programs and boys ini the older age group demonstrated the smallest
gains in attitudes toward social responsibility.
With respect to child care programs, older youth showed a slightly

greater improvement in attitudes toward meeting the needs of children than did

found. For example, 90 percent of all volunteers indicated that they are
sither likely or sire to contirnue volunteer work inm the near future. (Some
had already begun to do so.) With respect to program types, youth in the
community improveiient programs indicated on the post questionmalire that they

were more likely to voluniteer again in the near future than those in the chiid

care programs (£{1,34)=8.334, p=.007) although the community improvement

Volunteers did not evaluate theitr programs more positively (that is, as more
challenging or enjoyable or themselves as more useful or carrying more

responsibility). There was a marginally significant sex-by-age group of
volunteer interaction with respect to self-réported likelihood of volunteering
in the near future (E(1,34)=3.431, p=.073). Specifically; although there were

no age group differemces for girls, older boys were mors likely than younger

ones to expect to volunteer again.

In sum, there is some indication in the quantitative data collected from

volunteers that attitudes toward the responsibility of society towards those

in need improved during the course of the projects. In addition, there is an

ek |
Pl
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indication that youth, especially those who served in community improvement
programs, were committed to volunteer work following their involvement in

their respective projects. The findings also indicate that giris are more
result of volunteer work.

al11 four reasons listed in the introduction why it is difficult to
demonstrate positive outcomes from experiential learning programs are likely

all Volunteers had previous volunteer experience, largely through 4-H. These
Volunteers demonstrated high levels of commitment to helping others befors the
program actually began: Most participated for only eight weeks, too short a

period of time in which to experience profound attitude changes.

Knowledpe and Skills Growth
Growth in individual youths' knowledge and skills was assessed from
interviews with a sample of Youth Volunteers, Volumteers' journal entries, and

written summaries of observed individual progress from adult Advisors: A&

total of 33 youth, 18 in child care ard 15 in community improvement programs,

were interviewed soon after the completion of a particular project. As was

found through the questionnaires given to all Volunteers; most of those who

were interviewed (78 percent) said that they were likely or sure to volunteer

again or had already begun a new volunteer project. Eighty-four percent of

about children and 77 percent of all Volunteers were able to report having

learned something about themselves.
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Knowledge about children. With respect to working with children, the
more common kinds of knowledge gained dealt with how best to discipline (by
explaining to a child or having the child take a time out rather than yelling
or hitting) and that young children are gencrally quite responsive and more
attentive than many thought: Ome girl; who was an assistant 4-H club leader,
ééi&i

Every kid grows differently mentally and physxcally Théy want to

grow. They want to show you taey. know_what they're doing. and that

you can depend on them. I think that's what every kid wants: for

you te be able to think that you can depend on them: They like to
be able to make things and feel proud of themselves when they're

finished.

about children as follows:

I learned how to discipline children & lot better. I leatrned that I
didn't have to yell all the time at the kids, that if you just sit

down and talk to them then they uriderstand better.

Knowledge about self. Approximately 77 percenit of Volunteers iﬁtérviéwéav
reported having learned something about themselves:. Comments from child care
workers indicated that they learned they were more or, in one case, less
patient than they thought and that they were able to take responsibility for a

project and carry it éﬁféﬁéﬁ; One said:

I learned I could be more involved and ot as intimidatéd by kids.

Before I started the program kids used to intimidate me a little.

Community improvement Volunteers also reported learning that they could
be patient and that they could follow through on a project: They reported
learning that they had talents, such as decorating cookies and speaking in
front of a large gathering, of which they were previously unaware: Reflecting
ofi her ﬁubiie spéakiﬁg éxﬁéfiéﬁéé; ohie vaiaaéééf told us:

14
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saying. I had my doubts about my ability to stand up in front of a

group of people (before the project begai).

Knowledge about others: Several of éhe.éommunity improveient projects
provided opportunities for gaining Eaaaié&ge about some of the functions and
needs of individuals and groups in the community. A 12 year-old boy in the
gingerbread house project; told us:

Being a volunteer in the project helped me understand that more

people than you think need to be remembered and need something to
eat.

Two of the youth who worked with the Town Historian said they had not kmown
there was such a person before, and that they had gained new information about
some of their ancestors and about "interesting things about (their) town."
Volunteers who sought to purchase property for a library expansion learned
about the functions of a realtor and an attorney with respect to property
transactions and about "the legal parts" of a contract of sale. The dairy and
livestock banquet Volunteers selected slides from 4-H functions over the

preceding four decades, learning about changes in fashions and activities in
the process.

Skill Developient. Some projects provided more opportunities for skill
development than others: Many of the 4-H property rencvators reported

leatning about and dé#élaﬁiﬁg skills in several aspects of construction,

frame, fitting sheetrock, spackling, and 5Aiﬁéiﬁg; Other skills learned in

some of the projects, some which have been alluded to already, inciude

crafts, a.d doing comparative shopping at a grocery store.

Additional Benefits to the Self. Most of the youth interviewed reported

enjoying their work (94 percent) as well as feeling useful (91 percent) and

jrd |
a
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challenged (79 percent). What made the projects enjoyable for the youth was
"being with someone else" or with a group and knowing that they were doing
something for other people. Usefulness was expressed by the youth in terms of
providing fresh ideas to adult 4-H leaders, teaching useful skills to
children, conducting 4-H club meetings, providing "an extra paitr of hands" in
an after-school program or summer camp, and being able to help one's town.
Leading activities in 4-H clubs or after-school programs which would keep kids
interested, aaa handling discipline problems were considered challenging. An

after-school Volunteer offered the following comments:

I thought I was pretty useful. Thereiwgge E,;Ot of kids there and

sometimes it was really hard to ‘handle the whole group. It was

really helpful to have volunteers there. The adglts told us they

really appreciated our help. I felt more grown up in this situation

because I think they gave me more responsibility:. The kids always
seemed happy to see us.

A construction Volunteer appreciated the opportunity afforded her by the
4-H building renovation project to be able to take the iﬁiEiéEiGé rather than
having someone else tell what to do as is usually the case. According to her,
"The main benefit was having to figure it out for myself."

The carryover effect of the volunteer work was evidenced in the
interviews as well: Many child care workers recognized the potential benefits
of their work for future employment and family responsibilities. One girl saw
her experience as a "practice job:" She said she learnéd "a lot" in terms of
skills for future jobs.

I want to be a child social worker with little kids. I learned what

the kids are like, how they react to things. They are fun and
different (from each other):

Most Volunteers saw some real life application in the knowledge and

skills they learned in child care, construction, public speaklng, comparison
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shopping, organizing files, and organizing their own lives in fulfilling the
goals of their projects. One reported the following carryover effects:

I've been more responsible in school. I've done more extra work

that isn't assigned.
Adult Testimony

Written assessments of observed chéngéé in volunteers given By adult
advisors indicated that most youths benefitted from participating in their
projects. For example, volunteering to make Christmas decorations for

elderly people and for the communiity's church enabléd one yjoung girl to gain

helping which differed markedly with his reputed problem behavior both in and
out of school. The Advisor of one 4-H child care group described all five of

her Volunteers as having gained in confidence; capabilities in working with

Another adult Advisor wrote the following about one of the two child care
Volunteers she supervised:

at first Sandra was shy and did not BfféfﬁééigﬁiﬁgéVﬁégiEﬁey:she

began to enjoy the association with the younger children. As time

went on she extended herself more and gained greatly in confidence.

Interviews with Adults

Seven volunteer adult Advisors and thres 4-H agents were interviewed or
individually tape recorded their responses to written questions about the
Youth Volunteers and their projects. Many of the quéétidﬁs were about
procedural issues such as deviations from the program model and evaluations of
supportive materials. These responses were used in revicing the materials but
will not be reﬁBftéa here: Some questions asked about the adults' perceptions

of participation's impact on Youth Volunteers.

jnh |
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themselves what to do: Apparently young people are so accustoméd to having

adults tell them what to do and how to do it that they find it difficult to
accept féébéﬁéiBiiiEy for making those decisions themselves. An agent said
that tF se he worked with (in an Advisor's rule) became more confident of
their abilities to make decisions as the project unfolded and they discovered
they could do it.

The Advisor of a group of girls serving as child care aides said that
only one had really taken initiative and planned activities for the children
as the director wanted them to do. The others seemed content to play with the
children and read to them and seemed to Fear that if they planned something it
would interfere.

A community Sérvicé project Advisor admitted that it was hard for her
too. She said she could have used more concrete examples of possible
ﬁfajééééi "Things seemed so wide open that I floundered."

Another ncted that

§§;§7§é§§;é§i§frggcup,had completed community service projects

before but had never been in charge of them. They have learned how

to choose a project and how to carry thipgs out.
An experienced 4-H club leader advising the group that planned and led
the county dairy and livestock bamquet, said the projsct had affectsd her tos.

I have had a tendency to teil the teens what we're going to do and
how. 1It's difficult for me to_back off and let the kids do it. 1I'd

prefer to have more control over the outcome. Working with these

kids has helped me and I'm going to try to involve other kids more

in the future so they know how much work is involved in organizing
things. Let them go home exhausted instead of me! !

Learning to Work with Children. Comments from Advisors of child care

projects echoed the Youth Volunteers' statements: VYouth given responsibility

18
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for younger childrenm im group settings find their knowledge and abilitiss
stretched, especially regarding discipline. Most early adolescents have only

béen on the receiving end of aiééiﬁiiﬁé and have never had to think very mich

about how to get a ybungéi person to behave appropriately. Acrording to one

Advisor:
I think the skills they are learning involve how to deal with

children. They seem to show mwore self-confidence and express

feeling more confidence as a result of the program.
An agent who served as an Advisor to girls who were assistant &-H club leaders.
said that the journals all Youth Volunteers were asked to fill out after each

volunteer experienceé helpéd the girls examine their own leadership style.

program was a theme in many adults' statements, confirming the point made in
the introductiom: Th
getting to know the youth and seeing the differenceés among them was the best

part of the experiemce for her.

It was good to get to.know the different kids. It was challenging

because of the age span: There's a difference between 11 year olds
and 16 year olds and between boys and girls. They all came with
different "packages" -- different levels of experience and ways of
working with others: The younger omes didn't always have the
attention span. You had to manage them differently. .Those young
boys were just young. They were mot as resourceful as the young
girls. They need more guidance. To see this wide range of kids was
great for me. Some -rere accustomed to working as a team. Some were

motivated to work by themselves: They all got different things out
of the project.

The Advisor for the group that planned and led the annual dairy and
livestock banquet specified how the experience had Eéiﬁéa each of the four
participants differently.

Jane is naturally outgoing but never had any public speaking

experience. This was a good start for her. Barbara learned she can

work with people outside her usual clique and still have a good
time. George is terribly shy but felt comfortable enough to do a

19
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super job on this project. Bill is very capable but lacks self-
confidence: This helped him.

Satisfaction and Plans to Continue. Five adults referred to Volunteers'

statements regarding their satisfaction with the experience and their hopes to
continue as evidence that participation had been a positive experience for
them. One added the qualification that several of the assistant 4-H club

leaders did not think they had been given many important tasks and were, as a
result, willing to comtinue only for specific purposes. Another Advisor for
assistant club leaders said:

Agents need to let older kids know there is an opportunity to lead

clubs. Kids who love animals will continue but other 14 year olds
will be bored with 4-H. This program could keep them in another
three or four years.

CONCLUSIONS
The data presented above st sgést that pértiéipétibn as a Youth Volunteer
has some positive effects on adolescerts' pro-social attitudes,; upon their
&é@éiéping'sense of themselves, and upon the krowledge and skills they
exercise in their voluntary activities. A Study such as this cannot prove
unequivocally that a program is beneficial or that the benefits juscify the

costs, especially in view of the difficulties inherent in documenting program

effects. It can, however, provide indicators of effectiveness, which is what
we believe this study has dome.

Scores on the societal responsibility subscale of the Social and Personal
Responsibility Scale showed that girls gained more than boys and that
Volunteers in community improvement programs gained more than those in child
care programs. High pretest scores may have limited gains on the total SPRS.
The proportion of male participants was rather small. Given the mom-random

nature of the groups and differences in the pdpulafiéﬁé from which the
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different Volunteer groups were drawn, it would be unwise to place too much
confidéncé in differences among Volunteers:

More substantively significant were Volunteers' assertions that they were
likely to voluntéer again in the future (90%) and the testimony of adults.
Adults involved in tné prograi saw adolescents becoming more confident of
their abilities, learning to make decisions and work with children, and

others, and about how to carry out their particular responsibilities, whether
they involved child care; building a wall, or speaking in front of a large
group.

Our reliance upon séif-féﬁafEé and the testimony of adults close to the
program reveals an assumption that in situations such as these young people
and the adults they work with know what is good for them: If this assumption
is correct, then thé high rate of interest in future volunteering and the low
dropout rate (at least among girls) are perhaps the éffaﬁéééf evidence of the
program's favorable effects.

Ultimately, however, ény measures,; regardless of how psychometrically
valid and convincing they might be; are no more than indicators for the most
ihﬁoftant long-range consequences. What we really hope the Youth Volunteers
program does is to impel young people toward a lifetime of civie
responsibility, expressed in many and diverse ways. What matters most is the
behavior that follows the experience and endures over time and in other

places:
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