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Abstract

Volunteers bring support and validation to those who are marginalized in so-
ciety. Further, volunteers serve as a means of care and concern that extends
the mission and programmatic objectives of human service organizations.
Volunteers are beneficial to society. However, there are critical benefits to
volunteering that make being a volunteer worthwhile. The model for this
discussion is three areas of development: personal development, skills devel-
opment and values development across the life span. These areas of develop-
ment impact the growth of individuals psychosocially, their abilities as well as
their beliefs that would catapult them into adulthood. This chapter presents
the benefits of volunteering and discusses its relationship to life span devel-
opment perspective. It concludes with a summative narrative of the out-
comes’ connection to social justice.
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1. Introduction

Volunteers make significant contributions to the community and promote social
justice for the oppressed (Beardman, 2012; Liu, 2012; Mateiu-Vescan, Ionescu, &
Opre, 2020). They bring support and validation to those who have minimal re-
sources and those who are marginalized in society (Berkey, 2021; Liu, 2012;
Primavera, 1999). Through their unpaid work, they serve as a means of care and
concern that extends the mission and programmatic objectives of human ser-
vice, medical and community organizations (Beardman, 2012; Mateiu-Vescan,
Ionescu, & Opre, 2020; Saraidi, Awofeso, & Dolan, 2020). Volunteers are benefi-
cial to society. However, there are critical benefits to volunteering that make be-
ing a volunteer worthwhile.

Volunteerism emerges from the psychosocial construct of altruism. Altruism

constitutes the practice of unselfish regard for or devotion to the welfare of oth-
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ers (Beardman, 2012; Liu, 2012). This unselfish regard for the welfare of others is
indicative of a response to inequality and oppression seen in society. It is mea-
ningful in that it brings people together from mixed backgrounds and extends
the quality of life of the volunteer (Mateiu-Vescan, Ionescu, & Opre, 2020).

Altruism is a meaningful psychosocial construct in that it presents an indi-
vidual’s motivation to “do good” or solve a problem on behalf of the less fortu-
nate. Individuals give their time, skills and personal characteristics to a cause
that is designed to transform a social condition or problem. When people vo-
lunteer they give a host of positive outcomes to the helping organization and its
program participants. This aspect of generosity makes a difference in the lives of
marginalized individuals as well as the organizations aiming to diminish oppres-
sion. According to Saraidi et al. (2020), volunteers’ altruistic behavior assists
with understanding the plight of the oppressed and strengthening the volun-
teer’s self-esteem. There are a host of benefits to the volunteer. The following
discusses the benefits of volunteerism.

2. Literature Review

When people volunteer across the life span, they give their time, skills and values
to those who are in precarious positions (Enelamah & Tran, 2020; Liu, 2012;
Mousa & Freeland-Graves, 2017). No matter the stage of development, volun-
teers receive positive outcomes in areas of personal growth, self-esteem and
self-efficacy (Enelamah & Tran, 2020; Liu, 2012; Primavera, 1999). In addition,
volunteers gain skills and tools to improve their vocational standing (Mateiu-
Vescan, Ionescu, & Opre, 2020; Primavera, 1999). Finally, volunteers obtain in-
creased awareness of important social issues, greater appreciation for diversity
and social justice, and a strong commitment to the organization and the people
they serve (Beardman, 2012; Liu, 2012; Mateiu-Vescan, Ionescu, & Opre, 2020).

There is myriad of benefits to the volunteer. It is not just that the individual
has a sense of accomplishment and knowing one has made a difference in the life
of another individual. It is having an enhanced sense of self, defined skills and
strengthened value-base attuned to promoting social justice. The model for this
discussion is three areas of development that constitute benefits from volun-
teering: personal development, skills development and values development
across the life span (Figure 1).

These benefits to the volunteer signal what can occur from being altruistic.
The volunteer makes a difference in the life of a marginalized individual, their
family and community. But the advantages to volunteering for the individual
who is volunteering are significant. The benefits comprise the outcomes of per-
sonal development, skills development and values development. These three
areas result from the activity of being altruistic and generous through volun-

teering (Figure 1).

2.1. Personal Development

One of the benefits to volunteerism is personal development of the individual.
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Figure 1. Model of benefits of volunteerism.

Personal development is the process of looking inward and focusing on ways to
improve oneself (Mateiu-Vescan, Ionescu, & Opre, 2020). It encompasses the
following areas: mental, social, spiritual, emotional and physical (Primavera,
1999). When individuals volunteer, they develop their mind and the way they
think and acquire information/learn new things. They grow socially and spiri-
tually, as well as emotionally. There are also physical benefits (Enelamah & Tran,
20205 Liu, 2012).

Literature demonstrates that individuals who volunteer gain a host of personal
outcomes (Primavera, 1999), like enhanced self-esteem (how we value and
perceive ourselves) and self-efficacy, which is the belief in one’s own ability to
meet the challenges ahead and complete a task (Enelamah & Tran, 2020; Liu,
2012). Volunteers are able to see themselves as changing the oppressive land-
scape for an individual, their family and their community (Mateiu-Vescan, To-
nescu, & Opre, 2020; Mousa & Freeland-Graves, 2017). Volunteers grow by be-
coming more self-reflective and aware of their connections to the less fortunate
(Mateiu-Vescan, Ionescu, & Opre, 2020; Mousa & Freeland-Graves, 2017; Pri-
mavera, 1999). The less fortunate are humanized by the act of volunteerism, and

strengthen the bond between the volunteer and the program participant (Ene-
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lamah & Tran, 2020; Liu, 2012; Mousa & Freeland-Graves, 2017).

Personal growth develops because the volunteer sees themselves as an agent of
social change. The volunteer understands that they are doing something for the
common good (Enelamah & Tran, 2020; Liu, 2012). The outcome is elevated
mood from being altruistic (Liu, 2012; Mousa & Freeland-Graves, 2017). Anoth-
er outcome is spiritual development where the volunteer connects to a higher
power as they meet the needs of the less fortunate (Colson, 2009). Colson (2009)
articulated that Christians and secularists share an outcome that develops the
spirit of the individual. Whether the individual believes in a higher power, they
stand as stewards of harvesting the well-being of another individual. This is al-
truism in action. The spiritual and physical benefits arise because the volunteer
is providing a service for others and gaining overall health outcomes in the form
of weight management, regulated blood pressure, stress relief and longer life
span (Enelamah & Tran, 2020; Liu, 2012; Mateiu-Vescan, Ionescu, & Opre,
2020).

In summary, personal development is critical because it influences the lens
with which a volunteer sees themselves as an instrument of social change. The
course of being altruistic is strengthened by the self-awareness that an individual
is making a difference in the life of another individual. This difference is instru-
mental in inoculating the volunteer against negative thoughts about their impact
on society. The components of personal development are benefits to the volun-

teer and further lead to prosocial behaviors.

2.2. Skills Development

Volunteerism allows for an individual to develop professional and personal skills
that would impact their present and future careers (Ajrouch, Antonucci, &
Webster, 2016; Primavera, 1999). Problem solving is a key skill that develops
when a volunteer is charged with solving a problem on behalf of a program par-
ticipant. By working with other volunteers, an individual can find the best solu-
tion for a social issue that is diminishing the life of a program participant
(Ajrouch, Antonucci, & Webster, 2016).

In addition, volunteers acquire time management and teamwork skills. Many
volunteers work in teams to address the crisis or problem at hand. Through col-
laboration, meeting deadlines and networking (Ajrouch, Antonucci, & Webster,
2016; Primavera, 1999), volunteers build skills of solidarity and cooperation to
promote a cause or social problem. Further, volunteers develop a strong work
ethic by increasing their stamina and energy resulting in a positive work attitude
(Primavera, 1999).

Finally, volunteers acquire leadership and communication skills. Leadership
skills emerge as volunteers delegate tasks to their team. Communication skills
develop as volunteers work closely with other volunteers and program partici-
pants to teach, train and give instructions. The dissemination of information is
critical to communicating ideas and leading a team of volunteers (Ajrouch, An-
tonucci, & Webster, 2016; Primavera, 1999).
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Volunteers achieve vocational benefits from volunteering. These skills can be
easily transferred to a place of employment. This is especially true regarding the
communication skills and problem solving skills. Employers are looking for
prospects who can critically think and communicate well.

In summary, when you volunteer, you are part of a team designed to solve a
problem and make the life of an individual better. It is a complex endeavor in
that the volunteer deposits skills to aid the program participant, but gains skills
to take with them to their next venture, which may be a place of employment.
Skills development is a key benefit for a volunteer in that it demonstrates the

rich tapestry of employable benefits to the volunteer.

2.3. Values Development

Volunteering enhances the values of an individual volunteer (Lovell, Gray &
Boucher, 2015, Mateiu-Vescan, Ionescu, & Opre, 2020). It increases one’s aware-
ness of social issues with a developed appreciation for diversity and social justice
(Lovell, Gray, & Boucher, 2015; Mateiu-Vescan, Ionescu, & Opre, 2020). Volun-
teers also enhance their commitment to the organization and the people they
serve (Lovell, Gray, & Boucher, 2015; Mateiu-Vescan, Ionescu, & Opre, 2020).
When people volunteer, they show a growing commitment to a particular social
issue or purpose (Enelamah & Tran, 2020; Lovell, Gray, & Boucher, 2015).

Awareness of social issues emerge as a critical outcome of volunteering be-
cause it allows people to think critically about the people they are serving (Lo-
vell, Gray, & Boucher, 2015; Mateiu-Vescan, Ionescu, & Opre, 2020). Volunteers
gain a belief system of the program participant that is primarily strengths-based
and foregoes looking at deficits. The volunteers grow in their knowledge of the
fortitude that allows the program participant to overcome the odds and be resi-
lient. This value-system creates a support structure for the program participant
(Enelamah & Tran, 2020; Liu, 2012).

Further, volunteers gain an appreciation for diversity, inclusion and equity as
well as for social justice. By working in teams with volunteers from diverse
backgrounds, volunteers gain an appreciation of diversity, inclusion and equity
(Stukas, Snyder, & Clary, 2015). Also, volunteers acquire an appreciation for the
diverse backgrounds of the program participants and their struggle for justice
(Lovell, Gray, & Boucher, 2015; Mateiu-Vescan, Ionescu, & Opre, 2020; Stukas,
Snyder, & Clary, 2015). The development of values causes the volunteer to streng-
then their commitment to the organization and the people it serves (Enelamah &
Tran, 2020; Liu, 2012; Stukas, Snyder, & Clary, 2015).

In summary, volunteerism influences the values a volunteer holds dear. In ad-
dition to deepening their affinity for altruism and generosity, volunteers gain a
profound admiration for diversity, inclusion, equity and social justice. By work-
ing with other volunteers and program participants from diverse backgrounds,
they understand they have more in common with these individuals then dissi-

milarities. The values are experienced also by the program participants who see
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themselves as being heard, seen and valued by a volunteer (Saraidi et al., 2020).

3. Applied Method

These benefits speak to the strength of volunteerism and how it impacts the
well-being of the volunteer. Personal, skills, and values development are broad
arrays of how an individual’s life can be transformed from the work of volun-
teerism. Across one’s development, these prosocial benefits influence the life
span of an individual. Applying the Life Span Theory to this model, we see the
development of human potential from the stage of preteen/adolescence to mid-
dle/late adulthood as it relates to volunteerism. Life Span is a component of de-
velopmental psychology that considers the study of individual development

from birth to senior years (Erikson, 1980) (Figure 2).

4. Discussion: Volunteerism’s Connection to Life Span

Volunteerism occurs across the life span, from preteen years to late adulthood.
While maturing individuals from all cultures develop through the same se-
quence of stages, each culture and sub-culture has its own distinctive way of di-
recting and enhancing the behavior at each stage of development. Erikson’s po-
sition on development is optimistic about human nature (Erikson, 1980). He po-
sits that children and adults seek to avoid pain but also seek to develop a positive
sense of identity. Culture plays a role in the existential human’s process of “be-

coming” throughout life. Volunteerism is a social construct deeply tied to cul-

ture.
Middle/Late
Adulthood
* perform all from previous
stages but also build self-
Young Adulthood efficacy and overall
. personal development
 Strengthen the previous (spiritual and physical)
stage but also broaden
social network and team
building skills
.PreTeen/AdoIescencce
o Self-esteem, self-awareness,
critical thinking skills,
problem solving, work ethic

Figure 2. Benefits to volunteerism across the life span.
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The motivation to volunteer is borne from a desire to give back and make and
change the course of struggle and oppression experienced by marginalized indi-
viduals (Heckhausen et al., 2019). Volunteers bring affirmative agency and a spi-
rit of motivation to the organization and the program participant to be an agent
of social change. Shane et al. (2021) asked the question “why do people contri-
bute to the well-being of others?” They looked at prosociality and generativity to
isolate what promotes contribution to others. Their findings were that the con-
structs of prosociality and generativity have distinct trajectories in the course of
the life span, peaking in mid life when expectancy and value for others is highest.

During the course of one’s life, when giving back to others, a volunteer emerges
as a well-defined individual by middle adulthood. The benefits achieved from as
early as preteen years, set the course for a more multi-dimensional, generative
individual who is committed to affecting oppression experienced by margina-
lized individuals. Prosociality and generativity emerge in middle adulthood as
outcomes of a lifetime of service to others. The more an individual supports the
well-being of others, the more they develop as multi-dimensional, generative in-
dividuals committed to social justice.

Self-esteem emerges as a powerful outcome of prosocial behaviors through the
life span (Orth et al.,, 2021). It influences the important life outcomes of rela-
tionship satisfaction, job satisfaction, occupational status, salary, and physical
health. What the authors said is that self-esteem increases from adolescence to
middle adulthood, reaching a peak at about 50 years. Self-esteem through the life
span has a significant impact on real world experiences (Orth et al., 2021). The
universe of a volunteer is intrinsically linked to how that person envisions the
impact of their service to the less fortunate.

Here is the overview of volunteerism’s connection to the life span. During the
preteen/adolescent years an individual who volunteers develops their self-esteem
and self-awareness. In addition, they have the opportunity to strengthen their
critical thinking skills, ability at problem solving and work ethic. Young adults
strengthen the above but also broaden their social network and team building
skills. Key to this stage of development is the issue of social belonging and soli-
darity. Middle adults and older adults get to perform all of the above but also
build their self-efficacy and overall personal development, namely spiritual and
physical (Kelly, 2006, 2008; Kirlin, 2002).

Through the course of volunteerism, individual volunteers acquire prosocial
and generative areas that enhance their multi-dimensional personality across the
life span. Volunteers enhance these areas because of the social connection and
social belonging that occurs from volunteering.

According to Carmichael et al. (2015), social connection emerges from an in-
tent toward social-information seeking goals. This is emphasized at the begin-

ning of young adulthood.

“Our findings are consistent with the idea that selection and optimization

serve important functions in early adulthood, and that engaging in deve-
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lopmentally appropriate social activity contributes to psychosocial adjust-
ments in the decades that follow.” (Carmichael et al., 2015: p. 95)

Each time a maturing individual emerges to another stage of development,
they bring with them the prosocial skills they acquired during the previous stage.
With volunteerism, they bring those benefits of volunteerism they acquired
during one stage of development and deposit those gains to the next stage of de-
velopment. This is the core of psychosocial development across the life span as a
result of volunteerism.

In summary, the individual volunteer emerges from volunteering with an ar-
senal of advantages that propel them to the next stage of development. The be-
neficiaries of these psychosocial advantages are the organizations and program

participants served by the volunteer no matter the stage of development.

5. Conclusion

Volunteerism is a critical asset to society and the people served by volunteers.
However, to the individual volunteer there are a host of benefits and advantages
that allow an individual volunteer to contribute to a cause and receive significant
psycho-social benefits. The benefits derived from volunteerism are personal de-
velopment, skills development and values development.

These benefits enable volunteers to contribute their talents to an organization
and spread the work of curative social justice. Social justice is more than con-
cerned with economic standing. It captures other spheres of social life. These
spheres include race, gender and other causes and manifestations of inequality.
What the volunteer sees is how inequality impacts the well-being of the margi-
nalized individual. The volunteer deposits their skills to the organization to ben-
efit the marginalized individual. Then the volunteer receives benefits that impact
their livelihood and well-being, thereby transforming them into a multi-dimen-
sional, generative individual.

The people and causes they serve will benefit from the service provided by the
volunteers. However, the volunteers also gain significant advantages. Being a
volunteer is a monumental service to humanity and its causes. The outcomes of

volunteerism for the individual volunteer are enormous.
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