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Lesley Hustinx 

The Organizational Behaviour of Volunteers  
Revisited? Explaining Differences in Styles  
of Volunteering in the Red Cross in Flanders 

 
 
This chapter explores the thesis that as a result of recent modernization 
and individualization processes, the collective organization of volunteer-
ing is interchanged with individually tailored styles of involvement. Based 
on a survey of Red Cross volunteers in Flanders (Belgium), an innovative 
multidimensional classification of styles of volunteering is constructed. 
The findings show that Red Cross volunteering primarily should be un-
derstood as organizational behaviour, which nevertheless is induced by a 
volunteer-specific biographical match. In addition, more peripheral styles 
of volunteering cohere with indicators of individualization, while core 
styles are rooted in a more stable and collectively oriented biographical 
frame of reference. 
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Worldwide, volunteering is a cornerstone in the functioning and sustainability of 
civil society. Volunteers not only make a significant contribution to the delivery of 
various services and activities by civil society organizations, hence representing a 
major economic force (Salamon et al. 2003), but moreover are believed to enhance 
social capital and foster democracy (Putnam 2000). Against the background of cur-
rent processes of modernization and individualization, volunteering stands out as a 
key indicator of yet remaining levels of solidarity and civic engagement, and is in-
creasingly used by governments around the world as an instrument for recovery of 
the alleged loss of community (Dekker/van den Broek 2006; Haski-Leventhal/ 
Meijs/Hustinx 2010).  

Paradoxically, in spite of the renewed awareness of the power of volunteering, 
and the high expectations concerning its remedying potential, present-day volunteer-
ism is vulnerable to the same societal forces that are said to undermine social cohe-
sion in the Western world. Indeed, international scholarship recently has been argu-
ing that the nature of volunteering is undergoing fundamental change as a result of 
broader social changes, leading to an increasingly problematic relationship between 
volunteers and their organizations (see also Steen-Johnsen and Hvenmark in this 
volume; Anheier/Salamon 1999; Beck 1997; Dekker 2002; Hustinx 2001, 2008; 
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Hustinx/Lammertyn 2003; Meijs et al. 2006; Stolle/Hooghe 2005; Voyé 1995; 
Wollebaek/Selle 2003; Wuthnow 1998). As a consequence, an immediate question 
that arises is to what extent it is realistic to consider volunteerism as a panacea for 
the social ills of present-day societies?  

In general, two interlocking types of recent change in volunteerism have been 
identified: changes in the form of participation and changes in the profile of the 
volunteers. Regarding form, a shift toward more short-lived and flexible modes of 
involvement is heralded. Individualization is breaking down the level of ‘collective 
habitualizations’ (Beck/Beck-Gernsheim 2002) by means of which volunteer par-
ticipation traditionally has been organized. Compared to formerly stable and regular 
patterns of involvement, volunteering today is said to occur on a more episodic and 
unpredictable basis. In addition, organizations seem to lose their position and mean-
ing as a central venue for volunteer participation. In contrast to traditional volunteer-
ing as a primary expression of strong and durable group memberships, volunteers 
today increasingly prefer individual, project-based assignments, frequently shift 
between organizations, and hence only develop weak organizational attachments 
(Cnaan/Handy 2005; Hustinx et al. 2008; MacDuff 2004; Meijs/Hoogstad 2001). At 
a more fundamental level, the changing forms of participation are explained by a 
more qualitative or cultural shift in the ethos of the volunteers, that is, in their val-
ues, attitudes, and motivations (Dekker/Halman 2003; Berking 1998; Wolle-
baek/Selle 2003; Wuthnow 1991). In slightly pejorative terms, it is argued that the 
new modes of involvement fall short of the type and degree of commitment that the 
average organization needs, and that the willingness to volunteer is becoming more 
conditional, self-oriented, lifestyle-related, noncommittal, pragmatic, calculating, 
client-like, and so forth.  

As a result of the observed changes, the traditional understanding of volunteering 
as collective and formally structured organizational behaviour (Grube/Piliavin 2000; 
Pearce 1993; Penner 2002) has increasingly been contested and counterbalanced 
with a new conceptualization of volunteering in terms of an individually designed 
and monitored form of participation, that is, a biographically embedded and matched 
mode of involvement (Hustinx 2008; Jakob 1993; Kühnlein/Mutz 1999; Micheletti 
2003; Wuthnow 1998). Parallel to the broader individualization and pluralization of 
lifestyles (Beck/Beck-Gernsheim 2002), a new kind of ‘do-it-yourself’ engagement 
emerges, leaving room for multiple volunteer experiences and trajectories. The main 
thesis thus holds that the former collective organization of volunteering is steadily 
interchanged with individually tailored styles of involvement. In response to these 
alleged changes, organizations are attempting to adjust their structures and manage-
ment approaches to the preferences of the volunteers, instead of putting the organi-
zational targets first (Anheier/Salamon 1999; Meijs/Hoogstad 2001; Meijs/ Brudney 
2007; Wollebaek/Selle 2003).  

It is striking that, although complex change in the nature and determinants of 
volunteering has been announced, scholars in the field have yet to provide the ana-
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lytical tools and empirical data warranted by such observations. First, more specific-
ity in conceptualization and classification is required. Although a radical and multi-
dimensional differentiation of modes of involvement is assumed to take place, the 
debate is reduced to binary distinctions between ‘old’, ‘traditional’ or ‘collective’ 
and ‘new’, ‘modern’ or ‘individualized’ styles of volunteering. Such opposing repre-
sentations may be evocative to frame the debate in general terms, but at the same 
time obstruct a profound insight into the exact nature and complexity of the heralded 
transformation of involvement. This secondly implies that there are no sound data to 
substantiate the concomitant claim that volunteering decreasingly reflects 
(pre)structured organizational behaviour, and increasingly should be understood in 
terms of an individualized biographical match. Our empirical understanding of the 
actual functioning of the individualized ‘trade-off’ between volunteer-related and 
organizational features remains limited.  

This study aims to go beyond these conceptual and methodological deficiencies 
by advancing a more complex classification of styles of volunteering (SOV), so as to 
gain a more fine-grained understanding of the inherently plural and multidimen-
sional nature of involvement. This innovative approach makes it possible to assess 
in a more systematic way the impact and relative importance of biographical and 
organizational features on divergent styles of volunteering in a formal organizational 
setting. It is generally suggested that, in comparison with traditional volunteering, 
individualized volunteers are involved in more episodic and noncommittal ways, 
and that their style of involvement is less guided by organizational imperatives but 
increasingly driven by individual biographical conditions and constraints. Data are 
drawn from a face-to-face survey of a representative sample of 652 volunteers of the 
Belgian Red Cross (Flemish community) in the year 2000. 

  

1. The Organizational Behaviour of Volunteers Revisited? 

In her seminal study of the organizational behaviour of volunteers, Jone Pearce 
(1993) coined a basic distinction between ‘core’ and ‘peripheral’ volunteers and 
portrayed their differential organizational experiences. Although no formal role 
distinctions existed between both groups, Pearce found that core volunteers took an 
interest in the organization and usually, but not always, held a formal office. They 
provided the time and commitment that was necessary for the coordination of the 
organization and were considered ‘the leadership’. In contrast, members of the pe-
riphery were less involved. They spent less time on the organization’s activities and 
were less informed about them. The organization simply was not a ‘central life in-
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terest’ (Pearce 1993: 47-50). According to Pearce, ‘fluid boundaries’ between the 
two categories exist. For instance, it was common to find new board members who 
were in the periphery, despite their formal offices; or former core members who 
reduced their involvement and no longer held any office, but retained their expertise 
and status (Pearce 1993: 48).  

In more recent studies, the differences between core and periphery are increas-
ingly linked with broader processes of social change. It has been argued that an 
increasing number of volunteers are pushed into the periphery as a result of a mod-
ernization-driven erosion of the traditional axes and modes of living, a process typi-
cally referred to as individualization. Individualization involves a shift from former 
heteronymous or collective monitoring of agents to the autonomous, active and 
permanent self-monitoring of individual life narratives (Beck/Beck-Gernsheim 
2002). Echoing these observations, Pearce’s original distinction between core and 
periphery has been equated and interchanged with dichotomies between ‘old’, ‘tradi-
tional’ or ‘collectivistic’ and ‘new’, ‘modern’ or ‘individualistic’ types of involve-
ment (Eckstein 2001; Hustinx/Lammertyn 2003; Jakob 1993; Wollebaek/Selle 2003; 
Stolle/Hooghe 2005). The main thesis holds that while traditionally, volunteering 
was embedded in a collectively predetermined and stable biographical context, re-
sulting in unconditional long-term commitments based on strong group loyalties and 
organizational ties, present-day volunteering represents a dynamic involvement with 
frequent entries and withdrawals depending on individual biographical conditions, 
preferences, and needs. This explains why the process of individualization is typi-
cally associated with more peripheral and episodic styles of volunteering, reflecting 
the precarious and changeable nature of the individualized life course. 

To arrive at a more systematic theoretical account of the ongoing changes, in ear-
lier work I developed a new analytical framework of ‘styles of volunteering’ (the 
SOV Construct), based on four central criteria (Hustinx 2003, 2005; 
Hustinx/Lammertyn 2003). The first criterion is substantive in nature, positing that 
styles of volunteering are a biographically embedded reality. The notion of a ‘bio-
graphical match’ (Jakob 1993) reflects the idea that individualized conditions and 
volunteer experiences have to be reconciled in an active and permanent way: ‘moti-
vation, occasion, and opportunity have to match in a particular biographical stage or 
situation’ (Kühnlein/Mutz 1999: 300). The biographical match can be analytically 
decomposed in an objective-structural availability and a subjective-cultural willing-
ness (Hustinx/Lammertyn 2003; Meijs et al. 2006). First, changes in volunteering 
are dependent on objective changes in people’s biographies. The individualized 
biography is increasingly fragmented into a sequence of separated and not necessar-
ily coherent incidents and episodes (Beck/ Beck-Gernsheim 2002). This results in a 
more limited and/or unpredictable availability in comparison to the traditionally 
stable, collective course of action, as reflected in the rise of short-term and intermit-
tent types of involvement (Cnaan/Handy 2005; Hacket/Mutz 2002; Hustinx et al. 
2008). The second component refers to the increasing emphasis on individual pref-
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erences, desires, and needs in the context of highly individualized situations and 
experiences (Jakob 1993; Kühnlein/Mutz 1999). 

Furthermore, the SOV Construct consists of three formal criteria: volunteering 
should be understood as essentially multilevel, multidimensional and multiform in 
nature. 

Multilevel – first, as discussed above, a distinction is made between structural 
change in modes of volunteering and cultural shifts in the ethos of the volunteers, 
that is, in their values, perceptions, beliefs, and attitudes. Thus, multiple levels of 
analysis (objective-structural and subjective-motivational) should be taken into ac-
count. 

Multidimensional – next, a multidimensional set of interrelated changes is occur-
ring in structure and culture. For example, short-term types of involvement may 
cohere with limited job responsibilities and restricted time investment. The high 
levels of self-orientation among volunteers may be intertwined with a strong prefer-
ence for tangible goals, a weak service ethic, and an uncertain sense of obligation to 
the organization or community. For a comprehensive assessment of present-day 
styles of volunteering, a multidimensional set of interrelated changes thus should be 
taken into account. In recent literature on this topic, changes are described along the 
lines of five key dimensions (for a detailed discussion: see Hustinx/Lammertyn 
2003): 

• Motivational structure (from collective to more self-directed orientations) 
• Course and intensity of commitment (from long-term, frequent and stable to 

short-term, irregular and flexible involvements),  
• Position and meaning of the organization (from an important locus for sociali-

zation and the strengthening of community ties to a mediating structure between 
pragmatically focused volunteers and specific projects and activities), 

• Choice of (field of) activity (from group-based politics and multi-purposive 
contributions to lifestyle politics and focused contributions), and  

• Relation to paid work (from amateurism to professionalism). 
 

Multiform – contrary to the polarization between ‘traditional’ and ‘modern’ volun-
teer types (cf. Pearce’s ‘bifurcated volunteer reality’), the SOV Construct assumes a 
radical pluralization of styles of involvement. The multiformity criterion, conse-
quently, is based on the assumption that the behavioural and attitudinal levels of 
analysis, as well as the various subdimensions, intertwine in systematic and multiple 
ways. The exact styles of volunteering that evolve from this interplay should be 
explored empirically in a concrete volunteer setting. 
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2.  Research Methods 

2.1 Data and sample 

This study examines volunteers in one of the two independent divisions of the Bel-
gian Red Cross, Red Cross Flanders (RCF) that serves the Dutch speaking popula-
tion of Belgium through a multiplicity of programmes in social services, first aid, 
international and local relief and disaster work, training and education, and youth 
development (www.redcross.be). Data are drawn from a survey that consisted of 652 
personal in-home interviews with a representative sample of volunteers from five 
fields of humanitarian activities of the RCF: First Aid (FA); Red Cross Youth 
(RCY); Social Assistance (SA); Training and Education (TE); and Disaster and 
Humanitarian Aid (DHA). The respondents were selected from central volunteer 
records on the basis of a multistage sampling procedure. In a first step, the sample 
was geographically limited by means of a random selection of 50 local branches of 
the RCF (equally spread over the five Flemish provinces). Within these chapters, a 
disproportional sample of volunteers was subsequently subtracted from the five 
selected programs, underrepresenting programs with large numbers of volunteers 
and over-representing programs with small numbers of volunteers (for a more de-
tailed discussion of methods, see Hustinx 2003). 

All volunteers in the sample were interviewed using a standardized face-to-face 
questionnaire in the spring of 2000. Of the respondents, 51% were male and 49% 
were female. The age of the volunteers ranged from 15 to 81 years of age, with a 
mean of 36 years and a median of 35 years. Twenty-five per cent were younger than 
24 years, and only 10% were older than 57 years. Twenty-nine per cent of the sam-
ple had an educational level not exceeding lower secondary school, 38% had com-
pleted their higher secondary education, and 33% had some higher (non-)university 
education. The respondents predominantly lived with a spouse (51%), with parents, 
or with other family members (33%). Alternative living arrangements, like cohabita-
tion (7%) or living alone (9%), were less frequent. Four out of 10 respondents had 
children in the household. The majority of respondents were employed full-time 
(48%), 10% had a part-time job, and 14% were unemployed, incapacitated, or 
housekeeper. Retirees and students represented, respectively, 8% and 20% of the 
sample. At the time of the survey, the responding volunteers reported that they 
served the Flemish Red Cross for an average of 8 years. Half of the volunteers 
served for more than 5 years, one out of four for even more than 10 years. Thirty-
one per cent of the sample had a length of service of 3 years or less.  
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2.2 Measures 

Aiming at an empirical assessment of the SOV Construct and its hypothesized bio-
graphical embedding, we depart from a conceptual model based on three key ana-
lytical components: (1) styles of volunteering, (2) the social embeddedness of the 
volunteers, and (3) the organizational framework (Figure 1). Next is a brief descrip-
tion of how these key components are operationalized (for a detailed discussion and 
descriptive statistics, see Hustinx 2003). 

 

Figure 1: Key components of conceptual model 

Source: Own figure 
 

Styles of volunteering – To meet the above-discussed SOV criteria, a multidi-
mensional set of indicators has been developed for measuring the two basic analyti-
cal levels: structural and behavioural volunteering features on the one hand, and 
motivational and attitudinal aspects of volunteering on the other hand. We have 
defined these key SOV components as ‘patterns of volunteering’ and the ‘culture of 
the volunteer’. Structural indicators include the length of service, the frequency of 
volunteering, the amount of time invested in the volunteer commitment, membership 
on a volunteer board, and the number of main activities performed in different Red 
Cross units. The cultural component is a clustered measure that incorporates 11 
attitudinal scales covering four broad attitudinal-motivational dimensions: (1) the 
volunteer’s perception of the organizational environment; (2) the motives for volun-
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teering; (3) the volunteer’s commitment to organization and volunteer work; (4) the 
volunteer’s tolerance toward organizational demands. By means of an exploratory 
cluster analysis, four cultural volunteer profiles were identified and labelled as un-
conditional, critical, reliable, and distant (for a more in-depth discussion, see 
Hustinx/Lammertyn 2004). 

Social embeddedness – A second set of measures relates to the theoretically 
specified biographical match between individuals and their styles of involvement. 
As discussed above, this biographical match includes a structural dimension (objec-
tive availability) and a cultural dimension (subjective willingness).  

The volunteers’ objective availability is explored by means of indicators of the 
volunteers’ (dis)embedding in the institutions of work, family and community. The 
economic bonds of the volunteers are mapped by means of a series of indicators that 
relate to the socio-economic position of the volunteers, their social class, the number 
of working hours per week, and the flexibility in working conditions. To assess 
empirically the family bonds of the volunteers, we include information about the 
living arrangements of the volunteers, the particular stage of the family lifecycle in 
which the volunteers are situated, and the family source of income. The social bonds 
of the volunteers are operationalized through a number of indicators relating to the 
church practice of the volunteers, the number and frequency of associational mem-
berships and other volunteer commitments outside the Red Cross, and the extent to 
which the volunteers are involved in rather classical action fields (e.g., caring for the 
elderly or disabled, working for a church community) and in new and so-called post-
materialistic action fields (e.g., caring for people with HIV/AIDS, environmental 
issues). Furthermore, more unconventional action repertoires such as protest actions 
and chequebook activism (Maloney 1999) are taken into account. 

Next, the subjective readiness of the volunteers is divided into cognitive and atti-
tudinal components. The cognitive abilities of the volunteers include their age and 
educational attainment. Both variables are considered key proxy indicators for the 
central theoretical assumption of an individualized or reflexive monitoring of the 
individual life course in the late modern era. Other individualization-related indica-
tors are religious belief and gender differences, of which the impact is assumed to be 
diminishing. In terms of the attitudinal component, the focus lies primarily on gaug-
ing the strength of collective orientation of the volunteers. Therefore, a factor-based 
attitudinal scale is included that stands for strong feelings of solidarity. 

Organizational context – Finally, a number of organization-related variables are 
introduced in the analysis. Five different RCF programmes were included to ensure 
a minimum organization-internal variation. Assuming that the selected RCF pro-
grammes represent distinct organizational environments, five separate dummy vari-
ables indicate whether or not the volunteers perform a main activity in these particu-
lar programmes. Next, two additional measures reflect differences in organizational 
experiences. The first distinguishes among volunteers who are exclusively involved 
at the local level, and those who (also) operate at intermediate and central organiza-
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tional levels. The second assesses the impact of the size of the local chapter in terms 
of the number of registered volunteers. 

3. Results 

3.1 Empirical SOV classification 

In a first step, an empirical classification of styles of involvement was constructed 
using a multidimensional series of cultural and structural measures. Dealing mainly 
with categorical (manifest and latent) variables, latent class analysis (LCA) was 
applied as a method for data reduction, and five latent classes were obtained (for a 
detailed discussion, see Hustinx 2003, 2005). Table 1 shows their distribution across 
a key set of indicators.  
 
Table 1:  Styles of RCF volunteering according to key structural and cultural  

 dimensions 

Styles of Volunteering  
I II III IV V 

Total 

N  (%) 139 
(21.32) 

58 (8.91) 126 
(19.39) 

231 
(35.37) 

98 
(15.01) 

652 
(100.00) 

Length of  
service:*** 

      

0-2 years  17.99 4.66 18.76 25.47 2.93 17.34 
3-5 years 45.07 28.22 45.35 39.91 14.86 37.26 
6-10 years 13.75 19.90 21.17 15.93 28.01 18.65 
> 10 years 23.19 47.22 14.72 18.69 54.21 26.75 

Frequency:***       
Once or several 
times a year  

94.26 46.94 38.48 9.56 0.00 24.51 

Once or several 
times a month  

0.00 25.76 61.52 45.65 2.00 41.28 

Weekly or more 5.74 27.30 0.00 44.79 98.00 34.21 
Hours of volunteer-
ing:*** 

      

≤ 4 hours per 
month  

78.88 30.62 26.44 0.00 0.00 24.67 

5-12 hours per 
month  

21.12 69.38 73.56 0.00 0.00 24.95 

13-24 hours per 
month 

0.00 0.00 0.00 53.77 38.28 24.76 
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Styles of Volunteering  
I II III IV V 

Total 

> 24 hours per 
month  

0.00 0.00 0.00 46.23 61.72 25.62 

Member of volun-
teer board (%)*** 

0.00 96.57 0.00 17.40 96.31 29.22 

Type of volunteer 
activities (%): 

      

Meetings and  
decision  
making*** 

22.33 75.82 48.16 49.50 88.22 50.94 

Organization of 
activities*** 

8.98 37.87 22.59 25.92 72.37 29.44 

Medical, social, 
or psychological 
assistance*** 

79.50 64.48 83.14 93.70 84.35 82.27 

Administrative 
tasks*** 

6.83 40.95 8.33 18.91 76.25 24.65 

Instruction  
(training and  
lectures)* 

17.63 30.78 16.61 24.01 34.39 22.86 

Fundraising  
activities*** 

31.67 47.66 46.65 54.93 79.83 50.52 

Doing chores*** 8.67 28.94 21.72 36.31 60.80 30.35 
Number of main 
activities:*** 

      

None 46.36 46.18 26.69 11.00 13.65 25.12 
One 45.47 37.36 55.21 64.28 44.15 53.09 
More than one 8.17 16.46 18.11 24.72 42.20 21.80 

Cultural volunteer 
clusters:*** 

      

Unconditional 8.55 16.20 27.49 35.92 32.74 26.22 
Critical 9.49 28.49 17.08 17.94 47.48 21.35 
Reliable 54.12 24.55 42.19 28.89 11.69 33.80 
Distant 27.84 30.75 13.24 17.26 8.09 18.56 

I = Episodic contributors; II = Established administrators; III = Reliable co-workers;  
IV = Service-oriented core volunteers; V = Critical key figures. 
χ²-statistic: * p < .01;  ** p < .001;  *** p < .0001. 

Source: Own compilation. 
 

The empirical classification obtained represents a much more complex volunteer 
reality than widely held binary distinctions between ‘traditional’ and ‘new’, or be-
tween ‘core’ and ‘periphery’. The first class (SOV-I, 21.3%) includes a group of 
Episodic Contributors, who volunteer very infrequently, contribute few hours, score 
low on all sorts of activities, do not hold office in a volunteer board, and affiliate 
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only weakly with the organization and volunteer experience. Despite this remote 
volunteership, more than one-third has served the FRC for more than 5 years.  

Second, a group of Established Administrators (SOV-II, 8.9%) is identified. 
Their contribution to the RCF remains typically limited to the membership of a 
volunteer board. They predominantly participate in meetings and decision making, 
contribute a low-to-average number of monthly hours on a fairly regular basis, and 
represent a distant-to-critical cultural profile. These volunteers have clearly estab-
lished their position in the RCF: nearly half of them have lengths of service that 
exceed 10 years.  

The third style of volunteering (SOV-III, 19.4%) describes a group of Reliable 
Co-Workers. These volunteers largely are involved in a dependable way, but they 
are not associated with very intensive and long-term forms of involvement. They are 
also reliable in the sense of identifying moderately to strongly with their volunteer 
involvement. Characterizing them as co-workers emphasizes their ancillary role as a 
RCF volunteer: these volunteers are merely concerned with assistance and remain 
underrepresented in executive activities. In general, their pattern of participation 
may best be described as moderately intensive and supportive.  

The fourth class of volunteers (SOV-IV, 35.4%) is identified as Service-Oriented 
Core Volunteers. Among the five volunteer classes, those in this class form the van-
guard when it comes to providing assistance, whereas they remain underrepresented 
in executive functions. Second, they clearly are core volunteers since they partici-
pate in a very frequent and time-consuming way and embrace an unconditional-to-
reliable cultural volunteer profile. It is striking that, notwithstanding the group’s 
prominent position, this volunteer category consists of the largest proportion of 
relatively new volunteers, those who have been involved for 2 years at most.  

The fifth style of volunteering (SOV-V, 15.0%) clearly embodies the backbone 
of the RCF. This group of volunteers is termed the Critical Key Figures, signifying 
that they are critical in a double sense. First, they are of critical importance in de-
termining the success or failure of the volunteer organization. They are truly charged 
with a number of vital tasks (i.e., board membership, decision making, the organiza-
tion of activities, administrative work, and fundraising) that are necessary to guaran-
tee the continued existence of the organization. Furthermore, these jacks-of-all-
trades are involved on a long-term and quasi-permanent basis. In this respect, the 
fifth style of volunteering typically reflects the prototypical and traditional notion of 
lifelong commitment. Secondly, and strikingly, their total devotion does not prevent 
them from adopting the most critical stance towards the organization.  
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3.2 Explaining differences in styles of volunteering 

To explain differences in styles of RCF volunteering, a multinomial or generalized 
logit analysis was performed (for a detailed discussion of this method, see Hustinx 
2003). Table 2 presents a general overview of the magnitude of the net effects of the 
explanatory variables, which can be deduced from the fraction L²/df. The larger this 
number is, the stronger the global net effect of the variable. Although indicators of 
both the biographical embedding of the volunteers and the organizational environ-
ment could be retained, the coefficients in the ‘L²/df’-column indicate that it might 
be most accurate to conceive of styles of RCF volunteering first and foremost in 
terms of an ‘organizational match’, albeit in combination with a severely reduced 
version of the theoretically pronounced ‘biographical fit’. 
 

Table 2: Maximum likelihood analysis of variance of the fitted multinomial logistic 
  regression models for styles of RCF volunteering (N = 652) 

 
 Styles of volunteering 
 L² Df p L²/df 

Intercept 15.90 4 0.0032 - 
BIOGRAPHICAL EMBEDDING     
Cultural bonds     
Sex - - ns - 
Age 30.01 8 0.0002 3.75 
Education - - ns - 
Religious belief - - ns - 
Solidarism 10.51 4 0.0327 2.63 
Family bonds     
Living arrangements - - ns - 
Family life cycle - - ns - 
Family source of income - - ns - 
Economic bonds     
Socio-economic position 14.65 4 0.0055 3.66 
Socio-economic class 43.75 16 0.0002 2.73 
Working hours per week - - ns - 
Employment conditions 27.13 12 0.0074 2.26 
Social bonds     
Church practice - - ns - 
Participation: number of associations - - ns - 
Participation: frequency - - ns - 
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‘Classical’ action fields 9.50 4 0.0497 2.37 
‘New’ action fields - - ns - 
Protest action - - ns - 
Chequebook activism 11.52 4 0.0213 2.88 
ORGANIZATIONAL CONTEXT     
Unit of main activity     
First Aid 53.35 4 <.0001 13.34 
Red Cross Youth 14.99 4 0.0047 3.75 
Social Assistance - - ns - 
Training 18.26 4 0.0011 4.56 
Urgent Social Intervention 11.60 4 0.0206 2.90 
Organizational level of participation 13.55 4 0.0089 3.39 
Size local chapter 33.28 8 <.0001 4.16 

 Number of population profiles=544, L²=1438.64,  
     df=1E3, p=1.0000 

Source: Own compilation 
 

Although the size of the effects in Table 2 already gives a fine impression of the 
major and minor correlates of the observed style variations, the direction of the ef-
fects allows for a more substantive interpretation of the causal mechanisms at work. 
The converted effect-parameters in Table 3 indicate that in general, styles of RCF 
volunteering appear to be a matter of five types of effects that will be discussed in 
detail below: (1) different tastes for involvement; (2) sufficient and sufficiently 
predictable time resources; (3) class-based knowledge and skills; (4) age-related 
dynamics; and (5) organizational influences. 
 
Table 3:  Net effects of biographical and organizational indicators on styles of RCF 
   volunteering (N = 652): Fitted logit model in which the odds ratios are 
   expressed as deviations from the general mean per category 

 
 Styles of volunteering* 
 I II III IV V 

GENERAL MEAN 21.32 8.91 19.39 35.37 15.01 
Age      
16-30 2.69 -4.95 1.63 8.88 -8.24 
31-50 2.02 4.43 -1.66 -6.53 1.73 
50+ -10.07 1.40 -0.05 -5.50 14.22 
Socio-economic position      
Full-time working 1.88 2.14 -6.73 -4.51 7.21 
Other -1.75 -2.00 6.28 4.20 -6.74 
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Socio-economic class      
Professional 7.84 2.90 -3.81 -5.95 -0.98 
Routine non-manual 0.98 5.61 0.17 -6.95 0.18 
Self-employed -2.27 0.28 -0.48 14.26 -11.78 
Workers -12.19 -4.26 -4.48 21.57 -0.65 
Never worked 6.74 -3.83 9.47 -16.40 4.03 
Working conditions      
Irregular moments  

  + irregular schedules 
3.56 6.25 -2.60 -1.94 -5.26 

Irregular moments + regular schedules 8.94 -0.80 10.93 -22.06 2.99 
Regular working conditions -3.10 0.17 10.63 -5.92 -1.78 
Not working -2.49 -2.57 -9.73 12.29 2.50 
Participation in classical  

  action fields 
     

No 5.89 3.79 1.68 -10.20 -1.16 
Yes -2.34 -1.50 -0.67 4.05 0.47 
Chequebook activism      
Not or very rarely -1.96 -1.74 -2.26 6.54 -0.58 
Every now and then to often 2.94 2.61 3.39 -9.82 0.88 
Solidarism      
Moderate to weak 4.89 -0.69 0.16 -2.25 -2.11 
Strong -6.58 0.93 -0.22 3.02 2.85 
Size local chapter      
Up to 25 volunteers 7.59 4.10 9.81 -22.07 0.57 
25-50 volunteers -0.88 6.04 -5.93 -1.74 2.52 
More than 50 volunteers -0.76 -4.88 2.31 5.15 -1.83 
Organizational level of participation      
Solely local chapter -0.11 2.23 2.56 -1.88 -2.80 
Also intermediate and central levels 0.20 -3.87 -4.47 3.26 4.88 
Units of main activity      
First Aid Unit      
No main activity 10.06 5.03 1.24 -11.34 -4.99 
Main activity -10.57 -5.28 -1.30 11.91 5.25 
Training Unit      
No main activity 1.44 0.10 0.84 -0.26 -2.12 
Main activity -9.65 -0.68 -5.64 1.72 14.24 
Urgent Social Intervention Unit      
No main activity 0.28 0.10 -0.94 0.44 0.12 
Main activity -8.27 -3.00 28.13 -13.40 -3.47 
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Red Cross Youth      
No main activity 1.20 -0.23 -0.36 0.29 -0.90 
Main activity -14.66 2.85 4.37 -3.62 11.06 

* I - Episodic contributors, II - Established administrators, III - Reliable co-workers,  
   IV - Service-oriented core volunteers, V - Critical key figures 

Source: Own compilation 
 
First, and most consistently with the popular discourse on traditional or old and 

modern or new types of commitment, a number of effects point to a particular cul-
tural match between the volunteers and their type of participation. The combined 
effects of the strength of communal orientations, participation in classical fields of 
activity, chequebook activism and styles of RCF volunteering point at the existence 
of different tastes for involvement. These cohere quite consistently with the common 
contrast between the strongly other-oriented traditional care for the elderly, sick, or 
disabled and the subjectively detached ersatz commitment by means of a periodical 
financial contribution to a good cause. More specifically, ‘core’ styles of RCF vol-
unteering are typically embedded in a broader collective frame. Such ‘core’ volun-
teers participate substantially more in classical action fields, express strong commu-
nal orientations, and never or very rarely make financial contributions to a good 
cause (added effect of +13.6 for the service-oriented core workers – SOV-IV). The 
other volunteer categories reflect the opposite pattern of responses (added effect of 
+13.7 for the episodic contributors – SOV-I). More distant and episodic volunteer 
contributions thus cohere with less collectively oriented and more passive (i.e., do-
nations of money) forms of commitment. 

In addition, volunteers also need to have sufficient and sufficiently predictable 
time resources at their disposal. Flexible working conditions, in particular in combi-
nation with full-time work, push volunteers to the periphery of the organization. 
Adding information about age and socio-economic class, it appears that young pro-
fessionals who work full-time and do not have a regular nine-to-five job have a 
chance of +16.0 to +21.4 percentage points above average to be a member of the 
category of episodic contributors. The less volunteers are inhibited by irregular and 
time-absorbing employment conditions (and most favourably, if they are not work-
ing at all), the higher the probability that they shift to a more central type of in-
volvement. In the category of critical key figures, however, full-time work also 
exerts a strong positive effect (+7.2), particularly in addition to working at irregular 
moments but according to a regular time schedule (+3.0). On the other hand, none of 
the working conditions have a positive effect on the probability of representing a 
service-oriented core volunteer. This suggests that core styles of volunteering only 
appeal to volunteers with flexible working conditions if executive responsibilities 
are involved. 
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Third, variations in styles of RCF volunteering are associated with class-based 
skills and knowledge, as they are a prolongation of the (former) type of paid work 
the volunteers perform(ed). This is reflected in the specialized contributions of the 
class of professionals on the one hand, and the apparent reproduction of the division 
between manual and non-manual work in the differentiation between administrative 
and service-oriented styles of volunteering on the other hand. 

Professionals are most likely to be episodic contributors (+7.8), and to a lesser 
degree established administrators (+2.9). The direction of effects suggests that pro-
fessionals’ contributions are typically focused, both in time and nature of activities. 
They seem to represent a group that is periodically involved on the basis of their 
(highly) specialized expertise or skills, whereas the more permanent supporting and 
executive work is mainly performed by less professionally specialized classes. Next, 
the division between manual and non-manual work is reflected in their diverging 
effects on administrative and service-oriented styles of volunteering. The category 
of routine non-manual work (which is typically populated by civil servants) predicts 
the largest proportional increase in the group of established administrators of all 
socio-economic classes (+5.6). On the other hand, workers have the highest prob-
ability of performing the service-oriented core work (+21.6). These effects point at a 
kind of extension of the volunteers’ type of (former) paid work. 

It is important to note that this strong emphasis on the competences and skills of 
the volunteer is typical for service provision organizations (Handy 1988). In this 
respect, the threshold for participation is indeed lower for professionally resourceful 
volunteers. Since they already have the required skills, they can easily drop in and 
contribute in intermittent and relatively noncommittal ways.  

Fourth, age-related dynamics indicate that volunteers have to gain considerable 
experience to advance to a key position in the organization. In this respect, RCF 
volunteering typically represents a type of career volunteering (Stebbins, 1996) in 
which volunteers, in the course of their involvement, need to deliver sufficient proof 
of their competences to rise up the volunteer career ladder. This is clearly reflected 
in the observed age bias in the nature of participation. In the FRC, the youngest age 
category typically performs the more supporting roles of the relatively short-term 
involved episodic contributors (+2.7), reliable co-workers (+1.7) or service-oriented 
core volunteers (+8.9). The middle and older aged volunteers with a long-term serv-
ice, on the other hand, are most likely to secure an executive position as established 
administrator (respectively +4.4 and +1.4) or critical key figure (+1.7 and +14.2). It 
thus appears that younger age is a serious barrier to the more managerial work in the 
RCF. Young people still have to acquire sufficient experience to meet the manifold 
requirements of executive functions and mandates prevalent in this type of service 
delivery organization. 

With regard to organizational influences, the analysis first reveals that the size of 
the local chapter matters. In a small group of volunteers (i.e., 25 or fewer volun-
teers), core involvements are least likely to develop (-22.1 for the group of service-
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oriented core volunteers). By contrast, it seems that small chapters, to ensure a basic 
performance, have to turn to a form of outsourcing by recruiting volunteers episodi-
cally for well-defined tasks and activities (+7.6). In large chapters (i.e., more than 50 
volunteers), on the other hand, volunteers have the lowest chance of performing 
executive functions (which are limited in number), and are most likely involved in 
merely supporting (core) style of involvement. 

Second, styles of volunteering also vary across the various RCF programmes 
under investigation. The rather exceptional nature of interventions in disaster cir-
cumstances may explain that a main activity in DHA strongly increases the chance 
of belonging to the group of reliable co-workers (+28.1), while inhibiting the prob-
ability of a core involvement. Also, the project-like way of working in TE (i.e., the 
organization of various courses) and the RCY (i.e., the organization of youth activi-
ties) typically requires the more managerial ‘jack-of-all-trades’-type of core in-
volvement of the critical key figures (respectively +14.2 and +11.1). A main activity 
in FA, on the other hand, is most closely intertwined with service-oriented core 
work. Culturally, involvements in FA and TE leave no room for moderate-minded 
volunteer orientations. Whatever intervention, the volunteers of FA have to be pre-
pared for the worst-case scenario, which requires no less than an absolute readiness. 
The same might be true for the instructors of TE, who have to uphold the reputation 
of the RCF in front of a variety of inquisitive audiences. 

Finally, participation at other organizational levels than (solely) the local one 
increases the likelihood of being a critical key figure (+4.9) or a service-oriented 
core (+3.3). Participation at higher organizational levels thus seems to imply some 
form of core involvement. Nonetheless, one can rightly doubt the assumed causality 
between both variables. Core volunteers presumably are more likely to interact and 
cooperate with higher organizational levels, but on the other hand, participation at 
the intermediate or central organizational levels may equally likely result in a 
stronger involvement. The core volunteer types identified most probably result from 
the interaction between both mechanisms. 

4. Discussion and Conclusion 

In this research, I considered the current debate on transforming modes of volunteer-
ing. In the social and political discourse on volunteering, a puzzling contraction 
exists between on the one hand, the idealization of volunteerism as a pre-eminent 
expression of civil society participation, which stands out as a counterforce to the 
progressive individualization and social fragmentation of society at large; and on the 
other hand, increasing worries about the assumed decline of volunteer participation 



 19 

as a social phenomenon that is also affected by these broader transformations and – 
ironically – needs to be cured as well. From a scholarly point of view, I have argued 
that although radical changes in the modes of involvement and the profile of the 
volunteers are heralded, researchers in the field have yet to provide adequate ana-
lytical tools and empirical data. This chapter aimed to address these deficiencies by 
providing a more complex, multidimensional account of the differentiated nature of 
participation, which then allowed for a more rigorous assessment of the prevailing 
claim that present-day volunteering should be seen in terms of an individualized 
biographical match, as opposed to the traditional understanding of volunteering as 
pre-structured organizational behaviour. 

With data drawn from a representative sample of 652 Red Cross Flanders volun-
teers, multiple forms and drivers of styles of volunteering were qualified beyond 
common binary distinctions between traditional (core) and modern (peripheral) 
action repertoires. A multinomial logit model explored the influence and relative 
importance of a series of biographical and organizational variables on different 
styles of volunteering. The analysis reveals that it is not appropriate to apply an 
‘either/or’ scheme. Although in general, organizational features overrule biographi-
cal indicators in their magnitude of effect, differences in styles of RCF volunteering 
are most accurately understood as organizational behaviour that is induced by a 
volunteer-specific biographical match.  

As theoretically anticipated, the ‘biographical match’ operates both through a 
structural (objective availability) and a cultural (subjective readiness) mechanism. 
This is reflected in the inhibiting effect of flexible working conditions, as well as the 
class and age bias in the identified styles of volunteering on the one side, and differ-
ences in cultural ‘tastes for involvement’ on the other. Although the key hypothesis 
of a twofold biographical match thus bears the test, it is far from an exclusive 
mechanism and should rather be conceived of as a limiting condition for particular 
organizational influences and experiences. It is clear that organizational variables 
have a strong bearing on styles of volunteering only if the volunteer shifts to the core 
of the volunteer action. In other words, it appears that particular biographical pre-
conditions have to be met to cope with the responsibilities and obligations involved 
in particular volunteer roles. 

These effects clearly intertwine with the way in which the RCF organizes the 
volunteer work. On the one hand, to guarantee a high quality service provision, the 
RCF has established a ‘Code of Honour’ stating that the volunteer has the right to 
set boundaries to his or her involvement in terms of time and energy, but that accept-
ing a task, official function or mandate implies accepting the concomitant responsi-
bilities and obligations. On the other hand, given the highly professionalized, serv-
ice-oriented organizational setting under investigation, the findings point to a num-
ber of structural imparities implied in the application of a ‘workplace template’ in a 
volunteering context (Ilsey 1990; Chambré 1992). 
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Given this complex interplay between biographical and organizational features, 
what does this study learn about the assumed individualization of volunteering, and 
its potential as a ‘panacea for all seasons’? This research was guided by the widely 
held but provisional notion that the process of individualization brings about a new 
participation style, different from traditional volunteering. Whereas traditional vol-
unteering has been associated with long-term, stable and strong organizational at-
tachments, individualized volunteers, in contrast, would excel in short-term, epi-
sodic and noncommittal modes of involvement.  

The results first reveal a more complex and ambiguous interplay than the 
straightforward narrative of a replacement of the ‘old’ by the ‘new’ suggests. In-
stead, this study showed an expanded and plural universe of styles of involvement, 
which indicates that well-established and highly structured CSOs, like the Red 
Cross, have the capacity to adapt to the changing conditions and preferences of to-
day’s volunteers. Moreover, this study demonstrated that, contrary to the popular 
debate, even the typically ‘new’ or episodic volunteers develop structural, longer-
term ties to the organization, and do not drop out of volunteering more systemati-
cally than core volunteers (for a more detailed discussion, see Hustinx 2008). Thus, 
as also observed by Steen-Johnsen in this volume, and by other scholars (e.g., 
Meijs/Hoogstad 2001; Meijs/Brudney 2007), the findings of this study provide sup-
port for the claim that CSOs have responded to current social changes by adopting a 
more flexible and programmatic volunteer management approach and offering a 
more diverse range of volunteer opportunities which continue to appeal to a more 
individualized audience. In this respect, CSOs seem to have found a cure for the 
alleged threats of individualization for the spirit of volunteerism in contemporary 
Western societies. 

With regard to the profile of the volunteers, the (added) net effects of the inde-
pendent variables are also more subtle than an unequivocal differentiation between 
the ‘traditional’ and ‘individualized’ bases of volunteering would suggest. The ob-
served biographical match represents an uncertain mixture of types of determinants, 
that is, a coexistence of multifaceted causal mechanisms of which some are group-
based (i.e., social class), others are indicative of the structural (i.e., flexible working 
conditions) or cultural (i.e., ‘tastes for involvement’) conditions characteristic of the 
individualized biography, whereas a third group of correlates are simply situational 
in terms of age-related volunteer experiences and career opportunities within the 
organization, or specific organizational cultures and dynamics in the volunteer 
group. 

In spite of these nuances, the direction of effects goes in the theoretically antici-
pated direction: more peripheral styles of volunteering cohere with a number of 
‘typical’ indicators of individualization. Core styles, on the other hand, are rooted in 
a more stable and collectively oriented biographical frame of reference. Assuming 
that the process of individualization will gradually expand, and that de-standardized 
and ambivalent biographical conditions will be ingrained in the lives of an increas-
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ing part of the population, these findings may reflect a more general trend toward 
more peripheral and episodic styles of volunteering that are more strongly dependent 
upon individualized biographical opportunities and constraints, and less determined 
by organizational conditions. This study thus reveals, in a very preliminary way, the 
contours of a more individuated style of volunteering, that is, dependent on individ-
ual tastes and changeable life trajectories.  

An important challenge for CSOs thus is to keep a healthy balance between core 
and peripheral volunteers, that is, between strong and weak organizational ties. 
While reported levels of volunteering remain more or less stable among the popula-
tions of European societies (Dekker/van den Broek 2006) and, hence, European 
CSOs do indeed seem to offer a panacea against the negative consequences of ad-
vanced processes of modernization and individualization, the findings of this study 
caution against too much euphoria. While at the surface, CSOs indeed seem to adapt 
well to the changing, that is, diversifying styles of involvement, the integrating po-
tential of the new, more programmatic management approach remains uncertain. 
Indeed, the findings of this study show that structural and cultural resources are 
unequally distributed across the five classes of volunteers identified, and that the 
new and more individualized styles of involvement are the privilege of ‘clever vol-
unteers’ (Hustinx/Lammertyn 2003). Managerial efforts to diversify the ways in 
which volunteers can become involved thus risk creating distinct volunteer worlds 
within the organization, with tensions between ‘old’ and ‘new’ volunteers along 
traditional stratification lines. Beneath the surface of successful adaption of CSOs to 
the new volunteer reality, new sources of conflict and segregation thus become 
manifest. 

As a consequence, for volunteerism to be the real panacea it is so often held to 
be, policy measures should reach beyond the simple aim of keeping the rates of 
volunteering up. Indeed, increased participation of volunteers does not necessarily 
mean more social bridging and stronger cohesion, and careful attention should be 
put to the potential risk of excluding less resourceful citizens from recent trends in 
volunteerism. 
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