
 
 

Research Problem 
A “grassroots sustainability association” (GSA) is a named group of 

volunteers that aim to encourage and enable themselves and others in 
the locality to contribute to achieving local and global sustainability. 
GSAs are a type of grassroots innovation. Examples of projects that 
GSAs may initiate are: Energy libraries (where people can borrow 

energy-saving or energy-monitoring equipment), garden-share 
schemes (where a member uses another member’s garden to grow 
fruit and vegetables), food cooperatives, community orchards, car-

share schemes, and many more.  
 

To date, there has been very little research on why people volunteer 
with GSAs. This research project will aim to inform GSAs about the 

motivations of their volunteers so that they can more easily mobilise 
human resources within their local community in order to achieve 

their collective aims. Ensuring GSAs have access to adequate human 
resources is crucial if we are to achieve a truly pluralistic, participatory, 
approach to sustainability. Human resources are “the individuals and 
groups whose performance contributions enable the organization to 

serve particular purposes” (French et al. 2011, p.16). If one 
understands the need(s) that volunteers hope to fulfil through their 

volunteerism, then one can attempt appeal to these needs to achieve 
actions from the volunteers that benefit the association and the 

purposes of the association (Penner 2009). 
 

The research will take a functional approach to understanding the 
motivations of people that volunteer with GSAs. “The functional 

approach suggests that while people may perform the same actions 
(e.g. volunteering for an association), they may be motivated by 

different psychological functions. In other words, people volunteer for 
the same activity for different reasons” (Bruyere and Rappe 2007, 

p.506).  
 

I have collated the findings from my literature  review on the 
motivations of volunteers and presented the findings in Figure 1. 

 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

About the Pilot Case Study 
Green Action is based at the University of Leeds. The group runs a 

volunteer-staffed co-operative that sells vegan products such as grains, 
tofu, and soya products at cost price. Green Action also has two 

allotment plots close to the university that members can use. They 
have an alternative library where members can borrow books about 

food, gardening, and sustainability; they also produce a Green Guide to 
Living in Leeds at the start of every academic year; and run many skills-
share workshops. The aim of Green Action is to be a “working practical 

example of an/the alternative autonomous lifestyle which we are 
hoping to move towards” (Green Action 2011). 

 
 

Values Function 
“I feel like every purchase 

at the co-op or every bit of 
veg eaten from the 

allotment for free is...an 
action that’s outside of the 
mainstream economy and 

I’m all up for those!” 

Social Function 
“...to meet people 

who...thought similarly 
and wanted to live their 
lives in a similar kind of 

way...”  

Understanding Function 
“...just learn from it 

really..like higher awareness 
of the importance of locally 

grown fruit and veg....” 

Career Function 
“I decided to join them 
because I wanted to do 

something like 
voluntary this year. Like 

it looks good on my 
CV...” 

Protective Function 
“.. when I didn’t 
volunteer I felt 

guilty...” 

Service Function 
“Generally it was 
about food, being 

able to get premium 
and specialty 

products very easily 
and cheaper than 
anywhere else”  

Enhancement Function 
“[The previous co-
ordinator]...was so 
positive and happy 
about it, and I was 

like...it’s making him so 
happy, it might make 
me happy as well.”  

Figure 2: The Motivations of Green Action Volunteers 

 
Volunteers are 
motivated by 
altruism and 

morality (3) or by 
the opportunity to 

express their values 
(1). 

Motivations may 
include opportunity 

to socialise with 
friends or by the 
opportunity to 

socialise with people 
who have similar 

values to themselves 
(1, 2). 

People volunteer for 
work experience. (1, 

2). 

Volunteers may be 
motivated by 

wanting to “work in 
or improve an area 
that the volunteer 

enjoys” (2). 

This function 
provides private 

goods to members 
that are used 

individually (4, 5). 

Voluntary 
associations may 
provide functions 

that allow members 
to feel that they are 
creating an identity 
of themselves that 
they want others to 

perceive (6, 7). 

Members volunteer 
to achieve personal 
enhancement (1, 2). 

 
Volunteers may want 
to “fit in” or want to 
overcome an inner 

anxiety such as guilt 
(1). 

Volunteers may be 
“motivated to be 
part of a program 

that is well organized 
and uses their time 

well” (2). 

Learning and gaining 
skills have been 

found to be a 
frequent motivation 

(1, 2). 

Volunteers may 
simply be motivated 
because they want 

to use the service or 
product being 
offered by the 
association (5). 

Leaders may 
motivate people to 

volunteer if they 
have charismatic 

personalities (5) and 
people may 
volunteer to 
“please” the 

leader/organiser. (8) 
. 

References: (1) Clary, Snyder and Stukas 1996; (2) Bruyere and Rappe 2007; (3) Elster 1985; (4) Knoke 1988; (5) Smith 2000; 
(6) Hirchman 1985; (7) Sen 1985; (8) Middlemiss 2009.  

Methods 
Qualitative interviews were conducted with ten active volunteers and 
two co-ordinators. The participants were asked questions about their 
volunteer work with Green Action; about their initial motivations for 

volunteering, why the continued to volunteer, and to what extent their 
motivations were being met. Interviews ranged from approximately 

fifteen minutes to an hour and a half (on average being fifty-two 
minutes long) depending on how long the participant had been a 

member and the range of projects they were involved in.  

Figure 1: Literature Review 
of Volunteer Motivations 

What Next? 
More case studies with grassroots sustainability associations (GSAs) 

will be carried out to  determine the motivations of volunteers. 
Recommendations will be made about the structures that such groups 

might form to encourage volunteers. The next phase of research is 
concerned with skills for sustainable communities and continues to 

view volunteers as human resources for GSAs. The current literature in 
this area is mostly concerned with professional occupations (e.g. The 
Egan Review). I will examine the skills and knowledge of volunteers in 
GSAs, the importance of skills and knowledge, and gaps in skills and 

knowledge. I will  also examine the structures (and lack of) that allow 
volunteers to input their skills and knowledge. 

Results 
Seven of the twelve motivations found in the literature review were 
reported by Green Action volunteers. The functions reported were: 

values, understanding, social, protective, career, service and 
enhancement. These are shown in Figure 2 with quotes from the 

participants to illustrate.  
 

Green Action provides a structure (rules and resources) that allow 
volunteers to meet their motivations. For example, the group provides 

the service function through “infrastructural resources” such as the 
food co-op (Middlemiss 2011). Also the cultural rules within Green 

Action mean that some participants reported feeling guilty when they 
did not volunteer. For those with the understanding function as a 
motivation, Green Action provides lots of opportunities to learn 

through the skills-share workshops and also by making skills-sharing 
with other volunteers the norm.  

 
 
 


