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Abstract: Documenting volunteer contributions strengthens Extension partnerships with volunteers.
A team of North Central Region 4-H volunteer specialists collaborated to conduct a study of 4-H
volunteer contributions and impacts related to working with youth within the 4-H program. Over
three thousand (3,332) 4-H volunteers from throughout the 12-state North Central Region completed
the survey. Volunteers are critical partners to the success of 4-H, making it possible for millions of
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young people to have access to 4-H programs.

Study Need and Background
4-H Youth Development offers non-formal learning experiences for six million young people across
America and can be found in every county in every state, including the District of Columbia and
Puerto Rico, and in dozens of countries around the world. 4-H involves Extension staff from the 106
land-grant universities and over 518,000 volunteers who partner with staff and young people to
deliver and lead learning opportunities across the U.S.
In 2008, North Central Region Extension volunteer specialists conducted a multi-state study to define
and quantify the contributions of volunteers in 4-H across the 12-state region. The study purposes
were to document volunteer contributions to 4-H organizations and to the region as a whole and to
increase stakeholder awareness of the types and level of contributions made by volunteers to 4-H and
Extension.

Study Methods
The North Central Region represents Extension services in 12 states. Specialists developed and
piloted the survey at the 2007 North Central Region Volunteer Forum in Wisconsin to test the face
validity and the response formats for the items. The finalized 31-item survey (Chapin, Levings,
Nippolt, & Pleskac, 2009) was administered online using Zoomerang™, a commercial, Web-based
survey tool. An online survey method was selected in order to keep the study cost effective and
because state organizations had email addresses in their respective database records. Michigan State
University acted as the lead state, hosting the online site and compiling the data. Each institution's
internal review board in the participating regions reviewed the study and approved the methods for
human subjects.
The survey was designed to gather:
Demographic background of participating 4-H volunteers,
Programming through which adults volunteered within 4-H,
The time and personal resources volunteers provided.

Sampling & Results
The total population of volunteers across all eleven11 states in 2008 was 133,160 individuals, with a
range from just over 2,600 volunteers to 23,000 volunteers per state. From a convenience sample of
volunteers who provided email addresses, each state randomly selected approximately 800
individuals from this pool of volunteers. Potential participants received up to two follow-up
reminders at intervals of approximately 2 weeks. However, administration of the survey was led
independently by the partner within each state, and there were slight variations in administration.
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Data were collected from spring through fall 2008.
The survey was sent to over 9,000 volunteers across the 11 participating states. The response rate of
useable surveys was 37%, with 3,332 surveys returned. While a formal comparison of respondents to
non-respondents was not conducted, the respondents from 10 of the 11 participating states were
individuals with access to computers and the Internet. One state partner conducted the survey using a
pencil-and-paper format.

Data Analysis
Data were analyzed using basic descriptive statistics. Statistical analyses were completed to
investigate relationships between characteristics of respondents and their roles and tenure as 4-H
volunteers. Cross tabulations were conducted on selected variables, and Pearson's chi-square tests
were performed to test for significant relationships among selected characteristics and responses from
the survey participants. Due to the response formats used in the survey design, it was not possible to
calculate means for the responses.

Results
Demographic Profile (Figure 1)
Figure 1.
Respondent Demographics (n = 3,157)
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Over two-thirds of respondents were 4-H members as youth, and most survey respondents (85%)
were female. Almost half of respondents were ages 42 – 51. Nearly half (45%) of respondents lived
on a farm or ranch, and nearly half (48%) were between the ages of 42 – 51 years. Nearly half of
respondents earned a bachelor's degree and/or a graduate degree (47%).

Roles of 4-H Volunteers (Figure 2)
Respondents reported serving in a variety of key roles. Primary roles are identified in Figure 2.
Serving as a project leader was the primary role for 42% of the respondents, while 38% indicated
that their primary role was as a club administrative/organizational leader. Respondents, on average,
served in two 4-H volunteer roles.
Figure 2.
Primary Volunteer Roles

When asked to report all the 4-H venues in which they provided service, the primary settings were
within the 4-H community club (90%) and with local, regional, or state fairs (59%). Forty-one
percent indicated they serve in 4-H on committees, boards, and councils. Eleven percent volunteered
with after-school or school programs. An additional 6% volunteered at the regional or state level in
an advisory or planning role.

Length of Service (Figure 3)
On average, respondents served approximately 8t years in 4-H. As demonstrated in Figure 3, 65% of
the volunteers were in their roles for 10 years or less. In contrast, 11% reported serving as a 4-H
volunteer for at least 21 years.
Figure 3.
Years of Service
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Time with Youth and Planning (Figure 4)
Respondents were asked to consider their year of volunteer service to 4-H during a 9-month school
year from September to May and then during the summer months of June to August. They were also
asked to determine the amount of time spent in planning and preparing for their volunteer roles. The
service hours included those spent volunteering on councils, boards, and committees, as well as time
spent in their volunteer roles at local, regional, or state fairs. Figure 4 reflects the service hours in
planning and direct contact.
Figure 4.
Average Monthly Hours Planning and in Direct Contact with Youth

Youth Reached
Volunteers were asked to estimate a range in number of youth in three age groupings with whom they
had contact during the previous 4-H year: youth 5 – 8 years of age, youth 9 – 13 years of age, and
youth 14 – 19 years of age. Most respondents worked with at least one youth in each of the age range
groups, with the exception of the 5 – 8 year old age group. Twenty-four percent of all respondents
reported not working at all with this youngest age group, which typically are served in "Cloverbud"
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programs.

Other Contributions
Additional contributions while in the volunteer role included making telephone calls, sending emails,
traveling in personal vehicles, and spending money for program supplies. While the number of phone
calls and emails ranged from zero to more than 21 per month, the median number of telephone calls
and emails per month was four and five, respectively. When considering the miles driven in personal
vehicles for 4-H, the range was from zero to more than 250 miles. Volunteers traveled a median
number of 11 miles per month for their service roles. While 21% of the volunteers spent $26 to $50
on non-reimbursed supplies, 2% reported spending over $500. The median contribution was $26 for
non-reimbursed supplies. Over two thirds of the volunteers made additional financial contributions to
4-H.

4-H Involvement as Youth
In the group of respondents surveyed, there was a tendency for their length of service to be more than
5 years in length if they were youth 4-H members. Sixty-nine percent of the respondents who were
volunteers for more than 5 years were also 4-H members as youth, whereas only 31% of these
longer-term volunteers were not members as youth.

Benefits and Impact
Volunteers were asked how the 4-H volunteer experience influenced them in their personal lives. The
qualitative responses fell into four main areas. 4-H provided adults with:
Opportunities to be involved with youth learning,
Opportunities for personal growth,
Opportunities for contributing to the 4-H mission and giving back to the organization, and
Social benefits including building social capital and community.
Overall, the benefit most often listed by respondents was that the 4-H volunteer experience
contributed to the respondents' ability to become a better person. The examples of "becoming a better
person" included increased self-confidence, improved social skills, increased community
connections, learning new subject matter, and having a creative outlet within which to learn. Other
frequently mentioned influences included the opportunity to help youth learn and grow.
Respondents were asked to describe the impact they believe they had on youth through their 4-H
volunteer role. Responses fell into two categories—the action the adult provided or what they
believed youth gained. Respondents most often reported they provided opportunities, exploration, a
positive environment, and teaching to youth. Those respondents who reported impacts directly for
youth most often reported that youth gained leadership skills, self confidence, and other skills such as
problem solving and social skills, as a result of the volunteers' efforts.
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Key Findings
Key Finding 1: The majority of respondents were ages 32 – 51 years. These respondents most often
reported their role as an organizational/administrative or project leader. The role most often filled by
this age group of volunteers is a role that involves working intensively with youth in club settings.
Key Finding 2: Respondents suggested that 4-H volunteers have completed more formal education
than the general population. All respondents reported having a high school diploma, as compared to
only 87% of the adult population age 25 years and older in the U.S (U.S. Census Bureau, 2008).
Nearly one-third of the respondents reported having earned a bachelor's degree. This compares to
29% of U.S. residents (U.S. Census Bureau, 2008).
Key Finding 3: Nearly two-thirds (64%) of respondents reported that they have been in their
volunteer role with 4-H for six years or longer at the time of the survey.
Key Finding 4: There was a notable decline in the number of respondents who have served 10 years
or more in 4-H. The median was 8 years of service. The greatest number of respondents volunteered
for 1 to 5 years.
Key Finding 5: Respondents tended to be more actively involved in programming during the
summer months, with the median time commitment in the summer being 6 hours per week.
Key Finding 6: Respondents reported that hours spent in planning are roughly equivalent to hours
spent in direct service with youth.
Key Finding 7: Volunteers gave more than time. Those surveyed reported mileage and supply
contributions, with medians of 11 miles per month and $26 per year.
Key Finding 8: Volunteering for 4-H influences the lives of those who volunteer. The main influence
on the respondents was becoming a "better person," as illustrated through several examples of
increased self-confidence and other personal growth skills.
Key Finding 9: Volunteers most often reported impact on youth was their role in helping youth to
gain self-confidence and learn new skills.
The study reported here provides an overview of the contributions of North Central 4-H volunteers
based on responses from over 3,000 4-H adult volunteers. These findings are relevant for the
development of, and management of, adult 4-H volunteers. In addition, a data-driven understanding
of volunteer contributions sharpens the public value of Extension as a whole.
Volunteers provide millions of young people the opportunity to participate in 4-H programs. Field
experts posit that short-term volunteers will be more productive and will be more likely to continue
in their service if they are recruited, supported, and valued as partners in the educational process
(Hart, 2005). As new volunteers are recruited to serve in 4-H youth development programs, the
organization has a responsibility to foster a strong volunteer support system that sustains and
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develops this volunteer corps.
The results indicate areas that warrant deeper investigation in future studies. For example, research
indicates that when individuals highly identify with their volunteer role, they are likely to contribute
at higher levels to the program and to have longer tenure (Grube & Piliavin, 2000; Lee, Piliavin, &
Call, 1999; Martino, Snyder, & Omoto, 1998). Given the positive relationship found in the study
between experience as 4-H youth members and years of volunteer service, the identification with
one's volunteer role in 4-H warrants further investigation.
The power of volunteerism in Extension can be captured with data systems that rigorously document
the contributions made by volunteers on an ongoing, regular basis. Evaluation of 4-H programming
can build upon the volunteers' reports of impact with youth. Extension is in the position to be a leader
for the field of youth development and volunteerism by documenting and communicating the
difference that volunteers make in the lives of young people who participate in 4-H.
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