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Abstract 
Environmental volunteering has proven to be a valuable tool for environ-
mental conservation and students’ self-development. However, to maximise 
the benefits of environmental volunteering programs, stakeholders should 
understand the factors that motivate school or university students to partici-
pate in environmental volunteering. In addition, the perceived benefits gained, 
from the students’ perspectives, will help to sustain and retain the level of vo-
lunteering among students. Therefore, this study examined the extrinsic mo-
tivation and benefits of environmental volunteering participation from the 
students’ perspectives. There are three (3) subconstructs for extrinsic motiva-
tion: social influences, fulfilling school or university requirements and cul-
tures. Meanwhile, the benefits have four (4) subconstructs: positive emotion, 
meaningfulness, relationship and achievements. Random sampling was used 
and a survey was conducted among 356 students who had experience of en-
vironmental volunteering (aged 15 - 30 years old). Descriptive analysis was 
employed to analyze the level of extrinsic motivation and perceived benefits 
of environmental volunteering. Meanwhile, the t-test was employed to ana-
lyze the differences in levels of extrinsic motivation and perceived benefits 
based on gender. The results indicate that extrinsic motivation and perceived 
benefits were at a high level. However, there was no significant difference in 
terms of extrinsic motivation and perceived benefits based on gender. This 
study used students’ perspectives to highlight the role played by extrinsic mo-
tivation and environmental volunteering benefits in retaining participation in 
environmental volunteering. In addition, this study could help to strengthen 
environmental education through students’ environmental volunteering to 
achieve sustainable development goals. 
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1. Introduction 

Environmental damage and the escalating issue of climate change require urgent 
large-scale cooperation in combination with individual environmental behaviour 
(Doherty & Webler, 2016). Environmental volunteering is one example of large- 
scale collective environmental management. Through environmental volunteer-
ing, the government can save the environmental management costs while having 
a positive impact on the environment and the individuals involved, especially 
students. In addition, environmental volunteering is a platform for students to 
apply hands-on environmental education and support sustainable development 
agenda. Among these goals are the 4th SDG (quality education), 13th SDG (cli-
mate action) and 11th SDG (sustainable cities and communities). In addition, en-
vironmental volunteering also supports Global Citizenship, which seeks to raise 
the levels of community involvement in environmental management. 

Environmental conservation NGOs play an important role in providing op-
portunities for students to get involved as environmental volunteers. Environ-
mental volunteering programs are extended to educational institutions that play 
a role in educating students on environmental sustainability. However, the dro-
pout rate among environmental volunteers has often resulted in the goals of en-
vironmental volunteer programs not being achieved. Organisations or organisers 
of such programs also face problems in training new volunteers. Thus, there is a 
need to study the factors that contribute to the sustainability of environmental 
volunteer involvement.  

Past studies have revealed research trends that examine the motivation for 
involvement as an environmental volunteer. The motivations studied are divided 
into two main factors, namely intrinsic motivation, which refers to values, atti-
tudes and awareness; and extrinsic motivation, i.e. social influence, media influ-
ence, campaigns and incentives obtained after becoming involved as an envi-
ronmental volunteer. However, past empirical studies have focused more on in-
trinsic motivation factors, based on existing theories (Measham and Barnett, 2008; 
Woosnam et al., 2019). Meanwhile, extrinsic factors are still insufficiently stu-
died (Smith et al., 2010; Fang et al., 2017), especially in the context of volunteer-
ism among students. By understanding extrinsic motivation, stakeholders in-
volved with educational institutions can provide support by providing circums-
tances that support the sustainability of student involvement as environmental 
volunteers. 

The motivation to engage in environmental volunteer activities also relates to 
the benefits felt by environmental volunteers if they become involved in this 
way. The benefits felt by the students would become a motivation to repeat their 
involvement as environmental volunteers. Among the reported benefits of envi-
ronmental volunteering to volunteers are improved physical health, improved 
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mental health, an expansion of their networks, improved social communication, 
a better knowledge of environmental management, practical experience of the 
working environment and being able to link knowledge to related fields of study 
(Patrick, Henderson-Wilson, & Ebden, 2021; Lim & Ibrahim, 2020). However, 
the benefits of environmental volunteerism in the context of students need to be 
studied so that the interventions of educational agents and their impact on sus-
tainability can be considered.  

The influence of volunteer demographics also informs the organisers of envi-
ronmental volunteering programs and allows them to focus on target groups. 
Examples of these demographic factors are gender, age, socioeconomic status, 
field of education and level of education. However, little attention has been given 
to theories that explain pro-environmental behaviour by taking gender differences 
into account (Vicente-Molina, Fernandez-Sainz, & Izagirre-Olaizola, 2018). Simi-
larly, there are differences in involvement in environmental volunteering based 
on gender. Female volunteers were more likely than males to be motivated by 
social interaction, commitment and tradition (Larson et al., 2020). Meanwhile, 
according to Xiao and Hong (2018), men expressed more concern for the envi-
ronment and were more involved in environmentally related activities (Piyapong, 
2019). Thus, incorporating the findings about gender differences in extrinsic 
motivation and perceived benefits will serve to inspire women and men to en-
gage in effective environmental volunteering. 

Responding to that research gap, this paper attempts to examine the extrinsic 
motivation and perceived benefits of environmental volunteering from students’ 
perspectives. In addition, this study investigates how differences in extrinsic mo-
tivation and benefits of environmental volunteering may be based on gender. 
Identifying factors that promote environmental volunteering has become a key 
task in forecasting future environmental needs and social trends, as well as in 
designing environmental volunteering programs, environmental education and 
policies which meet society’s environmental demands.  

2. Literature Review 
2.1. Extrinsic Motivation 

One’s environment can influence their behaviour towards the environment, ei-
ther voluntarily or forcibly. Based on the theory of planned behaviour (Ajzen, 
2005), subjective norms or the person closest to an individual can influence that 
person’s behaviour towards the environment. Among the closest people who can 
influence action on the environment are peers (Law, Shek, & Ma, 2013), family 
(Van Goethem et al., 2014), parents (Van Goethem et al., 2014), teachers (Law et 
al., 2013; Caplow, 2018) and the local community (Gammoh et al., 2019). In ad-
dition, based on the Values-Beliefs-Norms (VBN) theory (Stern, 2000), norms 
are extrinsic factors that form the standards or rules that tell members of a group 
or society how they should behave (Schwartz, 2012). For this reason, the social 
roles and requirements of social environments and cultures influence environ-
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mental behaviour. Previous research showed that adolescents were more likely to 
volunteer when their best friend and parents volunteered (Van Goethem et al., 
2014). Parents have a stronger influence on volunteering than friends (Smetana 
et al., 2006). Social support and role models can serve to reinforce social norms 
and inform individuals about their perceptions, effectiveness and behaviours, 
while they also support pro-environmental activities such as volunteering (Smith 
et al., 2010). 

Research by Smith et al. (2010) found that the high levels of volunteerism 
among students’ universities in five countries (Australia, Canada, New Zealand, 
the United Kingdom and the United States) demonstrated positive signs for edu-
cational institutions and governments seeking to promote volunteerism among 
students. Volunteer programs based on active campus activities by university 
clubs, sports clubs and cultural organisations also influence student involvement 
in volunteer activities. Most of these organisations are based on campus activi-
ties, so they are easily accessible to students and thus help in fostering environ-
mental volunteering. However, little literature has been devoted to social influ-
ence (Law, Shek, & Ma, 2013), school/university requirements and culture in re-
lation to environmental behaviour (Fang et al., 2017).  

2.2. Benefits of Environmental Volunteering  

Environmental volunteering activities can improve the well-being felt by partic-
ipants by reducing negative emotions, helping to overcome loneliness (Guiney & 
Oberhauser, 2009; O’Brien et al., 2010; Kragh et al., 2016) and helping to over-
come depression (Pillemer et al., 2010). In terms of personal development, envi-
ronmental volunteering can improve relationships, knowledge, physical health, 
mental health and skills (Aydinli-Karakulak et al., 2016; Huang, 2018; Liarakou, 
Kostelou, & Gavrilakis, 2011; Lu & Schuett, 2014; Measham & Barnett, 2008; 
Molsher & Townsend, 2016). This perceived well-being has a long-term impact 
and is remembered even when the volunteer activity is over (Kragh et al., 2016).  

Through the activities of environmental volunteering, volunteers indirectly 
develop a good relationship with the environment. Environmental volunteerism 
has a positive impact on improving the quality of the environment and the 
country as it saves environmental conservation costs. In addition, environmental 
volunteer activities provide opportunities for volunteers to spend time with na-
ture, which contributes to a better relationship with volunteering values (Guiney 
& Oberhauser, 2009). This can also mean volunteers understand the environ-
ment better (Koss & Kingsley, 2010). Past studies have shown that relationships 
with the environment have an impact by improving health (Lovell et al., 2018), 
well-being (Capaldi et al., 2015; McMahan & Estes, 2015) and pro-environmental 
attitudes (Arendt & Matthes, 2016). 

The benefits felt from involvement as an environmental volunteer are related 
to well-being. Seligman (2011) proposed a multi-dimensional well-being theory, 
known as the PERMA (Positive emotion, Engagement, Relationship, Meaning-
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fulness and Achievement) model, to explore the well-being of environmental 
volunteers. Previous studies have adapted the PERMA model to measure envi-
ronmental volunteers’ well-being or the benefits they experienced after engaging 
in environmental volunteering programs (Kragh et al., 2016; Butler & Kern, 
2016). The findings of such studies provide guidance to environmental volun-
teering organisers and educational institutions, helping them to plan environ-
mental volunteering programs that suit the ability of students, as well as improve 
and retain the environmental volunteer participants.  

Volunteers will stay with an organisation if they have high levels of personal 
commitment and feel satisfied due to various conditions: they should personally 
benefit from mentoring, training and professional development practices; perceive 
a match between their motivation and their given tasks; and work for an organi-
sation with a good organisational reputation (Faletehan et al., 2020). The cha-
racteristics of the identity, image and reputation of the organisation tend to be 
important reasons why volunteers join and stay longer in non-profit groups (Fale-
tehan et al., 2020). 

3. Research Methodology 
3.1. Context of the Study 

This quantitative study aimed to examine the extrinsic motivation and benefits 
of environmental volunteering among students (n = 356). The data were ob-
tained from students who had experience of environmental volunteering in the 
Klang Valley. The types of environmental volunteering activities in which the 
participants had been involved were diverse and mostly related to conservation, 
education and sustainable living.  

3.2. Respondents of the Study 

Purposive sampling was used in this study to identify the samples of the study. 
This method ensured that the participants could provide information to answer 
the research questions. The participants were youths, i.e., those aged between 15 
and 30 years old, who had been involved in environmental volunteering activi-
ties. The respondents involved in this study were representatives of environ-
mental volunteers. A total of 356 respondents participated in this study; of which 
90 were male (25.3%) and 266 were female (74.7%).  

3.3. Data Collection Procedure 

A questionnaire was distributed to 356 student environmental volunteers using 
Google forms and with instructions from a research assistant. The use of Google 
forms is faster and simpler because data would be displayed through Excel. The 
questionnaire instrument was developed by the researcher and adapted from 
previous research. The Cronbach’s alpha obtained was high so the study instru-
ment was considered suitable for use in this study. The Cronbach’s alpha values 
are presented in Table 1.  
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Table 1. Cronbach’s Alpha Values for extrinsic motivation and benefits of environmental 
volunteering. 

No. Construct Cronbach’s Alpha Value 

2 Extrinsic motivation .898 

3 Benefits of environmental volunteering .985 

Overall .962 

3.4. Instruments Development 

A structured questionnaire was developed. A sample of 356 environmental vo-
lunteers was obtained. Forty-five questionnaires were discarded because they 
were incomplete or completed by non-students, resulting in a valid sample of 
356 individuals. The questionnaire was divided into three (3) sections. The first 
section comprised the demographics of the respondents, such as their gender, 
status, name of school/university/employer, field of education, level of educa-
tion, name of environmental volunteering program and duration of being in-
volved in an environmental volunteering program. However, only gender was 
analysed for this paper. The second section referred to extrinsic motivation (15 
items) that consisted of social influences, requirements and cultures. The third 
section referred to the benefits of environmental volunteering (25 items), i.e., 
positive emotion, meaningfulness, relationship and achievements. The second 
and third sections were measured using self-report items on a 10-point Likert 
scale, depending on whether participants agreed or disagreed with each state-
ment. The scales for these factors were developed after considering the findings 
from interviews with ten environmental volunteer study participants and adapt-
ing instruments used in previous relevant literature. Table 2 shows examples of 
the items used in the instrument in this research. 

3.5. Data Analysis Procedure 

Data analysis was performed using SPSS software. Two types of data analysis 
were used for this study: descriptive and inferential analysis. Descriptive analysis 
involved mean and standard deviation while inferential analysis involved the 
t-test. To measure the level of environmental extrinsic motivation and the bene-
fits of environmental volunteering, mean interpretation by Nunnally (1997) was 
referred to, as shown in Table 3. In addition, the t-test was employed to com-
pare extrinsic motivation and benefits of environmental volunteering, based on 
gender.  

4. Findings of the Study 
4.1. Level of Extrinsic Motivation and Benefits of Environmental  

Volunteering  

The overall mean scores for extrinsic motivation and the benefits of environ-
mental volunteering is shown in Table 4. Based on Table 4, the level of extrinsic  
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Table 2. Constructs and subconstructs of the questionnaire. 

No. Contructs Subcontructs Examples of items 

2 
Extrinsic  

Motivations 

Social Influences 
I am involved in environmental volunteer 
activities because of influence from the  
organisers 

Requirements 
I am involved in environmental volunteer 
activities to meet the requirements of the club 
or association involved 

Cultures 
I am involved in environmental volunteer 
activities because this follows the practice of 
helping in the community 

3 
Benefits of  

environmental 
volunteering 

Positive emotion 
After being involvement in environmental 
volunteer activities, I am happy I have been 
able to contribute to the environment 

Meaningfulness 

After being involved in environmental  
volunteer activities, I feel grateful I have been 
able to help preserve the environment as  
required in my religion 

Relationship 
After being involved in environmental  
volunteer activities, I have been able to forge 
closer ties with the local community 

Achievements 
After being involved in environmental  
volunteering activities, I have been able to 
spread a wide range of career fields 

 
Table 3. Interpretation of mean scores for extrinsic motivation and benefits of environ-
mental.  

Mean Score Interpretation of Mean Score 

1.00 - 2.00 
2.01 - 3.00 
3.01 - 4.00 
4.01 - 5.00 

Low 
Moderately Low 
Moderately High 

High 

Source: Nunnally (1997). 
 
Table 4. Mean and standard deviation for extrinsic motivation and benefits of environ-
mental volunteering. 

Constructs/Subconstructs Mean Standard Deviation Mean Interpretation 

Total Extrinsic Motivation 4.071 .664 High 

Social Influences 3.864 .846 Moderately High 

Requirements 4.020 .844 High 

Cultures 4.328 .618 High 

Total Benefits of  
Environmental Volunteering 

4.611 .468 High 
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Continued 

Positive Emotion 4.671 .466 High 

Meaningfulness 4.656 .473 High 

Relationship 4.556 .566 High 

Achievements 4.587 .511 High 

 
motivation that the school/university students had was examined based on the 
three subscontructs: social influences, school/university requirements and cul-
tures. Overall, the level of extrinsic motivation was high. Based on the extrinsic 
motivation subconstructs, only social influences was moderately high, while the 
other two subconstructs, namely school/university requirements and cultures, 
were high. The social influences employed in this study were the influence of 
friends, family, program organisers, teachers/lecturers and the government. In 
terms of the overall benefits of environmental volunteering, the subconstructs 
(positive emotion, meaningfulness, relationship and achievement) were all at a 
high level.  

4.2. Comparison of Extrinsic Motivation and Perceived Benefits of  
Environmental Volunteering Based on Gender 

1) Comparison of Extrinsic Motivation Based on Gender 
Table 5 shows that overall, extrinsic motivation had no significant differences 

based on gender (t = −.735, p = .463 > .05). Thus, there were no significant dif-
ferences in the values found for social influences (t = .578, p = .564 > .05), school/ 
university requirements (t = −1.830, p = .068 > .05) or cultures (t = −.671, p 
= .502 > .05) based on gender.  

2) Comparison of Benefits of Environmental Volunteering Based on  
Gender 

Table 6 showed there were no significant differences in environmental volun-
teering based on gender (t = −1.640, p = .104 > .05). In addition, there were no 
significant differences in terms of relationship (t = −1.122, p = .263 > .05) and 
achievement (t = −1.298, p = .197 > .05) based on gender. However, there were 
significant differences in terms of positive emotion (t = −2.169, p = .032 < .05) 
and meaningfulness (t = −2.091, p = .039 < .05) between the male and female 
volunteers. Based on the mean scores, female volunteers showed higher positive 
emotion (mean = 4.708, sd = .408) and felt more meaningfulness when partici-
pating in environmental volunteering (mean = 4.575, sd = .552), compared to 
male volunteers. Both effect sizes for differences were at moderate levels.  

5. Discussion 

This study examined the extrinsic motivation and perceived benefits of students 
who had experience of being environmental volunteers. The findings show that 
extrinsic motivation and perceived benefits were at a high level among such stu-
dents. The subconstruct of social influences, that is, the influence of friends,  
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Table 5. t-test for comparison of extrinsic motivation based on gender. 

Construct Gender No. Mean Standard Deviation t Value Significance Level Effect Size 

Social Influences 
Male 90 3.909 .877 .578 .564 .07 

Female 266 3.849 .836    

School/University  
Requirements 

Male 90 3.880 .944 −1.830 .068 .214 

Female 266 4.068 .804    

Cultures 
Male 90 4.290 .632 −.671 .502 .082 

Female 266 4.341 .613    

Extrinsic Motivation 
Male 90 4.026 .720 −.735 .463 .088 

Female 266 4.086 .645    

 
Table 6. t-test for comparison of benefits of environmental volunteering based on gender. 

Construct Gender No. Mean 
Standard 
Deviation 

t Value 
Significance 

Level 
Effect 
Size 

Positive emotion 
Male 90 4.561 .595 −2.169 .032* .288 

Female 266 4.708 .408    

Meaningfulness 
Male 90 4.549 .601 −2.091 .039* .276 

Female 266 4.692 .417    

Relationship 
Male 90 4.498 .606 −1.122 .263 .133 

Female 266 4.575 .552    

Achievement 
Male 90 4.520 .591 −1.298 .197. .165 

Female 266 4.609 .480    

Benefits 
Male 90 4.530 .582 −1.640 .104 .215 

Female 266 4.639 .420    

 
family, program organisers, the government, teachers and lecturers, was at a 
moderately high level. Meanwhile, school or university requirements and cul-
tures were at a high level. The findings of previous studies have also shown that 
peers, parents and family influence students’ involvement as environmental vo-
lunteers (Van Goethem et al., 2014; Culiberg & Gambier, 2016; Law et al., 2013). 
This is because students easily turn the person closest to them into a role model. 

In addition, government support is essential in promoting environmental vo-
lunteerism as it creates opportunities for students to engage in environmental 
volunteer activities. For example, the Ministry of the Environment launched 
campaigns such as “Save the River” and “Earth Hour”; organised an “Environ-
ment Friends” program; and cooperated with environmental NGOs to increase 
the engagement with volunteers through such programs. In addition, the gov-
ernment also contributes financially to organisations such as environmental NGOs 
to encourage more volunteers to participate. The government has introduced en-
vironmental elements into education in Malaysia, so the role of the government 
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in increasing the number of environmental volunteers cannot be overlooked. 
Education plays an important role in sparking environmental awareness (Binder 
& Blankenberg, 2016).  

Teachers or lecturers play an important role in encouraging undergraduate 
youths to engage in environmental volunteer activities as a form of community 
service in line with students’ roles as change agents. The influence of teachers 
and lecturers is also indispensable. A school’s attitude to adolescent volunteer-
ism directly affects the subsequent level of participation (Law et al., 2013). There-
fore, the role of teachers or lecturers is highly important in achieving the goal of 
sustainable development through environmental volunteering. 

Cultural influences, such as helping and kindness, have become the norm in 
the community, leading to engagement in environmental volunteer activities. 
Societal roles tend to indicate how an individual perceives themselves within a 
group. The community-building component of the community function provides 
a useful way for organisations like NGOs, clubs, school/university associations 
and neighbourhood communities to foster a sense of community (Carpenter et 
al., 2016). Culture, which plays a major role in this, can be identified as it is re-
flected in the norms of a society. People generally often base their actions on ei-
ther individualism or collectivistic thinking without consciously knowing it (Gam- 
moh et al., 2019). In this study, the respondents could be categorised into having 
collectivistic personalities. Collectivistic individuals tend to be more influenced 
by group thought processes. They also tend to focus on long-term goals, such as 
which things would benefit the community and the protection of nature. These 
factors result in their participation in environmental volunteerism (Gammoh et 
al., 2019).  

The perceived benefits of environmental volunteers in this study were almost 
the same as the findings of previous studies. The benefits involved the elements 
of emotions, competence, practice, a relationship with the environment and so-
ciety, awareness, a meaningful life, feeling blessed by God and an appreciation of 
the activities performed (Seligman, 2011; Huppert & So, 2013; Molsher & 
Townsend, 2016; Rusk & Waters, 2015; Wong, 2011). Since the participants of 
this study were students aged between 15 and 30, the benefits felt in terms of 
achievement related to the self-development of students, which could be applied 
in their lives. Among these were gaining communication skills, leadership, han-
dling animals, problem solving, social self-confidence, improved environmental 
knowledge and health benefits. A study by Lim and Ibrahim (2020) found that 
personal growth is a major influence on involvement as an environmental vo-
lunteer, followed by the factor of purposive reasons (doing something worth-
while). Therefore, organisers of environmental volunteering programs need to 
consider the perceived benefits that students feel after engaging in environmen-
tal volunteer activities, which would allow the organisers to sustain and retain 
their rate of environmental volunteers. 

This study found no significant difference in terms of the level of extrinsic 
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motivation and perceived benefits of environmental volunteering based on 
gender. This finding contradicts previous research by Xiao and McCright (2015), 
who found that women showed relatively stronger environmental concern and 
behaviour than men. Sociological theories of gender emphasise that gender dif-
ferences exist in the socialisation process, social roles and status in society (Xiao 
& McCright, 2015). Women and men may play different roles in protecting the 
environment in terms of decision-making at community and domestic levels. 
Therefore, women and men may become socialised on the basis of the dominant 
culture in their society.  

6. Conclusion 

The study makes an important contribution to the area of environmental volun-
teering as it illustrates the extrinsic motivation and benefits among students who 
had experience of environmental volunteering. When volunteer retention rates 
are high, there will likely be greater opportunities to achieve the respective envi-
ronmental volunteering objectives. The knowledge obtained from this study re-
veals not only new ways to empower current volunteers but also strategies for 
recruiting and retaining more diverse groups of environmental volunteers, as 
well as informing participants of the outcomes of their work.  

This study also has several important theoretical implications. First, it inves-
tigates extrinsic motivation concerning the environment. Applying the theories 
of planned behaviour and values-beliefs-norms to measure extrinsic motivation 
(in terms of social influences, school/university requirements and cultures) and 
the benefits of environmental volunteering could be employed in predicting the 
sustainability of environmental volunteering participation.  

These findings can be useful to help marketers and policy makers conduct more 
effective strategies that encourage men and women to engage in environmental 
volunteering programs. The results also have potential applications in education 
and contribute to our understanding of how students are presently dealing col-
lectively with environmental problems through environmental volunteering par-
ticipation. Redefining measures of gender not just as demographic factors but as 
female and male indicators of the gender identity of individuals might also help 
to test the validity of socialisation theory in explaining the differences identified 
in pro-environmental behaviour patterns and explanatory factors. Overall, this 
study provides practical implications for governments, non-government organi-
sations (NGOs) and education institutions that conduct environmental volun-
teering programs.  
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