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This is the second paper in a two-part 
series on the psychological contract of volun­
teer workers (see the first in the March 2004 
issue of journal of Volunteer Administration). 
We examined the functional motives of vol­
unteer firefighters in our first paper, studying 
how motives affected their psychological con­
tract with their fire department. In this paper 
we are going to look at the motives and per­
sonality of college students. We are interested 
in determining how these two factors affect 
their psychological contracts with their orga­
nizations. 

The psychological contract is a construct 
that captures the informal reciprocal agree­
ment of a work environment from the per­
spective of the individual (Rosseau, 1995). 
This contract addresses what obligations 
employees believe they owe the organization 
and what entitlements they feel the organiza­
tion owes them. These obligations go beyond 
those issues in the formal employment con­
tract. Like paid employees, all volunteers have 
a psychological contract with their organiza­
tion. Unlike paid employees, this psychologi­
cal contract is all most volunteers "have to go 
on," especially in loosely structured organiza­
tions with poorly defined volunteer roles. The 
psychological contract defines both the type 
of relationship the volunteer has with the 
organization, and what obligations and enti­
tlements will be exchanged. The fulfillment 

or breach of a psychological contract has been 
shown to have many positive and negative 
effects, respectively, on employee performance 
(Robinson and Morrison, 2000). Liao-Troth 
(200 I) has shown that these findings for paid 
employees can be generalized to volunteers in 
highly structured organizations where volun­
teers perform job functions similar to paid 
employees. 

We believed that two traits explain (a) the 
type of psychological contract that volunteers 
form with their organizations and (b) what 
those psychological contracts will address. 
These two traits are the volunteer's motives to 
volunteer, and the volunteer's personality. We 
also believe that the volunteer's personality 
will affect how the volunteer relates personal 
motives to the psychological contract (i.e., a 
more complex effect where motives only mat­
ter with certain personalities). 

Rousseau ( 1990) placed the psychological 
contract into two broad categories: transac­
tional where hard work earns high pay and 
advancement, and relational where job secu­
rity is given by the organization for loyalty 
and a minimum stay by the worker. Rousseau 
(I 995) subsequently identified a hybrid of 
the relational and transactional contracts, the 
balanced contract. She also categorized four 
different types of entitlements, or contract 
contents, an organization might specifically 
give to an individual: (a) benefits, (b) good 
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faith and fair dealings, (c) working condi­
tions, and (d) intrinsic job characteristics. 
These promises are specific to each psycho­
logical contract and individual employee, 
rather than being related to a specific 
category of psychological contracts (balanced, 
relational, and transactional). 

VOLUNTEER WORKERS 
AND THEIR MOTIVES 

There are different ways of conceptualizing 
motives. Clary, Snyder, and Ridge (1992) 
argue that every individual's motives are dif­
ferent and caution against grouping workers 
into "motive" categories. Liao-Troth (1999) 
empirically supports this argument. Clary, 
Snyder, and Ridge (1992) also found that 
assessing and matching an individual's 
motives to the volunteer job provided the 
greatest predictive accuracy of job success. 

Clary, Snyder, and Stukas (1996) devel­
oped the Volunteer Function Inventory (VFI) 
based on the "life functions" that volunteering 
fulfills. The VFI captures six "life functions": 
(a) career (work experience), (b) social (inter­
personal interaction), (c) values (acting on 
important personal convictions), (d) enhance­
ment (esteem), (f) protective (ego protection), 
and (g) understanding (skill practice). 

We found that three of these six life func­
tion motives predicted two aspects of the psy­
chological contract for volunteer firefighters 
in our previous study (Liao-Troth & Drumm, 
2004). We are not sure if this generalizes to 
all volunteers, or if volunteers outside of a 
highly structured environment like firefight­
ing have different motives. In our earlier 
study, we found that the understanding 
motive was related to good faith and fair 
dealings entitlements and intrinsic job charac­
teristic entitlements in psychological con­
tracts. The protective motive was also related 
to good faith and fair dealings entitlements. 
In our current study, one of three findings is 
possible: 1) either a concurrence with the pre­
vious finding that these two motives were 
related to these two psychological contracts 
(indicating that this may be a generalizable 
finding for all volunteers); 2) there is no rela­
tionship between functional motives and psy­
chological contracts (indicating that the pre-

vious finding may be methodologically 
biased); or 3) there is a different set of rela­
tionships of functional motives and psycho­
logical contracts (indicating that college stu­
dent volunteers are different from volunteer 
firefighters in this regard). Thus, our first two 
hypotheses in this study are similar to the 
hypotheses in our previous study: 
• Hypothesis One: Volunteer motives are 

related to psychological contract content 
(e.g., benefits, good faith and fair dealings, 
working conditions, and intrinsic job 
characteristics). 

• Hypothesis Two: Volunteer motives are 
related to the specific type of psychologi­
cal contract (e.g., balanced, transactional, 
relational). 

PERSONALITY AND WORK BEHAVIOR 
The five factor model of personality 

(McCrae & Costa, 1987; Digman, 1990) is 
the first stable model of personality to have 
demonstrated consistent effects on workplace 
behavior. Rather than differentiating people 
into different "types" of personality the model 
identifies five different personality factors. It 
also provides a method of comparing people 
across these different personality factors. The 
five factors are: (a) openness to new experi­
ence, (b) conscientiousness, ( c) extroversion, 
(d) agreeableness, and (e) emotional stability 
(sometimes identified by its negative anchor, 
neuroticism). Some of the workplace findings 
are: (a) conscientiousness serves as a predictor 
of the performance of professionals (such as 
managers; Barrick & Mount, 1991), (b) 
extroversion is predictive of the performance 
of sales people Uudge, Martocchio, & Thore­
sen, 1997), and (c) a combination of extro­
version and agreeableness indicates transfor­
mational leadership Uudge & Bono, 2000). 

These factors of personality are relatively 
stable across time and situation; their effect 
on workplace behavior is situation depen­
dent. Strong situations, with established social 
norms, usually allow for less of a personality 
effect than weak situations, where appropriate 
behavior is less socially defined (Davis-Blake 
and Pfeffer, 1989). Personality should have an 
effect on the formation of psychological con­
tracts because psychological contracts are 
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more likely to be salient when there is no 
contract covering a particular issue (Hypothe­
sis 3). This, in essence, is a weak situation in 
the worker and organizational relationship, 
which is when personality should have the 
greatest effect on behavior (Davis-Blake & 
Pfeffer, 1989). This occurrence should be 
prevalent both when addressing the content 
and establishing the type of the psychological 
contract (Hypothesis 4). Finally, as personality 
moderates the relationship of motivation and 
behavior (Weiss & Adler, 1984), there should 
be an interaction between the two predictors 
of a psychological contract (meaning that 
some motives may have an effect for some 
personalities but not others; Hypothesis Five). 
To reiterate our third through fifth hypothe­
ses: 
• Hypothesis Three: Personality factors are 

related to psychological contract content 
(e.g. benefits, good faith and fair dealings, 
working conditions, and intrinsic job 
characteristics). 

• Hypothesis Four: Personality factors are 
related to the specific type of psychologi­
cal contract (e.g. balanced, transactional, 
relational). 

• Hypothesis Five: Personality factors moder­
ate the relationship of motivation and 
both the content and type of psychological 
contract. 

STUDY 
Our study used 105 undergraduate college 

students enrolled in an organizational behav­
ior class at a private Midwestern (U.S.) uni­
versity. Demographic data on these subjects 
can be found in Table 1. 

Procedures 
The subjects filled out a questionnaire 

assessing all measures except personality. This 
was done on their own with a time limit as 
an extra credit assignment for class. Personali­
ty was assessed at an earlier point in time as a 
part of a self-assessment activity in the class. 
The connection between personality and 
questionnaire data was at the student's 
option; students were not excluded from the 
extra credit if they did not provide the key to 
link the two sets of data. The study design 
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TABLE 1 
Demographics of Subjects 

Demographic 
Characteristic 

Average Age in Years 

Gender (category) 

Family Income (category) 

Ethnic Identity (category) 

Values 

21 (1.35 standard 
deviation) 
48.57% female, 
51.43% male 
"greater than 
$75k" accounted 
for 61 .2% of the 
subjects 
all ranges from 

"less than $5k" up 
were represented 
64.8% white 
20% Asian American 
9.5% other 
4.8% African American 
1% Hispanic 
No Middle Eastern 
Americans nor 
Native Americans 
were in this sample 

was a retrospective questionnaire. Data were 
analyzed with hierarchical regression to con­
trol for demographic variables. Predictors 
were entered in the order of demographic 
control variables first ( to make sure any effect 
was not demographically based), the motives 
second, then personality third, and finally, 
when both motives and personality were pre­
sent, a variable to represent their mutual 
interactional effect was entered to see if they 
had joint effect. 

RESULTS 
We present a summary of our results in 

Table 2. Volunteers who established a psycho­
logical contract regarding benefits shared five 
traits that were directly related to volunteer 
motives: (a) year of birth, (b) the social func­
tional motive of volunteering, and personali­
ties of (c) conscientiousness, (d) extroversion, 
and (e) emotional stability. There was no 
joint effect of motives and personality in a 
benefits-based psychological contract. 

There were four driving factors for volun­
teers who established good faith and fair deal­
ings psychological contracts with their organi­
zations: (a) year of birth, and personalities of 
(b) openness to new experiences, (c) extrover-



TABLE2 
Significant Predictors of Psychological Contracts 

Psychological Contract Control Motive Personality Motive x Personality 

Benefits Year(+) Social(+) Conscientiousness(+) 
Extroversion (-) 
Emotional Stability (-) 

Good Faith Year(+) 

Working Conditions 

Intrinsic Job Characteristics -

Balanced 

Openness ( +) 
Extroversion(+) 
Emotional Stability (-) 

Conscientiousness(+) 
Emotional Stability(-) 

Conscientiousness ( +) 
Emotional Stability(-) 

Transactional Career(+) 
Protective (-) 

Relational Year(-) 

sion, and (d) emotional stability. Motivation, 
in itself, was not a factor; because of this the 
interaction step was not run (Baron & Ken­
ney, 1986). 

There were two effects for the working 
conditions contract: the personality traits of 
conscientiousness and emotional stability. As 
with the good faith and fair dealings contract, 
there were no effects for motives and the 
interaction step was not run. 

There were no significant factors for the 
intrinsic job characteristics contract. As there 
was no effect for motives or for personality, 
the interaction term was not run. 

We did discover two effects for the bal­
anced contract:· the personality traits of con­
scientiousness and emotional stability. There 
were no effects either for a demographic fac­
tor or for motives. 

The transactional contract was unaffected 
by demographic control variables, but it was 
related to the career and protective functional 
motives. 

Year of birth had an effect for volunteers 
establishing a relational contract. There were 
also effects for the personality traits of agree­
ableness and emotional stability. 

DISCUSSION 
We found partial support for our first two 

hypotheses, but not complete support. One 
functional motive (social) was related to one 

Agreeableness(+) 
Emotional Stability (-) 

dimension of content of psychological con­
tracts (benefits), and two functional motives 
(career and protective) were related to one 
type of psychological contract (transactional), 
giving partial support to hypotheses one and 
two. Our findings for the effects of functional 
motivation psychological contract formation 
are different from our earlier study on volun­
teer firefighters. This indicates that the 
motives that affect psychological contract for­
mation may vary from one type of volunteer 
position to another. This may be because of 
the type of people that these different posi­
tions attract, or it may be because of how 
these volunteer jobs are designed and present­
ed to potential volunteers. We have insuffi­
cient data to tell why these differences exist, 
only that they do. Future research should 
investigate this issue. 

For hypothesis three we found partial sup­
port with four personality factors (conscien­
tiousness, emotional stability, extroversion, 
and openness to new experiences) relating to 
three of the four contents of psychological 
contracts (benefits, good faith and fair deal­
ings, and working conditions), but only emo­
tional stability was consistent for all three. 
Likewise, for hypothesis four we found partial 
support in that three of the personality fac­
tors (agreeableness, conscientiousness, and 
emotional stability) were related to the three 
types of psychological contracts (balanced, 
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relational, and transactional), but there was 
no consistent personality trait having an 
effect on all three. Finally, we found no sup­
port for hypothesis five. 

Implications 
A key difference between the subjects in 

our earlier study of volunteer firefighters and 
the subjects in this study of student volun­
teers is the degree of formalization of the vol­
unteer work. Volunteer firefighters are highly 
trained for the tasks that they do, and have a 
formalized relationship with their fire depart­
ments. Our student subjects, on the other 
hand, were in highly fluid volunteer situa­
tions, where training was minimal, and few 
had a formal volunteer "contract,,. In this 
type of setting especially, our findings make a 
lot of sense. Without a formalized relation­
ship, people who are low on the personality 
dimension of emotional stability, will explicit­
ly form these arrangements in their own 
mind to compensate for the lack of a formal 
contract. People who are high on emotional 
stability would not have worries about their 
relationships with others or the organization 
that they volunteer for, and would be less 
likely to form strong expectations about their 
relationship with their organization (in other 
words, they would form weak psychological 
contracts). 

So if you, as an administrator of volun­
teers, want to have student volunteers (who 
do not have a formalized relationship with 
your organization) serve over a long period of 
time and are loyal to your organization (i.e., 
they form relational psychological contracts), 
or serve over a long period of time, are loyal, 
and also expect something in return (i.e., bal­
anced psychological contracts), then you 
would seek out volunteers who are low on the 
personality dimension of emotional stability. 
This type of person would be looking for a 
social affiliation and social validation for. 
themselves. Likewise, if you are in a position 
to provide some sort of benefit to your volun­
teers, or have a culture of good faith and fair 
dealings with your volunteers, or have safe 
and supportive working conditions for your 
volunteers, then selecting student volunteers 
who are low on emotional stability will give 
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you the volunteers who would appreciate 
these issues. 

It also makes sense that emotional stabili­
ty does not affect the formation of intrinsic 
job characteristics and transactional con­
tracts, because as volunteers the intrinsic job 
characteristics will be explicit (and therefore 
a strongly held psychological contract may 
not be necessary). This would also explain 
the lack of findings for transactional con­
tracts: since these are more explicit than rela­
tional contracts, in terms of what is being 
exchanged, there may be no need to identify 
what may be formally presented. 

Using personality dimensions as a poten­
tial selection tool for student volunteers is 
not limited to the dimension of emotional 
stability. Looking at Table 2 there are specif­
ic personality dimensions tied to each of the 
content and type of psychological contract. 
Depending on the type of relationship you 
want to have with your volunteers (relation­
al, transactional, and balanced) and the con­
tent of what you can provide your volun­
teers (benefits, good faith and fair dealings, 
intrinsic job characteristics, and working 
conditions), you would seek student volun­
teers who were high or low on related per­
sonality dimensions. 

Please note that selecting people for a 
volunteer position purely on personality 
characteristics is not our recommendation. 
Personality is only one issue in any potential 
volunteer, and there are other much more 
important issues (e.g., knowledge, skills, and 
abilities for the task at hand). A prime con­
sideration for every organization is the 
mutual fit between the mission of the orga­
nization and its culture with the values of 
the volunteer. We did not measure or con­
trol for any of these variables, and did not 
look at performance of the student volun­
teers. In this study we were only concerned 
about the psychological contract that they 
had formed with their organization. 

If you do choose to use personality as one 
of your screening techniques for volunteers, 
we strongly suggest working with a trained 
(and in some states licensed) industrial-orga­
nizational psychologist, and collecting data 
on your existing volunteers (both good and 



bad performers) for 
som e period of rime 
befor e accuaJly using 
persona liry as a selec­
tion cool. A free 
instrum ent co collect 
the Five Factor per­
sonali ry d imensions 
has been available at 
out ofservice.com , and 

You can get a better sense of what they 

see as the "give and take" between 

themselves and the organization if you 

talk with your student volunteers about 

this and ask what they want and expect 

from the organization . 

recrui t ing stud ent volun ­
teers . 

Limitations 
Just as mot ives vary 

greatly from volunt eer 
firefight ers ro stud ent vol­
unt eers, we cann ot assum e 
these findin gs on person­
aliry would be consistent 

ano th er has been at per sonal irytest.net. You 
can also cont act Psychological Assessment 
Resources, in Lut z, Florida , for the NEO 
Five Factor Inventory (NEO-FFI ), whi ch is 
th e mo st widely used instrum ent . Also 
rememb er th at there are legal issues to con ­
sider when using any selection cool, even for 
volunt eers, and th at you may want ro consult 
a hum an resources att orney that specializes in 
empl oyment law as it relates ro volunt eers. 

across differen t rypes o f volunt eers. In add i­
tion , thi s stud y suffers from common method 
varianc e since th e moti ves and th e psycho log­
ical contr act types and cont ent s were assessed 
at th e sam e rime. Finally, rhis dara is correla­
rional bu r nor longitudin al, m eanin g th at 
whi le we know these relationship s exist we 
canno t kn ow for certain which variable causes 
what out come (i.e., a chicken and th e egg 
probl em). 

For man agers of stud ent volunt eers, our 
stud y indi cates chat if yo u want ro man age 
th e rypes of psycholo gical cont acts your vol­
unt eers form with your organization , yo u 
should really assess their personali ry, while 
looking at cheir motives to volunt eer as 

Directions for Future Research 

only a second ary issue (on ly soc ial and 
career moti ves have an effect here) . It 
is also import ant ro no te tha t research 
on volun teers in a mo re stru ctur ed 
environm ent (such as volunt eer fire­
fighter s) will not generalize ro stud ent 
volunt eers. A manager of stud ent vol­
unt eers shou ld be advised ro only loo k 
at research that uses st ud ent volunt eers 
as th e subj ects being investigated. 

Final ly, as we menti oned in our first 
paper (Liao-Troth & Drumm , 200 4), 
the psycho log ical contr act of volun ­
teers is an imp ortant constru ct co use 
in un de rstandin g yo ur volunt eers. You 
can get a be tter sense of what chey see 
as th e "give and take" between th em ­
selves and the organization if yo u dis­
cuss thi s with your stud ent vo lunt eers 
and ask what th ey want and expect 
from rhe organization. You can man­
age rhe psychological contr acts you 
form on behalf of rhe organ ization 
wirh your volunt eers if yo u keep the 
findin gs of our stud y in mind when 

As we menti oned in rhe first article , the 
int eraction betwee n th e organi zation and the 
indi vidu al should be investigated (Figure 1 ) . 

FIGURE 1 
The Psychological Contract and its Antecedents 

Individual Issues 
Motivation 
Personality 
Attitudes/Beliefs Psychological 
Cognitive Biases Contract Form 

f 
Balanced 
Relational 

Individual and Transactional 
Organizational 
Interaction Psychological 
Communication by - Contract Contents 
Organizational Benefits 
Representatives 

Good Faith and 
Communication by Fair Dealings 
Co-Workers 

Intrinsic Job 

t Characteristics 
Working Conditions 

Organizational 
Issues 
Resources 
Existing Cont racts 
Organizational 
Needs 

From Liao-Troth (1999). 
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In this paper we have been focusing on what 
the individual volunteer brings to their rela­
tionship with the organization, and how their 
individual issues of personality and motiva­
tion affect that relationship. We have not 
looked at the three other relationships that 
need to be explored: the effect of individual 
issues on the interaction between the individ­
ual and the organization, how this intereac­
tion affects the formation of the psychological 
contract of volunteers, and how organization­
al issues can affect that interaction. 

Work also needs to continue on the gener­
alizability of these findings to different types 
of volunteer situations. We know that find­
ings from volunteer firefighters are not gener­
alizable to student volunteers, but there are 
many other types of volunteers, in a variety of 
organizations. It may be that each situation is 
different enough that we cannot generalize 
from volunteers in one type of situation to 
another, but until more work has been com­
pleted, we cannot say so with certainty. 
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