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INTRODUCTION

Knowing what volunteers really want when
they are volunteering is important both to
managers of volunteers assigned to recruit
excellent volunteers and to the organizations
that rely on volunteers for their very exis-
tence. While Clary, Snyder and colleagues
have proffered the Volunteer Functions
Inventory as a means of categorizing the rea-
sons why volunteers join organizations (e.g.,
Clary, Snyder and Ridge, 1992; Clary, Snyder
and Stukas, 1996), what volunteers want
from organizations throughout their tenure is
less clear. This study seeks to clarify the terms
of that relationship using the concept of psy-
chological contract.

This paper defines the psychological con-
tract and explains how its terms arise, it also-
explains why understanding the terms of the
contract is important to nonprofits, discusses
the method in which the potential elements
of the contract were identified, and reports
the findings with respect to what both volun-
teers and managers of volunteers believe to be
part of the psychological contract that arises
for the typical volunteer experience.

WHAT IS THE
PSYCHOLOGICAL CONTRACT?

The psychological contract represents the
understandings held by the volunteer and the
nonprofit regarding promises made between
them (c.f., Rousseau & McLean Parks, 1993).
Knowing what these respective understand-
ings are important for both volunteers and
nonprofits because both use their version of
the understandings to interpret whether the
relationship is good or not. From the perspec-
tive of the nonprofit, it would be simplest if
the promises made when the volunteer was

recruited were the only ones that were con-
sidered when evaluating the relationship. In
reality, the volunteer’s understandings are
shaped by a variety of factors, including the
volunteer’s history with that organization,
with other organizations, the volunteer’s
knowledge of how others have been treated by
the organization, and the social norms. While
some of the behaviors are task-specific, this
study concerns itself with the general under-
standings that volunteers have about how they
are to behave and how they are to be treated
in the volunteer setting. These understandings
are the basis for the psychological contracts of
volunteers (Robinson, 1996).

Understanding what these items are is
important to nonprofits. Self-monitoring the-
ory suggests that individuals behave in a
manner they believe is expected or appropri-
ate for the context (Day, Schleicher, Unckless
and Hiller, 2002). Therefore volunteers are
likely to behave as they believe they have
promised to behave. Similarly, volunteers are
likely to judge the behavior of the nonprofit
in light of their understandings of how the
nonprofit has promised to treat them. When
the nonprofit lives up to the volunteers
understandings of the promises, the nonprofit
is typically judged favorably. When volunteers
believe the nonprofit has not lived up to its
promises, they believe the psychological con-
tract has been breached. That breach, may
have negative implications for the nonprofit
with respect to the attitudes and behaviors of
the volunteers experiencing the breach such
as a refusal to continue volunteering or bad-
mouthing of the organization. When volun-
teers are intended to be assets to the organiza-
tion, clearly neither of these outcomes is
desirable.
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understandings of the promises are incongru-
ent (Morrison & Robinson, 1997; Robinson
& Morrison, 2000). Knowing what the key
terms of the contract are to both parties may
pave the way for a frank, professional discus-
sion with potential volunteers that may serve
to limit breaches rooted in incongruent
expectations for behavior, which in turn may
lead to a stronger, more reliable volunteer
cadre. While future research in this area
should evaluate the ways in which incongru-
ence in the understandings of these terms
exist, simply knowing the potential sources is
a giant step toward monitoring interactions
with volunteers so as to shape expectations
accordingly.
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