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PERSONALITY CHARACTERISTICS OF COMMUNITY
MENTAL HEALTH VOLUNTEERS: A REVIEW

Natalie J. Allen and J. Philippe Rushton
Department of Psychology

University of Western Ontario

Community volunteers provide assistance to a wide variety of client popula-
tions. Indeed, without the efforts of these individuals, many services,
particularly those in the mental health field, would be greatly reduced or
become unavailable altogether (Carter, 1975). An examination of the deter-
minants of this altruistic behavior, therefore, is of practical significance,
as well as theoretical import.

Why do community mental health volunteers devote the time they do to helping
others? No doubt there are numerous factors, both situational and dis-
positional. A number of investigators have tried to determine whether the
personalities of volunteers were in any way different from those of non-
volunteers. The research strategy has been a direct one. A group of volun-

teers is given a variety of paper-and-pencil personality tests and their
scores are compared with those of a group of nonvolunteers. Many investigators
have hypothesized, either directly or indirectly, that community volunteers
are more empathic, self-efficacious, emotionally stable, have higher internalized
standards of morality and more positive attitudes towards self and others.

These hypotheses are similar to those proposed in the increasingly voluminous
experimental literature on human altruism, defined as social behavior carried
out to achieve positive outcomes for another. Altruism has grown to be a major
field of enquiry in the behavioral sciences and there are now numerous sub-
stantive reviews of this literature (e.g., Rushton, 1980; Rushton and

Sorrentino, 1981; Staub, 1979; Wisp4, 1978). Most investigations of human
altruism have been carried out in experimental-laboratory situations. One of

the findings is that some individuals are consistently more helpful, kinder,
more considerate and compassionate than are others (Rushton, 1980, 1981).
In short, there is an &dquo;altruistic personality.&dquo; IT

What are the characteristics of the altruist? Rushton (1980) proposed that
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much of the research literature on altruism could be usefully ordered in
terms of (a) empathy and (b) high internalized personal standards (for
example, of social responsibility). Individual differences in these motives,
assessed using paper-and-pencil questionnaires, significantly predicted a wide
variety of prosocial helping in laboratory situations. Other personality
characteristics associated with altruistic behavior include: positive
attitudes toward self and others, a sense of self-efficacy, and emotional
stability. It appears that the large body of data from experimental-laboratory
investigations provides a description of the altruistic personality that
parallels the expectations of a number of investigators studying community
mental health volunteers.

The current literature review was undertaken to determine whether the

&dquo;altruistic personality,&dquo; so readily seen in the laboratory situation, could
be generalized to potentially real-life &dquo;altruists,&dquo; that is, community mental
health volunteers. We must stress at the outset that this is not to deny that
other (self-oriented) motivations are present among community mental health
volunteers, nor that volunteers derive internal satisfaction from their work.
Neither would we deny the effects of a variety of social constraints and
situational factors on helping. We intend, simply, to examine the empirical
evidence which relates to the question: &dquo;Do community mental health volunteers
appear to possess characteristics associated with the altruistic personality?&dquo;

METHOD

In order to select research for inclusion in this review, all those studies of
personality characteristics abstracted under the terms altruist, altruistic,
helping, prosocial, and volunteering in the Psychological Abstracts and the
Social Science Citation Index (for the years 1965 to 1980) and Current Contents

(for 1980) were examined. As the focus of the review was the characteristics

associated with community volunteers, we excluded from this initial sample all
experimental-laboratory studies and all those concerned with blood and organ/
tissue donors. Also excluded were those studies appearing in non-English
language journals and, because methodological detail is not readily available,
those unpublished studies conducted as part of Masters and Doctoral degree
requirements. Following this, there remained nineteen studies.

RESULTS

In each of these, paper-and-pencil personality measures of volunteers, carry-
ing out a diverse range of prosocial &dquo;duties,&dquo; are compared to those of non-
volunteers. Table 1 provides a summary of each study and indicates its main
relevant finding. In order to examine more closely our hypothesis that
community mental health volunteers share the characteristics of the &dquo;altruistic

personality&dquo; mentioned earlier, we will consider the studies as they relate to:
empathy, internal moral standards, positive moods and attitudes, self-efficacy,
and emotional stability.

Methodological issues associated with these studies will be considered in
the Discussion section.

Empathy

As can be seen in Table 1, a number of investigators have attempted to
determine whether volunteers are more empathic than non-volunteers. For
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example, in an early study, Knapp and Holzberg (1964) found mental hospital
volunteers to have a higher &dquo;Need Nurturance&dquo; score than non-volunteers.
Turner (1973) reported that volunteer telephone counsellors generally were
more nurturant than either non-volunteers or &dquo;potential volunteers.&dquo; In

addition, volunteers expressed more supportive attitudes toward recipients
of the telephone service than did the controls. Similarly, Adler and Graubert
(1975) found that, in contrast to non-volunteers, volunteers placed less
projected social distance between &dquo;themselves&dquo; and stimuli related to mental

illness, thus suggesting that volunteers were more understanding of, and felt
closer to, this client population. Crandall and Harris (1976; see also

Crandall, 1980) showed that volunteers scored significantly higher than non-
volunteer controls on the Social Interest Scale (Crandall, 1975), a scale that
the author suggests is measuring both empathy and altruism. Jamison and

Johnson (1975) also reported that male volunteers were more empathic than male
non-volunteers. Finally, Schneider (1977) observed that individuals who

volunteered to read to a blind student exhibited more &dquo;thoughtfulness&dquo; on a
personality measure than did non-volunteers.

Taken together, these data strongly suggest that community volunteers are
more empathic than non-volunteers.

Internal Moral Standards

The results of at least five studies support the view that community volunteers
have more internalized moral standards than non-volunteers. Knapp and Holzberg
(1964) observed that those who volunteered to be companions to hospitalized
mental patients were more concerned than non-volunteers with societal and
religious values and less with those of an economic nature. These authors

characterized the volunteers as being &dquo;more morally concerned&dquo; and &dquo;more

compassionate.&dquo; Tapp and Spanier (1973) noted that, compared to a control
group, volunteers perceived themselves as more ethical, and more concerned with
religion, morality, honesty and the &dquo;rightness or wrongness of behavior.&dquo;
Both Smith and Nelson (1975) and Howarth (1976) found that volunteers had

greater &dquo;superego strength&dquo; (conscientiousness) than non-volunteers. Finally,
Benson et al. (1980) demonstrated that nonspontaneous helping (e.g., volunteer-
ing) was positively correlated with subjects’ scores on measures of social

responsibility and measures of intrinsic religion.

Positive Mood and Attitudes

Since there exists considerable experimental evidence which suggests that
good moods are conducive to helpful behavior (Rushton, 1980) it is reasonable
to suppose that individuals who more habitually possess good moods will be more
likely to behave positively toward others. Thus we may expect volunteers to
be somewhat happier and self-accepting than non-volunteers. To the extent that

one has a positive attitude toward oneself, s/he is more able to relate well
to others.

Several studies provide evidence compatible with this viewpoint. For example,
two studies have reported volunteers to be more capable of intimacy than non-
volunteers (Fretz, 1979; Tapp and Spanier, 1973). Tapp and Spanier (1973)
report that volunteers are more self-disclosing than non-volunteers; that is,
they are more likely to discuss their own feelings and thoughts with others.
Also consistent with this notion are reports that, compared with non-
volunteers, volunteers are more happy-go-lucky, outgoing, sociable and
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venturesome (Smith and Nelson, 1975), that they are more trusting of others
(Howarth, 1976) and that they view themselves as more pleasant (Cowen, Zax,
and Laird, 1966). Finally, Benson et al. (1980) found direct evidence that

self-reported satisfaction with one’s own life, and positive self-esteem,
are correlated with a variety of volunteering and helping behaviors.

Self-efficacy

Related to the notion of self-acceptance (and the positive attitudes which
it engenders) is the sense of competence or mastery over one’s environment.
There is evidence from the studies in Table 1 that volunteers perceive them-
selves as more self-efficacious, self-directed, and competent than non-
volunteers. First, several studies found that volunteers have a greater sense
of internal locus of control than do non-volunteers (Beckman, 1972; Benson
et al., 1980; Strickland, 1965). Thus volunteers see themselves as having a
greater control over their own lives and circumstances than do non-volunteers.
Furthermore, compared to non-volunteers, volunteers are more self-sufficient
(Smith and Nelson, 1975), more self-controlled (Fretz, 1979; Hersch, Kulik,
and Scheibe, 1969), more persistent (Howarth, 1976) and more problem-oriented
(Jamison and Johnson, 1975). Also related to this sense of self-efficacy is
the greater independence and flexibility (Hersch, Kulik and Scheibe, 1969;
King et al., 1980) and greater spontaneity and competent use of time (Tapp and
Spanier, 1973) exhibited by volunteers.

Emotional Stability

That emotional stability characterizes the community volunteer has been found
in a number of studies. Hersch, Kulik, and Scheibe (1969) and King et al.
(1980), for example, report that volunteers are more flexible, more oriented
toward independent achievement and more tolerant than non-volunteers. Tapp
and Spanier (1973) found that these individuals possess more self-actualizing
values than non-volunteers, while Howarth (1976) found them to be less anxious.

As noted in a previous section, at least three authors (Fretz, 1979; Hersch,
Kulik, and Scheibe, 1969; Turner, 1973) report that volunteers are more self-
controlled than non-volunteers. Finally, as mentioned earlier, Benson et al.
(1980) found that satisfaction with one’s life is positively correlated with
the amount of nonspontaneous help which subjects indicated they give to others.

DISCUSSION

Much of the evidence upon which the conceptualization of the altruistic
personality is based comes from experimental-laboratory studies (Rushton,
1980). It is interesting to note, therefore, that the results of the
naturalistic studies reviewed here are compatible with this conceptualization.
Before firm conclusions are drawn, however, it should be noted that there
exist several methodological problems associated with some of these studies.
These will be discussed briefly below.

Methodological Issues

The first problem involves the demand characteristics which may have been

operating in some of these studies. In at least nine studies, personality
measures were administered either at the request of staff persons associated
with the volunteer agency (Beckman, 1972; Smith and Nelson, 1975) or by
presumably independent researchers who carried out their studies within the
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volunteer agency setting (Cowen, Zax, and Laird, 1966; Pretz, 1979; Hersch,
Kulik, and Scheibe, 1969; Holzberg, Gewirtz, and Ebner, 1964; Jamison and John-
son, 1975; Sakowitz and Hirschman, 1975; Tapp and Spanier, 1973). It may be

argued, therefore, that volunteers were simply responding to the demands of
the situation; that is, in a manner which they felt was appropriate to the
’good volunteer’. Indeed, Hersch et al. (1969) report that volunteers scored
higher than did non-volunteers on the Good Impression scale of the California
Psychological Inventory - a finding which is compatible with the &dquo;role demand&dquo;

explanation. As these authors point out, however, both the consistent pattern
found in their own data (Hersch et al., 1969) and the results obtained by Knapp
and Holzberg (1964), who tested subjects in an entirely different setting
before they expressed any interest in doing volunteer work, suggest that this
explanation may be inappropriate. Also noteworthy is the fact that in each of
the studies reviewed here which utilized the Marlow-Crowne Social Desirability
Scale (Benson et al., 1980; Hersch et al., 1969; Strickland, 1965), volunteers
did not respond in a more socially desirable manner than did non-volunteers.
Taken together, these findings suggest that a role demand concern may be some-
what unfounded.

Three further methodological problems involve sampling considerations. First,
while in many of the studies, personality measures were administered to
subjects at the beginning of their volunteer work, in others this was done at

some time after they had begun their volunteer duties (Howarth, 1976; Jamison
and Johnson, 1975; King et al., 1980; Smith and Nelson, 1975; Strickland, 1965;
Tapp and Spanier, 1973, Turner, 1973). Thus it may not be that volunteers

possess these characteristics before undertaking volunteer work, as the

&dquo;altruistic personality&dquo; would suggest, but rather that the characteristics
emerged as a function of the volunteer experience itself. (Indeed, some

evidence of personality change during volunteer work has been provided by King,
Walder and Pavey, 1970; and Kirschenbaum and Mushkat, 1980.) Clearly, results
of personality measures taken from non-volunteers should be compared only to
those taken from volunteers at the time they express interest in volunteer
work or, if possible, before. Knapp and Holzberg’s (1964) design, mentioned
above, is exemplary in this regard. Personality measures were taken from
students long before they were asked to volunteer (and in a completely un-
related context); those of students who subsequently volunteered were then
compared to those who did not volunteer.

Secondly, in at least three of the volunteer activities examined in the
studies reviewed here (Cowen et al., 1966; Jamison and Johnson, 1975; Tapp and

Spanier, 1973) individuals underwent a &dquo;screening&dquo; process before being accepted
as a volunteer. Because it is clearly necessary from a practitioner’s
perspective, it is likely that such screening occurred (and simply was not
mentioned) in most of the volunteer groups studied. Regardless of their
&dquo;suitability&dquo; for a particular volunteer program, however, individuals who
actually make the effort to apply to do community volunteer work, are

members of that &dquo;altruistic&dquo; group whose personality characteristics are of
theoretical interest. It is somewhat unfortunate that they are not included,
at least for research purposes, in this group.

Finally, in all but two studies reviewed here (Howarth, 1976; Smith and Nelson,
1975) either the volunteer group or the non-volunteer (control) group (or both)
consisted of college or university students. It would seem that attempts must
be made to examine a more representative sample of community volunteers. While

many volunteers are students, they in no way constitute the entire group nor
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is it likely that they adequately reflect the wide diversity found within it.

Conclusions and Theoretical Considerations

Clearly, the idea that community volunteers, as compared with non-volunteers,
possess more of the characteristics postulated to underlie the &dquo;altruistic

personality&dquo; must be put to a more rigorous, methodologically sound test.
Despite the methodological problems enumerated above, it would seem that, taken
together, the results of the studies reviewed here are in accord with the data
from the experimental-laboratory studies and conceptualization of the
altruistic personality put forward by Rushton (1980). Moreover, further

evidence for the altruistic personality has more recently come from studies
of altruism using self-report measures (Rushton, Chrisjohn, and Fekken,
1981). In these studies respondents who reported engaging in a high frequency
of altruistic behavior (e.g. letting people in front of them in a queue; lend-

ing neighbors valued items) also tended to score higher on self-report measures
of empathy and personal norms. There is, therefore, increasingly diverse
evidence for the hypothesized altruistic personality and the motivational
constructs of empathy and personal norms. Thus, as this theoretical position
would predict, community volunteers tend to be more empathic and have higher
&dquo;moral&dquo; standards than non-volunteers. In addition, they appear to have more

positive attitudes toward themselves and others and, as such, possess greater
feelings of self-efficacy. Finally, compared to non-volunteers, these
individuals can be characterized as being more emotionally stable.
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