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Abstract

This article explores why people volunteer in America’s national parks and how program design influences 

whether service remains meaningful. Volunteer motivations often overlap and include personal values, 

learning, social connection, career development, confidence, purpose, and attachment to place. The article 

uses motivational frameworks to show that volunteers are more likely to remain engaged when they 

experience autonomy, growing competence, respectful relationships, and a clear connection between their 

tasks and the park’s mission. Good recruitment therefore requires realistic role descriptions, attention to 

skills and availability, safety information, training, feedback, and appropriate matching between people 

and tasks. Recognition should reflect individual preferences and value quality, reliability, teamwork, and 

mentoring rather than hours alone. Inclusive participation also requires attention to transport, equipment, 

schedules, culture, accessibility, and complaint procedures. Evaluation through surveys, interviews, 

retention data, exit feedback, and supervisor assessments can reveal changing motivations. The article 

concludes that meaningful service depends on reciprocity: parks receive commitment and knowledge, while 

volunteers gain learning, belonging, experience, purpose, and connection.
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A person standing beside a trail at sunrise, counting migrating birds or preparing a visitor center, is rarely 

motivated by one simple reason. National Park volunteers have a variety of motivations, which are related 

to values, identity, learning, friendship, employment, sense of place, and free time. By learning about 

mixture, parks will understand that to be meaningful, they cannot rely only on the appreciation to sustain 

commitment.

Functional approach is used in the volunteer motivation research. There are five different motives that were 

identified by the Volunteer Functions Inventory: values, understanding, social connection, career 

development, and personal enhancement, and protection from difficult feelings. Participants can 

simultaneously have multiple motives. Conservation project can convey environment values, impart field 

skills and develop community at the same time.

Motivation through values is particularly apparent for public lands. The participants are able to feel a sense 

of obligation to preserve ecosystems, history, public access or to return something to a place that has had an 

impact on their life. This motivation is increased if tasks relate to the purpose of the park. Taking away litter 

without explanation doesn't seem like restoring habitat that is associated with a known ecological plan.

Volunteers are drawn to learning and want to know more about the wildlife, geology, archaeology, history, 

interpretation or park operations. Training can be a great asset and not a prerequisite. New skills build up 

and staff explain the reasons for methods; people remain engaged. Repetitive tasks require context, to 

understand how each observation or repair fits into a bigger picture.

Social motivation may not be considered adequately in conservation settings. Many volunteers are looking 
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for some company, some connection with others who have the same interest, and to belong. Social 

infrastructure is provided through team routines, mentoring, breaks, recognition and respectful 

communication. Even if there is no issue with the technical role, if it is perceived as cold or exclusionary in 

interpersonal culture, they can still be lost.

Motivation is important to students, recent graduates, veterans and individuals who are making a career 

transition. Park service can offer experience, references, network and exposure to careers in public lands. 

Honest role descriptions are crucial, as it is important that unpaid work doesn't be marketed as a stepping 

stone to paid work. Feedback and explanation of transferable skills is a great boost to career value if given 

by supervisors.

Personal enhancement is characterized by confidence, identity, purpose and sense of contribution. 

Structured opportunities for retired adults to have a continued public role and younger participants to have 

challenging tasks in which they can find competence. Such benefits are very real but a reason to not 

discount the quality of a program. You can't find meaningful growth in inspirational messages - it has to be 

done through respectful work.

The protective motives may be feelings of isolation, loss, grief or stress. Outdoor service can offer structure 

and connection, but not unless professionally qualified, volunteer coordinators are not mental health 

clinicians. Supportive boundaries and referral information is required for programs. It is never a volunteer's 

responsibility to treat personal distress.

Another useful lens is that of self-determination theory, which is through the lenses of autonomy, 

competence, relatedness. Some autonomy, a feeling of increasing competence and bonding with others are 

required for volunteers. Too much control can diminish ownership and too little control can result in 

confusion or risk. Effective programs have clear standards and allow for judgment as needed for training.

Place attachment makes national park service have a unique emotional aspect. Volunteers can visit a place, 

landscape or trail from their childhood, or an ancestral site, with family memory in hand. This relationship 

can create a level of commitment that is astounding. The sensitivity of managers is needed due to 

institutional decisions, which can seem personal—though based on law or science—that have implications 

for a beloved place.

The Mission alignment will be evident in the day to day activities. When volunteers are given busy work, 

equipment fails to be provided and information that is pertinent to a job is not provided to them, they lose 

motivation. All roles must have a clear purpose and expected outcome, a line of management, a training 

plan, and a line for enquiries. There are little things that are important if you tell the truth about the 

connection to mission.
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Role fit starts at the time of recruitment. Applications and interviews should include discussion of: Interests, 

Skills, Availability, Physical needs, Desired learning, Preferred social setting. Someone who wants to get in-

depth archival work will not be able to do this if he or she has to constantly interact with visitors, and 

someone who wants to be around other people will not be able to do this if he or she wants to do data entry. 

The matching helps the volunteers and members of staff to minimise frustration.

You won't be disappointed if things are clearly explained in advance. Outdoor tasks may include exposure 

to heat, insects, long hours of watching, rough terrain or lack of facilities. Working with the public can be 

challenging with queries and sensitive situations. Informed choice and respect of volunteer time is achieved 

through clear descriptions.

Training has an impact on motivation via competence. Mission and task method, safety, conduct, public 

communication and the local context should be covered in initial orientation. Further pathways can be 

implemented to provide a reward for ongoing learning without the need for an artificial hierarchy. 

Refreshers: For experienced volunteers, refresher sessions enable them to keep up to date with protocol 

changes.

Feedback should be very specific. Praise that is generally given does not demonstrate whether work is 

achieving standards or not. Supervisors can describe the accuracy and its corrections and the consequences 

that ensued. The closer feedback is to the task and the more there is a way to respond to it, the more that 

volunteers will become strong contributors.

There should be some diversity in recognition of preferences. Some like to get awards, uniforms, public 

praise and milestone events, while others like to get a note, new responsibility, and training. HOURS are 

not what recognition should be based on. The attention needs to be paid to quality, reliability, teamwork, 

mentoring and community impact.

Where well-designed, leadership opportunities can help to retain as well. Established community members 

can be mentors to newcomers, project coordinators, interpretation leaders or project planning within a scope 

of authority. These opportunities recognize skills and help to share knowledge. They should not shift to 

others who are legally in the same position as a volunteer the responsibility of supervision that demands 

paid personnel or volunteers outside the volunteer's responsibilities.

From the first contact, there is an impact on inclusion that relates to motivation. Outdoor culture can be a 

source of withdrawals when it demands certain income, equipment, language, body or age or experience. 

The recruitment, loaning of equipment, transportation, diverse positions, and norms of respectful teams 

expand participation. Representation is important for participants to see public lands as being for more than 

one social group.
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Departures are frequently due to conflict and less supervision. Fuzzy expectations, playing favorites, unsafe 

practice, disaffirming staff and unfaced harassment can outweigh attachment to a park. The programmes 

must have confidential complaint system and act promptly. Don't let being a volunteer lessen the 

responsibility for a respectful environment.

Flexibility of time can be key in maintaining commitment through life changes. Different schedules prefer 

different types of work, such as seasonal work, a project, working remotely, occasional service days or 

regularly scheduled work each week. Avoid using less availability as an indicator of reduced commitment 

to a program. A steady 2-hour involvement is more valuable than an ambitious 2-hour dedication that 

doesn't work out.

Evaluation may consist of surveys, interviews, retention records, completion of tasks, and supervisor 

evaluation. Motivation scales can be used to give an overview of their trends, but a local conversation can 

be used to explain the success or failure of one particular role. Special attention needs to be given to exit 

interviews as the ex-volunteers often will point out management issues that were not clear. It is important to 

review data on an age, background, role and length of service basis.

For meaningful service to be done, it is essential that there is reciprocity. Public advocacy, knowledge, 

community connection and labor are given to parks. Volunteers are provided with learning, belonging, 

purpose, experience and relationship with place. Both sides are not committed to do everything and there 

should be clear expectations. A healthy program recognizes contribution without romanticizing unpaid labor.

Volunteer's motivation evolves throughout their journey. An individual who is drawn to a career experience 

may stay later due to friendship attachment. An individual who has retired can acquire good conservation 

attitudes in the process of training for social contact. Periodic discussions enable the coordinator(s) to 

recognise these changes and to provide opportunities for roles that are commensurate with the development 

of skill, but do not presume to be the same motivations as were present at the beginning.

When thoughtfully designed and motivated, National Park volunteers keep at it. Values must make a 

difference in the visible world, learning must advance, social relationships must be respectful and the 

interest in a career must be well guided. Commitment is further strengthened by autonomy, competence and 

relatedness with safety and equity protected. Task is meaningful for meaningful service through 

relationships which honor those doing the service.
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