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Active citizens are a crucial foundation of nature conservation, with a long history of commitment to natural
history, conservation work, education and outreach. There is a strong need for greater understanding of these
volunteers and their motivations, both to match volunteer management to the individual, but also more broadly
to understand citizens’ action for nature.
This study adds to the literature by surveying a broad sample of Dutch nature volunteers (N = 3775), including both formal volunteers and participants in nature-oriented citizen initiatives, providing insight into their
profile, motivations, and attitudes regarding their volunteer work now and in the future. In addition to providing
a broad overview, we also distinguish four types of nature volunteering (recorders, restorers, educators and
administrators) to investigate differences in background and perspective.
Our results highlight a generally high age and level of education among nature volunteers, and we find that
two motivations are crucial regardless of activity type: contributing to nature conservation, and personal connection to nature. Aside from these, restorers appear to have a somewhat divergent pattern of motivations. While
nature volunteers generally experience freedom and appreciation, they share great concerns over the perceived
lack of younger volunteers.
We argue that, while recognising nuanced differences is important, contemporary developments in the field of
volunteering require nature organisations to recognise volunteers’ diverse activities and strengthen collaboration
in current and new initiatives. Taking on the joint responsibility to appreciate and voice nature volunteers’
efforts and motivations is a promising route to stimulate current and future action for nature.

1. Introduction
The care for and protection of nature is inextricably tied to the efforts of volunteers, whom Sloane and Pröbstl-Haider (2019, p. 158)
refer to as “the foundation of nature conservation”. Volunteer contributions include hands-on conservation work, education and public
outreach, coordinating activities, and monitoring presence and distribution of species. Ryan, Kaplan, and Grese (2001) noted that “many
of the improvements in environmental quality over the past three
decades have been made by volunteers” (p. 630) and their importance
has not waned since then. Volunteering is also linked to improved
physical and emotional well-being for its participants (Kragh, Stafford,
Curtin, & Diaz, 2016) and considered one way to combat the growing
disconnect between people and nature, with “hands-on involvement in
ecological restoration” and nature-based citizen science especially
promising avenues (Zylstra, Knight, Esler, & Le Grange, 2014, p. 131).
Despite these identified benefits and promises of nature-oriented

⁎

volunteer work for both conservation and the people involved, our
knowledge of who these volunteers are and what motivates them is
more limited (Woosnam, Strzelecka, Nisbett, & Keith, 2019, p. 2). This
is cause for concern, because actors’ background and motivations are
important components of understanding environmental stewardship
(Bennett et al., 2018; Enqvist et al., 2018). This understanding is crucial
because successful nature conservation depends both on citizens’ support for conservation measures and on their actions for nature, making
understanding why citizens take action and how this can be fostered a
key priority for nature conservation (Van den Born et al., 2018). In
order to understand citizens’ action for nature, strengthen its visibility
and appreciation in society, and ensure optimal support and acknowledgement of volunteers, we require greater insight into their profile,
motivations and experiences.
Existing studies on nature volunteers often either focus on a specific
type of activity (e.g. Kidd & Kidd, 1997), or cover diverse activities
without investigating differences between them (e.g. Guiney &
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Oberhauser, 2009). As will be detailed below, we use a broad conception of nature volunteering, distinguishing activities ranging from biodiversity monitoring and green space maintenance to education and
coordination. In addition, there is little published research focussing on
the profile and motivations of nature volunteers in the Netherlands,
especially not quantitative studies with a national reach. This despite an
active tradition of nature volunteer work and concerns about its sustainability (see Section 1.4). Finally, we complement existing work that
focusses on either formal volunteering through an organisation
(Johnson, Campbell, Svendsen, & Silva, 2018) or bottom-up initiatives
of citizens (Mattijssen, Buijs, & Elands, 2018; Mattijssen, Buijs, Elands,
& Arts, 2018), by including both.
This study thus aims to contribute to our understanding of citizens’
action for nature. In order to do so, we carried out a large-scale national
survey (N = 3775) among diverse types of Dutch nature volunteers. We
specifically aim to provide quantitative insight into their profile, motivations, and attitudes, leading to the following research questions
(RQs):

1.2. Nature volunteers’ motivations
For our inquiry into motivations for nature volunteering, we draw
on the BIOMOT project (Admiraal et al., 2017), a research project on
the motivations of highly committed actors for nature in seven European countries1 . While these committed individuals were not necessarily volunteers, they dedicate “much more energy, thought and
persistence to nature than would be necessary for reasons of job, income, tradition or reputation” (Van den Born et al., 2018, p. 845).
Based on a review of motivations for actions for nature in different
disciplines, narrowed down into a list of 20, empirical work by
Admiraal et al. (2017) found that a range of motivations were of importance to committed actors for nature. These included a connection
with nature, cooperation with other people, curiosity and learning,
concerns for future generations, and the desire to live a meaningful life.
Motivations such as personal benefits or spirituality appeared to be less
important.
The diverse motivations assessed in the BIOMOT project align well
with those found in the literature on nature volunteering (e.g. Bruyere
& Rappe, 2007; Caissie & Halpenny, 2003; Ryan et al., 2001). Important
motivations for different types of nature volunteering include those
oriented towards nature and place (contributing to nature conservation,
a personal connection with nature or specific places, learning about
nature), as well as social motivations (working together with others)
and personal development (fun and enjoyment in using skills, or
learning new ones). We can also expect the relative importance of some
motivations to differ depending on the type of activity: for instance,
among educators in wildlife programmes the sharing of environmental
knowledge and concern features prominently (Kidd & Kidd, 1997). Few
studies focus on the motivations of volunteer board members or other
administrative staff; Inglis and Cleaveös (2006) survey study on nonprofit board members’ motivations in diverse fields (including the environment) found that ‘helping the community’ was the most highly
rated motivation, though learning and expressing unique skills were
also important.

1) What is the profile of Dutch nature volunteers (in terms of demography & type of involvement)?
2) What are their motivations for volunteering?
3) What are their attitudes towards their current involvement?
4) What are their expectations for future involvement?
5) Do we find differences in profile, motivations, attitudes and expectations depending on the type of nature volunteering?
1.1. Nature volunteers’ profile
Survey studies on nature volunteers’ profile have indicated some
recurring patterns shared across Western countries, including the USA
(e.g. Asah & Blahna, 2013; Guiney & Oberhauser, 2009; Ryan et al.,
2001) Canada (Donald, 1997), Great Britain (OöBrien, Townsend, &
Ebden, 2010), Greece (Liarakou, Kostelou, & Gavrilakis, 2011), the
Netherlands (Ganzevoort, van den Born, Halffman, & Turnhout, 2017)
and Austria and the UK (Sloane & Pröbstl-Haider, 2019). Some of these
patterns mirror insights from the general volunteering literature
(Wilson, 2012). Firstly, this includes a significant percentage of middleaged volunteers. Especially the relatively low number of younger respondents is notable: for example, Asah and Blahnaös (2013) sample of
322 conservation volunteers only had 5.3 % of respondents aged < 20,
and this age group covered only 1.1 % of a sample of 2193 volunteer
biodiversity recorders in the Netherlands (Ganzevoort et al., 2017).
Secondly, while gender patterns differ in these studies, most find an
overrepresentation of female volunteers in nature-oriented volunteer
work: for instance, 62 % of conservation volunteers in Van den Berg,
Dann, and Dirkx (2009) were female, as were 70 % of the 111 animal
conservation volunteers surveyed by Abell (2013). However, some
studies report relatively even distributions of male and female respondents (e.g. Dresner, Handelman, Braun, & Rollwagen-Bollens,
2015), and some others (Ganzevoort et al., 2017; OöBrien et al., 2010)
found an overrepresentation of men.
Finally, one consistent pattern in the volunteering literature in
terms of profile is a high level of education (Wilson, 2012), and those
studies that report nature volunteers’ educational background tend to
confirm this. While there are some exceptions, such as ‘only’ 44 % of
Sloane and Pröbstl-Haider’s (2019) Austrian respondents having an
academic background, most studies indicate these numbers to be much
higher. Examples include 74 % of UK volunteers in Sloane and PröbstlHaider (2019), 77 % in Guiney and Oberhauser (2009), and Bruyere
and Rappe (2007) even found that 90 % of their surveyed nature volunteers had a college degree. Thus, some recurring demographic patterns emerge from the literature on nature volunteering.

1.3. Nature volunteers’ experiences and retention
In addition, we surveyed nature volunteers’ attitudes towards their
current volunteer work, and their expectations for future engagement.
Volunteer experiences and retention are an important field of research
in the volunteering literature (Penner, 2002; Studer & Von Schnurbein,
2013), since a perceived lack of volunteers or volunteer commitment
may well be rooted “not in a lack of interest, but in the management
practices used by agencies that work with volunteers” (Barnes &
Sharpe, 2009, p. 171). The success and continuity of citizen initiatives
is also strongly influenced by experiences in their volunteer work and
their interaction with other parties (e.g. municipalities) (Hassink,
Salverda, Vaandrager, Van Dam, & Wentink, 2016).
West and Pateman (2016) discuss several factors that improve volunteers’ experiences, including support, appreciation, feedback and the
opportunity to widen or change their volunteer activities to match
changing skills or motivations. Pitt (2014) found that having control
over the choice in volunteer activities is an important source of enjoyment for volunteers. Frequency of participation is relevant to take
into account as well; Dresner et al. (2015) found that experiences differed between starting, occasional and frequent nature volunteers. Active citizens often depend on organisational support (Mattijssen, Buijs,
Elands et al., 2018; Mattijssen, Buijs, Elands, Arts et al., 2018), and
navigating the tension between engaging nature volunteers and volunteer burnout requires a better understanding of their motivations
(Measham and Barnett (2008, p. 548).
1
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1.4. Nature volunteering in the Netherlands

experiences, desired support, future volunteering) and demographics
(age, gender, level of education, place of residence). The questionnaire
was constructed using Limesurvey (https://www.limesurvey.org/) and
consisted of 30 questions, with an estimated completion time of 15 min.
Question types mostly included five- or six-point rating scales and
multiple-choice questions.
We discussed our nature volunteering typology in the previous
section; we assessed this using a list of activities, with the wording of
each item developed in consultation with representatives of four different Dutch nature organisations (see acknowledgements) to accurately capture the diversity in activities. In addition, we piloted the final
questionnaire among some of these individuals and several others to
confirm technical functioning and ease of understanding.
For our motivations scale, we made using of a ranking format. Since
voluntary action can be driven by a multitude of motivations (West &
Pateman, 2016), this approach allowed respondents to choose for
themselves how many motivations are of personal relevance, while also
ensuring insight into relative importance. Respondents were shown a
list of 15 motivations in random order, and asked to select all that were
of relevance; these could then be ranked in descending order of importance. Respondents could simply leave any irrelevant motivation out
of their ranking. This approach was inspired by that of Admiraal et al.
(2017) in the aforementioned BIOMOT project. Based on their work,
Ganzevoort et al. (2017) had developed a similar list of motivations for
use among volunteer biodiversity recorders, which we in turn took as
our starting point. However, since we were targeting a more diverse
group of nature volunteers than only recorders, we drew on the literature discussed in Section 1.2 to remove one item (“see as many
different species as possible”) and add four others (“Contributing to a
sustainable world” “Improving other people's nature connectedness”
“Doing something for the neighbourhood” “Working with my hands”).

Dutch nature conservation also highly depends on the efforts of
volunteers, and has featured active citizen involvement for over a
hundred years (De Kracht van de Groene Vrijwilliger, 2016). A recent
national assessment of societal initiatives for nature (Sanders et al.,
2018) demonstrates their great diversity, including many citizen actions for nature; the authors note that volunteer numbers fluctuate but
show an increase for at least some organisations and initiatives. While
precise numbers are not available, a recent estimate of the current
population of Dutch nature volunteers reports around 130,000 individuals (Actieplan Groene Vrijwilligers, 2018); this includes both
highly engaged and occasional volunteers, but excludes those only involved through informal citizen initiatives.
While a large and diverse group of citizens is thus actively continuing a tradition of nature volunteering in the Netherlands, there are
increasing concerns regarding prospects for the future. These concerns
include population change (e.g. an ageing population), a lack of participant diversity, and lagging organisational support that requires
better fit with volunteers’ motivations and needs. As a response to these
concerns, the sector itself launched an intervention and research programme in 2017 to build knowledge, improve cooperation and develop
new strategies (De Kracht van de Groene Vrijwilliger, 2016). Our study
was part of this research programme. The programme is still ongoing,
but already resulted in the recent national ‘Action Plan Green Volunteers’ (Actieplan Groene Vrijwilligers, 2018), signed in 2019 by several
prominent Dutch nature organisations and governmental partners2 .
To frame its discussion of nature volunteering, the programme
distinguishes between three main types: monitoring, restoration, and
education. We adopted this framework for our inquiry, while adding a
fourth important type: management and policy. Our conception of
nature volunteering thus covers the following types:

•
•
•
•

2.2. Data collection

Recorders – either structured (e.g. regular plots) or unstructured
data collection on flora and fauna
Restorers – restoration and maintenance of nature and landscapes,
both at a large or small scale
Educators – the education of young & old through activities such as
guided walks, workshops, stands and stores
Administrators – voluntary management or board positions in
nature-oriented organisations or initiatives, or voluntary participation in policy or planning discussions

We launched the survey in October 2017. Since our aim was to gain
as many responses as possible from a large, diffuse and highly diverse
group of volunteers, engaged through a great number of formal and
informal initiatives, we opted for a self-selecting sampling approach
utilising as many communication channels as possible. Calls to participate in the study were placed on the websites and social media pages
(Facebook, LinkedIn, Twitter) of a great number of nature organisations
working with volunteers, with several also utilising their newsletters
and magazines. Examples include the programme’s website (http://
www.degroenevrijwilliger.nl/), different communication channels of
the Dutch regional landscapes and their umbrella organisation
LandschappenNL, an extensive communication campaign by IVN nature
education, the Dutch State Forest Service Staatsbosbeheer, and the
communication channels of several Dutch biodiversity monitoring societies. Several of these organisations also sent reminders after initial
postings.
While these efforts ensured great visibility and reach among formal
nature volunteers, they may be less effective in reaching citizen initiatives. Anticipating this, we also sent an invitation to representatives
of 171 Dutch nature-oriented citizen initiatives and the boards of 25
botanical gardens, gathered through our professional network. In addition, we published a call to participate on the news website Nature
Today (https://www.naturetoday.com). Finally, we requested all participants to forward the survey to fellow nature volunteers, in order to
tap into their social networks.
When we closed our survey after five weeks, our efforts had resulted
in 3786 responses. Initial analysis of activities and place of residence,
however, revealed that 11 respondents were not yet, or no longer, active as a volunteer, or did not live in the Netherlands; their responses
were removed. As such, our final sample consisted of N = 3775. In
Appendix A, we include a distribution map of our respondents across
the Netherlands.

While the programme focusses on formal volunteering through
nature organisations, it also notes a rise of nature-oriented citizen initiatives, fitting within a broader international trend towards increased
active citizenship (Buijs et al., 2016). This led to our decision to include
both formal nature volunteers and participants in nature-oriented citizen initiatives in our study.
2. Methods
2.1. Questionnaire development
This study made use of an online survey, covering four main topics:
activities (e.g. types and frequency of nature volunteering, forms of
organisation), motivations (including motivations, perceived importance, other volunteering), opportunities and barriers (volunteering
2
Signatories are IVN Nature Education, LandschappenNL (Dutch
Landscapes), SoortenNL, (the Dutch network of biodiversity monitoring societies), BoerenNatuur (Farmer & Nature), Staatsbosbeheer (State Forest Service),
Natuurmonumenten (Dutch Society for Nature Conservation), IPO (Association
of Provinces of the Netherlands) and the Ministry of Agriculture, Nature and
Food Quality
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Fig. 1. Respondents’ involvement in each type of nature volunteering (not mutually exclusive).

2.3. Data analysis

(yearly or less than yearly), or not at all.
As these percentages indicate, the four groups are not mutually
exclusive: in fact, 66.2 % of respondents is involved in at least two of
the four types. This has implication for our analyses of differences based
on the type of activity. Since Chi-square tests directly compare mutually
exclusive categories, we did not directly compare all four types within
the same tests. Instead, we carried out separate analyses for each type of
volunteering, split into frequent, infrequent or non-involvement. This
way, we systematically compared each type of nature volunteer with
the rest of our sample, thus still allowing insight into statistically significant patterns in responses among the groups.

In the next section, we present descriptive analyses of our results
linked to our RQs. In addition, considering our interest in how patterns
in responses may differ depending on the type of nature volunteering
(RQ5), we use Chi-square analyses to detect significant differences.
Further details on our approach for these tests are reported in Section
3.1. Throughout Section 3, we discuss notable patterns from these
analyses and illustrate the statistical significance of these tests using the
following notation system: * = p < .05, ** = p < .01, *** =
p < .001. For a full overview of each individual comparison and their
statistical significance, see Appendix B.
In order to construct a motivation ranking across all respondents,
we scored each motivation based on its place in each individual ranking
(running from 15 points for first rank to 1 point for the lowest rank, and
0 points if that motivation was not included in a ranking). By summing
up these scores per motivation and ranking those summated scores, we
arrived at a final motivation ranking.
While our large dataset allows us to incorporate the perspective of a
substantial number of volunteers, in analytical terms it does have some
consequences (Gazley, 2013, p. 1258). Chi-square tests are sensitive to
sample size, which means tests may reach statistical significance even
for relatively small differences in distribution (Field, 2013, p. 736).
Since our design involves a large number of chi-square analyses, in our
analysis of motivational data we use Cramer’s V statistics to distinguish
between weaker and more moderate effect sizes.

3.2. Profile
With a mean age of 61.8 and almost half of our respondents being
65 or older (47.9 %), our demographic data confirm the picture of
nature volunteers as being of a relatively high age (Fig. 2). The low
number of respondents aged ≤30 (2.3 %) further supports this. Levels
of education are also high, with 64.9 % having completed an academic
or higher vocational degree.3 In addition, we find an overrepresentation
of men (62.8 %), with Chi-square tests also indicating that male respondents are generally older than women*** and have a relatively
lower level of education***.
In terms of demographic differences between the four types of
nature volunteers, Chi-square tests point to a slight overrepresentation
of younger respondents among recorders*, while frequent volunteers
among the other types tend to be somewhat older (all at least **).
Focussing on gender patterns, we saw a higher percentage of women
among the educators***, with the opposite pattern for restorers***,
administrators*** and frequent recorders***. Finally, taking the generally high level of education of our respondents into consideration, it
was comparatively even higher among the administrators*** and educators***, and slightly lower among recorders** and frequent restorers*.
Using a multiple-choice question (options were not mutually exclusive), we found that most respondents do formal volunteering in

3. Results
3.1. Four types of nature volunteering
Our respondents report a broad engagement in different nature
volunteering activities, whether through a formal organisation or as
part of a citizen initiative. Following our typology, we created four
main categories for further analysis: recorders, restorers, educators and
administrators. Fig. 1 shows the percentage of involved respondents:
55.2 % of respondents are classified as recorder, 65.0 % as restorer,
60.5 % as educator, and 42.5 % as administrator. We also distinguish
between those involved frequently (weekly or monthly), infrequently

3
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Fig. 2. Respondents’ age (n = 3613). As shown on the x-axis, data are collated into 5-year intervals.

projects organised by local (57.2 %) or national (39.0 %) nature organisations; governmental organisations were less common (5.9 %). At
the same time, 30.9 % indicate that they take part in a citizen initiative,
and 15.1 % report organising their own activities. Interestingly, while
formal volunteering and citizen initiatives for nature are sometimes
considered distinct phenomena, we thus found that a significant
number of respondents (23.9 %) takes part in both formal volunteering
and individual or group-based citizen initiatives. Just over half our
respondents (55.2 %) only volunteer for organisational initiatives,
while 15.6 % only take part in citizen initiatives.4
Upon analysing differences in these organisational forms among the
four types of nature volunteers, we find that restorers (especially frequent ones) are relatively likely to stick to citizen initiatives, while the
others are more likely to combine both (all ***).

for whether or not a respondents ranked each motivation in their top
three. Table 1 and Fig. 4 show the results of these analyses; recall that
the volunteering categories are not mutually exclusive. Notably, Table 1
highlights how the two highest-ranking motivations in general (Fig. 3)
are also consistently the two most prominent motivations across the
different types of nature volunteering. As the third rank in Table 1 already hints at, once these two core motivations are taken into account
we start to witness differences.
Fig. 4 maps out the differences in relative prominence of each motivations for different types of volunteers. While many such differences
were identified, the overall picture that emerges seems to hint at a
somewhat different pattern of motivations for restoration volunteers.
Some motivations appear relatively more important for this group (such
as being outside, doing something for the neighbourhood and working
with your hands), and others comparatively less so: these include
learning about nature, the plight of future generations and improving
other people’s nature connectedness. In addition, Fig. 4 indicates that
both educators and administrators are driven relatively strongly by
sustainability concerns and a desire to improve other people’s connectedness with nature, while it also comes as no surprise that making a
scientific contribution is a relatively strong motivation for biodiversity
recording.
In terms of motivations, we also assessed to what degree respondents expect their volunteering to contribute to different goals. As
shown in Fig. 5, a large majority expects their activities to be (very)
important for local nature conservation in their own environment (85.7
%), followed by their own knowledge about nature (78.6 %) and nature
conservation at a national scale (70.6 %). Respondents expected less
relevance for policymaking (42.7 %) and scientific research (35.4 %); it
is also notable that for these two items a significant minority is unsure
(7.6 % for policy, 7.8 % for research), whereas for the other options this
ranged between only 0.8 % and 2.3 % of responses.
We also found some significant relationships between types of
nature volunteering and expected importance. For example, educators
are relatively likely to indicate importance for their social network***
and knowledge about nature***. Restorers and administrators shared
some similar perceptions with each other, notably an emphasis on local
nature conservation and stimulating local green spaces (all ***). We
also want to highlight how administrators were relatively likely to

3.3. Motivations
Fig. 3 shows the results of our ranking question on 15 motivations
for nature volunteering. The most consistently high-ranking motivations are the opportunity to contribute to nature conservation, and respondents’ personal connection with nature. The opportunity to spend
time outdoors, and to learn more about nature, are also highly ranked.
At a slightly more moderate ranking we find social motivations such as
working together with other people and the chance to improve the
connection with nature of others, as well as place attachment, a general
pursuit of sustainability, and a personal sense of pleasure in using
personal skills. Somewhat less prominent motivations include a concern
for future generations, the enjoyment of physical work and the pursuit
of a good life (eudaimonia; Van den Born et al., 2018). Finally, fewer
respondents indicated being motivated by contributing to science or to
their neighbourhood, or by nature volunteering as a core component of
their personal identity.
Just as interesting as the overall picture of what drives nature volunteers, however, is to construct a differentiated picture for the different types of activities. To do so, we created dichotomous variables
4
5.2 % of respondents could not be classified and were not included in these
analyses
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Fig. 3. Motivations for nature volunteering. Ranking calculated by attributing scores to each item based on a respondent’s ranking (e.g. 15 points for first rank, 1
point for 15e rank, 0 points if left out) and then summating these scores across all respondents.

expect impacts of their volunteer work on policy***, which they share
with the recorders***. Especially frequent recorders also stood out for
their high expectations of contributing to scientific research***, with
62.7 % of frequent recorders perceiving their contribution to this aim as
important or very important.

as only 2.8 % agrees that enough young people are involved in nature
volunteering, and a large majority (76.1 %) disagrees.
We could also identify some differences among types of nature volunteers in how they responded to these statements. For example, in
terms of receiving enough appreciation, frequent restorers*** and
educators* responded relatively more positively compared to recorders*** and administrators**. Especially restorers appear positive
that other people would also enjoy their activities***, and they are even
less likely than the other groups to consider quitting***. Interestingly,
while frequent recorders* and administrators*** are somewhat more
doubtful whether others would enjoy their activities, they themselves
report a relatively strong preference for nature volunteering over other
types of volunteering (*** for recorders, ** for administrators). Finally,
restorers appear more positive regarding governmental appreciation for
their work compared to the other types of nature volunteers (** for
restorers, *** for the other three).

3.4. Current attitudes towards nature volunteering
In terms of nature volunteers’ experiences, we first inquired what
form of support they would need. Respondents were provided with six
possibilities, and could pick up to two answers. By far the most commonly desired form of support was further training or coaching, with
44.8 % of respondents selecting this option. All other options were
selected by 14.3%–19.2% of respondents; in order from least to most
often, these include support with arduous maintenance tasks (14.3 %),
reimbursement of expenses (14.8 %), technical support (16.3 %), a
steady contact person (16.5 %), and materials such as tools, soil or
educational material (19.2 %).
Here too we witnessed differences among types of nature volunteers, of which we highlight some here. We noticed very similar patterns between recorders and educators, who emphasised training and
coaching (** for recorders, *** for educators), technical support (***
for both) and cost reimbursement (*** for both). Restorers were less in
need of these forms of support (*** for all three), rather emphasising a
need for materials*** and support in arduous maintenance tasks***.
Administrators were not more or less in need of specific forms of support compared to the entire sample, with the exception being a relatively high interest in technical support***.
Fig. 6 shows the results of a series of statements on respondents’
attitudes towards their volunteer work. Some encouraging findings include a high percentage of nature volunteers positive about the freedom
in, and appreciation for, their volunteer work (85.3 % and 80.3 % respectively opted for either ‘Agree’ or ‘Completely agree’), and 67.5 %
prefer nature volunteering to volunteering in other domains. In addition, only 3.3 % of respondents frequently consider ceasing their volunteer work. We also uncovered some more mixed sentiments, however: between 33.0 % and 46.0 % gave a neutral response when asked
about support from nature organisations, appreciation from the government, and whether other people would enjoy these activities. Finally, concerns about a lack of younger volunteers appear widespread,

3.5. Expectations for future involvement
In addition to respondents’ perception of their current volunteer
work, we also aimed to gain insight into their expectations for the future. Using a five-point scale, we found that a majority of respondents
(63.1 %) see similar amounts of nature volunteering in their future,
with 25.2 % expecting more and only 11.7 % expecting less. Chi-square
analyses showed that especially restorers*** and recorders** expect
higher engagement in the future.
In terms of broadening engagement, we analysed the type of activities nature volunteers would be interested in trying out, using the
same list that we categorised respondents’ current volunteering with.
Our data show that the most popular additional activity would be unstructured monitoring: of those respondents not yet doing this, 69.2 %
might want to get involved. We also found relatively high interest in
structured monitoring (54.6 %) and nature restoration (49.1 %).
Educational activities appear somewhat less appealing to those not yet
involved (39.2 % might be interested), while stands and stores (31.1
%), management or board positions (30.2 %) and policy involvement
(28.7 %) are comparatively less popular. In summary, we see that restoration and especially recording activities can count on significant
interest among nature volunteers not yet involved in those activities.
Finally, we found some differences in how types of nature
6
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Being connected to nature (38.1 %)
Improving other people’s nature connectedness
(28.3 %)

The goal of this study was to gain insight into the profile, motivations, experiences and future intentions of Dutch nature volunteers.
Based on a diverse and large-scale sample (N = 3775), we have articulated a broad insight that is also sensitive to different types of
nature volunteering. However, we also note that this picture should be
complemented by more in-depth assessments; for instance, our study of
motivations did not capture change over time, as has been called for in
recent literature (e.g. Pagès, Fischer, & Van der Wal, 2018). In addition,
our broad inventory among both formal volunteers and informal citizen
initiatives necessitated a self-selecting sampling approach, which (like
our Dutch setting) somewhat limits generalisability. However, our
considerable sample size and broad coverage enables identification of
patterns of broader relevance, especially for countries with similar diversity in nature volunteering. In this final section, we first link some
key findings to the broader literature, followed by the implications of
this study for nature conservation.
In terms of nature volunteers’ profile (RQ1), most striking are the
advanced age and high level of education of our sample, which match
patterns reported in other studies (Bruyere & Rappe, 2007; Guiney &
Oberhauser, 2009). Regarding RQ2, we found that two motivations
(contributing to nature conservation and a personal connection to
nature) are of key importance to nature volunteers, regardless of activity type (Fig. 3 and Table 1). These are closely followed by the opportunity to be outdoors, learn about nature, and social motivations.
Nature volunteers expect their activities to be especially important for
local and national nature conservation and their own knowledge about
nature. Van den Born et al. (2018) also highlight the important role of
knowledge and connectedness, and how they mutually reinforce each
other, in motivating action for nature.
Regarding attitudes towards their volunteer work (RQ3), our respondents experience plenty of freedom and appreciation. However,
many also report a desire for more training or coaching, and have
concerns regarding a perceived lack of younger volunteers. Around 25
% of our respondents indicate that they expect to do more nature volunteering in the future, and only 11.7 % expect to be doing less; this
hints at a significant potential for strengthening nature volunteering in
the future (RQ4). However, we also found that some activities (especially biodiversity monitoring) are a more popular consideration than
e.g. board membership. This aligns with findings by Weston, Fendley,
Jewell, Satchell, and Tzaros (2003, p. 210), who noted that bird conservation volunteers had little interest in administrative tasks.
Finally, we aimed to tease out differences based on activity type
(RQ5). Amongst other findings, Fig. 4 indicates that restorers have a
somewhat divergent motivational pattern, with relatively strong emphasis on physical work and contributing to the neighbourhood. We
also found that science is a relatively strong motivation for recorders,
which they also expect their efforts to contribute to. In terms of current
attitudes and future engagement, restorers are relatively positive about
governmental appreciation for their efforts, and report relatively high
levels of expected future engagement, yet appear less interested in
trying new activities compared to other nature volunteers.
Before moving on the implications arising out of our results, one

Contributing to nature conservation (38.9 %)
Improving other people’s nature connectedness
(34.5 %)

Contributing to nature conservation (44.0 %)

4. Discussion and implications

Contributing to nature conservation
(44.9 %)
Being connected to nature (43.2 %)
Learning more about nature (29.2 %)

Contributing to nature conservation
(46.5 %)
Being connected to nature (40.2 %)
Spending time outdoors (30.5 %)

Being connected to nature (40.0 %)

volunteers responded to these activity types. The overall finding from
these analyses is that both recorders and educators generally report an
above-average enthusiasm for trying new types of volunteer work (five
and six out of seven activities respectively, all at ** or ***), while administrators emphasise educational volunteering and other administrative activities (all ***). Frequent restorers stood out for being comparatively less interested in trying different activities (for four activities
** or ***), despite the finding (reported above) that they are more
likely to expect higher levels of engagement in the future. These results
have important implications regarding diversification of activities, as
discussed in the final section.

Rank 2
Rank 3

Contributing to nature conservation
(43.0 %)
Being connected to nature (40.1 %)
Spending time outdoors (29.0 %)
Rank 1

Administrators
Educators
Restorers
Recorders
All respondents

Table 1
Top three motivations, for entire study population and each of the four types of nature volunteers. Percentages indicate the proportion including that motivation in their top three.
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Fig. 4. Differences in relative prominence of motivations for four types of nature volunteering. An upwards arrow indicates that this is a ‘top three’ motivation
relatively often for this type of nature volunteer, compared to the entire sample (a downwards arrow means the opposite). Double arrows indicate a relatively strong
relationship (Cramer’s V ≥ 0.2). The symbol ‘↔’ is used for four analyses where the direction of the relationship differed for frequent and infrequent volunteers of
that type (i.e. the overall relationship had an ambiguous direction). Dash symbols indicate a lack of significant relationship. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.

Fig. 5. Respondents’ expectations of the importance of their volunteer work for different goals, ranked by descending order of combined ‘Very important’ and
‘Important’ responses.

further limitation of this study must be addressed. The term ‘volunteering’ was used throughout this article with relatively little attention to its social and political dimensions. However, several scholars
have argued why these aspects are important to keep in mind. For instance, Shachar, von Essen, and Hustinx (2019) critically review several
common assumptions behind volunteering, such as the notion that it is
always an expression of free will and unpaid leisure time. The authors
note that certain expressions of ‘volunteering’, such as a perceived need
to volunteer to be competitive in the job market, or being forced to
carry out community service as a punitive measure, can significantly
limit the degree to which volunteers experience free choice in their
activities (Shachar et al., 2019, p. 251–253). Overgaard (2019) offers a
similar perspective, arguing that volunteering should be seen not just as

leisure but also as a form of unpaid labour, which brings to the fore
issues such as job market accessibility and the way some forms of labour are valued more than others5 .
These perspectives are important for understanding green volunteering as well, as they illustrate how issues of volunteer diversity
and appeals for volunteering are embedded in larger social and political
forces. For instance, biodiversity recorders are often mobilised as data
contributors in ecological studies, yet biodiversity recorders have their

5
For instance, she illustrates how a feminist perspective helps elucidate how
appeals for care work to be part of the voluntary sector may also work to reinforce underpayment of feminized labour (Overgaard, 2019, p. 139)
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Fig. 6. Attitudes towards nature volunteering, ranked by descending order of combined ‘Completely agree’ and ‘Agree’ responses.

own motivations, priorities and ways of working that may conflict with
how the conditions for their participation are shaped by policy demands
or project coordinators (Ellis & Waterton, 2004; Lawrence & Turnhout,
2010). In addition, our inquiry has assessed deeper motivations to
participate in nature volunteering, yet a degree of necessity or even
coercion may also factor into the decision to volunteer. The literature
on environmental justice has in turn highlighted how a lack of sensitivity to volunteer participants’ background, motivations and perceived
barriers may reinforce issues of participant diversity. For instance,
among participants in an environmental health project, Davis, RamírezAndreotta, and Buxner (2020) found that those of higher socio-economic status were more likely to emphasise motivations related to
learning or making a scientific contribution, while lower-income and
Latino/Hispanic participants emphasised community solidarity and
addressing pollution (p. 16). In other words, while our inquiry touches
upon some important broader debates (e.g. how participant diversity
may relate to not everyone being equally ‘free’ to volunteer, and why so
much nature conservation work is carried out by volunteers in the first
place), fully addressing these issues remains outside the scope of this
study6 .

2013), and asking volunteers to take up unwanted extra responsibilities
risks leading to diminishing motivation and eventually volunteer
burnout (Measham & Barnett, 2008, p. 548).
However, while we elicited many relevant differences between
types of nature volunteers, this study also offers another perspective.
Despite how groups such as recorders and educators are sometimes
treated as fully distinct, our results highlight that in reality many nature
volunteers (here: 66.2 %) are engaged in several of these activities.
Similarly, many studies make a strong distinction between formal volunteering and informal citizen initiatives, yet almost 25 % of our respondents take part in both. This illustrates how such demarcations are
quite fuzzy in practice.
This perspective has important implications for how nature organisations could conceive of volunteers’ engagement. If many nature
volunteers are engaged in diverse activities, and formal and informal
volunteers are not mutually exclusive, it becomes especially important
for practitioners to adopt a broad perspective on nature volunteering.
Brudney and Meijs (2009) have advanced the notion of volunteers and
their energy as a natural resource, one that must be managed responsibly to prevent unsustainable use and depletion. The key implication for nature organisations is to see the volunteers they work
with as more than ‘their volunteers’, and other nature organisations as
collaborators. Positive experiences in one volunteering programme
stimulate future engagement in others, while negative experiences
could lead to the decision to quit entirely (Brudney & Meijs, 2013, p.
33). As such, cherishing volunteers and managing volunteer energy
becomes a shared responsibility of all organisations that are dependent
on their efforts (Brudney & Meijs, 2009, p. 575–576), which implies
that nature organisations should nurture a collaborative mode of operation.
This perspective could also be a promising way to combat the difficulties with engaging younger nature volunteers, identified as a key
issue by both nature organisations and our respondents. Authors such as
Hustinx (2010) have argued that volunteering is changing and diversifying, with volunteers placing less importance on ties to specific
organisations, but rather on the aims and accomplishments of specific
activities. With especially younger volunteers thus more likely to connect to activities rather than organisations, the importance of a more
communal and collaborative perspective among nature organisations
becomes clear. This need to break down barriers between nature organisations has also been noted in the recent action plan (Actieplan
Groene Vrijwilligers, 2018), and can be seen in new initiatives such as
the Green Traineeship, a collaboration between six Dutch nature

4.1. Implications
On the one hand, our study illustrates the importance of paying
attention to differences among types of nature volunteers.
Acknowledging these differences is relevant for determining optimal
forms of appreciation and support, and for communication: for example, giving feedback emphasising the impact of volunteers’ efforts,
aligned to their motivations and expectations. In addition, this study
provides relevant insights for volunteer managers wondering whether
to diversify volunteers’ activities. Our respondents express more interest in trying some activities than others, and some types of volunteers are more interested in broadening their current activities than
others. Matching tasks and motivations is an important component of
volunteer management (West & Pateman, 2016; Willems & Walk,
6
Aside from these discussions on the nature of ‘volunteering’, it is also important to recognise that not everyone shares the same definition of ‘nature’,
and that what counts as ‘nature’ has political dimensions as well. Related cultural and political forces, such as the policy importance attributed to nature
conservation and environmental protection, contribute to shaping supportive or
challenging contexts for nature volunteering. For a more detailed illustration of
this point, see Bell et al. (2008, p. 3446-3448)
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organisations to provide young people the chance to take action for
nature (IVN, 2020).
Finally, this study aims to contribute to understanding citizens’
action for nature, for which motivations are key (Bennett et al., 2018).
This study shows how, regardless of activity type, the conservation of
and connection with nature are key motivations for nature volunteering. We urge nature organisations to acknowledge and emphasise this strong nature-oriented motivation. At the individual level, this
is important to do justice to people’s reasons for participating, and helps
prevent disengagement or crowding out (Rode, Gómez-Baggethun, &
Krause, 2015; Vohland, Weißpflug, & Pettibone, 2019). At the societal
level, acknowledging the key role of nature conservation and connection as motivations for volunteering is equally important. Bouman and
Steg (2019) have argued that one of the key barriers in stimulating proenvironmental action is an expected negative response by others, and
note that “to unlock the full potential of people’s biospheric values,
people need to recognise that biospheric values are widely endorsed
within the groups and society they belong to” (p. 29). This study adds to
this perspective by showing that there is indeed a large community of
people with strongly nature-oriented motivations dedicating themselves to environmental stewardship.
All across the world, an extraordinary number of active citizens play
a crucial role in nature conservation through different types of formal
and informal volunteering. Making their efforts and key motivations
visible contributes both to greater appreciation of the individual, and
the cultivation of a collective appreciation of citizens’ actions for
nature. This greatly benefits both nature volunteers and, through their
crucial efforts, nature itself.
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