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Abstract 

This thesis examines the impact of positive and negative recognition on future 

willingness to volunteer. Through extensive background research and a survey of nearly 

400 college students, this study aimed to answer two main research questions:  

1) Does publicizing individual acts of volunteering effect future volunteering 

within an organization?  

2) Is there any significant difference between the impact of positive recognition 

and negative recognition on future volunteering efforts? 

Through this research it was determined that both positive and negative recognition 

improve volunteering participation, however only certain negative recognition has a 

significant impact.  

  



Introduction 

The purpose of this paper is to examine how different forms of recognition impact 

volunteering within an organization. Much of the explanation for this volunteering 

decision is derived from an individual’s level of motivation. Studies have been conducted 

to explore the nuances of this motivation, with most results pointing towards some form 

of compensation as a key factor. However, not much research has been done to analyze 

situations where this kind of reward isn’t an option. This paper will review and analyze 

the results of a study that tests how different types of recognition impact an individual’s 

decision to volunteer. There are two distinct types of acknowledgement that will be 

tested, positive recognition (supportive comments, praising individuals) and negative 

recognition (reprimanding, admonishing individuals). The effects of this recognition will 

be examined as organization leaders make this acknowledgement public to all of their 

members. Ultimately, this study will explore how individuals choose to manage their 

reputations within a group of their peers. Determining what type of recognition is most 

effective will hopefully help managers foster a more cohesive group environment.  

Background 

Volunteering is defined as any activity in which time is given freely to benefit 

another person, group, or organization (Wilson, 2000). When an individual decides to 

volunteer, he/she is consciously making a commitment to offer some form of their 

resources to aid a cause other than their own personal needs. In the context of this study, 

we are examining the impact of recognition on a person’s willingness to volunteer. 

Recognition is seen as formal or informal attention given to a volunteer to provide a 

sense of appreciation, security, or belonging (Kwarteng, Smith & Miller, 1988). It is a 



way to show gratitude and acknowledgement for significant actions. Within a group 

setting, informal verbal recognition, praise and encouragement by others involved in the 

organization are the most developmental forms of acknowledgement. The purpose of 

recognition is to encourage repeat actions and reinforce behavior that is seen as desirable. 

In this study recognition impacts the reputations of the participants, which in turn 

gauges their willingness to volunteer. Recognition is a significant factor in determining 

an individual’s reputation as it represents the judgment of someone in an authoritative 

position (Dalton, 2015). Both recognition and reputation are functions of the opinion of 

others, however recognition typically focuses on a few specific actions while reputation 

is the outcome of a series of behaviors. Reputations can fluctuate and have to be 

continuously earned and reviewed as the behaviors of individuals change.  

Reputation is significant to this study because it is one of the most reliable signals 

providing information about the likely behavior of an individual (Tennie, 2010). While 

individuals do not have the final say in how others view them, their repeated actions 

ultimately define them as a person. Adam Smith, the great Scottish philosopher and 

author of The Wealth of Nations, stated that an individual is born to value a good 

reputation even more than profit (Tennie, 2010). Reputation is an intangible medium for 

social competition and something that most people are vigilant about monitoring, not 

only about themselves but also in the way they view others. Reputations are formed as 

humans spontaneously track which information is new to particular recipients and 

selectively impart this knowledge (Tennie, 2010). This concept is especially important in 

a group setting where competition exists and an individual’s perception plays a large role 

in their future success or failure.  



When it comes to volunteering, many people’s decisions to lend their time are 

greatly affected by the potential impact on their reputation. The rational choice 

assumption states that individuals will not contribute goods, services, or their time and 

effort to others unless they profit from the exchange (Smith, 1982). In other words, some 

form of incentive usually needs to be provided in order to encourage volunteering 

behavior; a reputation boost is one such incentive. Because most individuals are 

conscious about how there are perceived, reputation enables incentive mechanisms for 

reducing uncooperative behaviors such as free riding. Providing individualized feedback 

with an audience present allows reputation to be acquired and leads to increased 

volunteering (Tennie, 2010). The motives behind a volunteering decision play an 

important role in reputation management; activities that are perceived to be truly selfless 

are commonly the most esteemed (Cnaan et al, 1996). Similarly, despite their generous 

nature, volunteers are not indifferent to awards. Most are searching for recognition for 

their efforts, and are more likely to cease their volunteering activities if they fail to 

receive any acknowledgement (Field & Johnson, 1993). Ultimately, recognition serves as 

a medium of exchange in the eyes of a volunteer. An individual has to weigh the potential 

cost of volunteering their time and effort with the potential impact their decision will 

have on their reputation.   

Hypothesis Development 

The purpose of my research was ultimately to answer the following questions: 

1) Does publicizing individual acts of volunteering effect future volunteering within an 

organization?  



2) Is there any significant difference between the impact of positive recognition and 

negative recognition on future volunteering efforts? 

I believed that answering these two questions would provide me with unique and 

valuable insight into volunteer motivation. When forming my hypothesis regarding the 

first research question, I again referenced the study compiled by Tennie, Frith & Frith 

(2010), which detailed a phenomenon called the audience effect. This term is used to 

describe occurrences where an individual’s behavior changes in the presence of an 

observer. When someone knows they are being watched, they automatically take 

onlookers into account and how their own potential behavior will be judged. Allowing a 

group or audience to be present for a volunteering decision enables reputation to be 

acquired and increases altruistic behaviors. For these reasons, I formed my first 

hypothesis stating that the public nature of volunteering decisions will increase 

willingness to volunteer.  

 The formation of my second hypothesis was primarily based on a group of studies 

attesting that positive feedback is a more effective motivational tool than negative 

feedback. A review done by Fischbach, Eyal and Finkelstein (2010) states that positive 

feedback increases people’s confidence that they can pursue their goals, leading them to 

expect successful goal attainment. It also boosts outcome expectancies and perceived 

self-efficacy. Conversely, negative recognition undermines people’s confidence in their 

ability to pursue their goals and expectations of success. Subsequently, I conjectured that 

positive feedback would be more effective than negative feedback in the group context in 

which this study was conducted.  



Based on the design of my study and results from similar research on motivation 

in the past, I hypothesized that: 

Hypothesis 1: If people are aware that their volunteering acts will be publicly 

acknowledged, they will be significantly more likely to volunteer.  

Hypothesis 2: Positive recognition will increase volunteering behavior significantly more 

than negative recognition.  

Methodology 

 In order to assess the validity of my hypotheses and to gather my own unique 

data, I constructed a survey to test the impact of volunteer acknowledgement. The goal of 

this study was to gauge the effects of public acknowledgement on volunteering behavior. 

The survey was comprised of two scenarios that each described a different type of 

volunteering opportunity. Both scenarios referred to a midsize college organization of 

roughly 50 members, and provided details to encourage the reader to feel invested in the 

group’s current and future success. In each example, the organization’s leader proposed a 

volunteering activity that would reflect positively on each individual as well as on the 

group as a whole. This distinction is key because in order for the reader to make an 

informed decision about whether to volunteer or not, they must be aware of the costs and 

rewards of their potential decision. Participants in this study were asked to rate their 

willingness to participate on a Likert scale from one to five. 1,3, and 5 were anchors for 

this scale with 1 standing for Very Unlikely to Volunteer, 3 signifying Neither Likely Nor 

Unlikely to Volunteer, and 5 serving as Very Likely to Volunteer.  

 Each subject was randomly assigned into one of five groups, with each 

representing a different type of volunteer recognition. In order to control all other 



variables and test for only the type of recognition, the volunteering opportunities 

remained the same throughout the study. The only details that changed were the degree of 

recognition and whether the acknowledgement was positive or negative.  

-Group 1 served as the control for this study, and did not contain any form of recognition. 

This scenario simply presented the volunteering opportunity and noted that the 

organization’s leader had asked for volunteers. This question was asked in order to assess 

subjects’ basic inclination to volunteer and to establish a baseline for which to compare 

the effects of positive and negative acknowledgement.  

-Group 2 tested for the impact of prior positive acknowledgement in the organization. 

Participants were told that in past group meetings, their President publicly commended 

members that had volunteered for previous opportunities. It is important to note that no 

promise of future acknowledgement was communicated; participants were merely going 

off the notion that past public acknowledgement had occurred.  

-Group 3 also tested for positive acknowledgement, however this time participants knew 

about the potential for praise before they made their volunteering decision. In this 

situation the organization’s President made it known that all individuals who volunteered 

would be commended in front of the group at their next meeting.  

-Group 4 was similar to group 2 in that it explored the effects of prior acknowledgement, 

however this scenario dealt with negative recognition. The participant was made aware 

that their President publicly called out those members that chose not to volunteer in the 

past. The participant was asked to factor this into their volunteer decision for the current 

opportunity.  



-Group 5 dealt with announced negative acknowledgement. In similar fashion to group 3, 

the organization’s President announced that the names of those members who chose not 

to volunteer would be publicly announced to the whole group. (See Appendix 1) 

 This study was conducted in lecture halls at the Eller College of Management on 

February 5th, 2015. A total of 371 participants were surveyed during two separate 

collection times, the 8:00 am and 2:00 pm sections of MIS 373. All students in 

attendance randomly received one of the five surveys. Participants were asked to sign a 

disclosure form, and then read and respond to the two questions on the survey. They were 

provided as much time as they needed to complete the survey, and were asked to turn 

their papers in at the end of their class. All participants received two points of extra credit 

in their course for completing this survey.  

Results 

 When analyzing the survey results, it is important to remember that this study 

tested two distinct hypotheses to compare the effects of positive and negative recognition: 

1) If people are aware that their volunteering acts will be publicly acknowledged, 

they will be significantly more likely to volunteer.  

2) Positive recognition will increase volunteering behavior significantly more 

than negative recognition.  

 

 
Table 1 

 



Positive Recognition 

As Table 1 displays, the mean willingness to volunteer was higher when positive 

recognition was provided than it was in the control (neutral) test. In the first scenario, 

announced positive recognition (M=3.31) returned slightly higher volunteer rates than 

prior positive recognition (M=3.15). Both of these figures were somewhat higher than the 

average volunteer rate when no recognition was used (M=3.04), but the difference was 

not significant (t(366)= -1.209, p>0.05). In the second scenario announced positive 

(M=3.24) produced a higher willingness to volunteer than both prior positive recognition 

(M=3.19) and the control test (M=2.92). Similar to the first scenario, these results were 

not significant (t(366) = -1.79, p>0.05). Therefore, the results do not support Hypothesis 1. 

Although volunteer rates increased in every scenario, there was not enough of a change to 

support this hypothesis.   

Negative Recognition 

Similar to the positive recognition, every instance of negative acknowledgement 

resulted in an increase in volunteer behavior. In scenario 1, prior negative recognition 

(M=3.42) returned the highest volunteering rates, ahead of announced negative 

recognition (M=3.29) and the control group (M=3.04). The difference between the prior 

negative recognition and the control was significant (t(366) = -2.013, p<0.05). Prior 

negative recognition was the only circumstance in this study that produced significant 

results.  

Negative recognition in scenario 2 did not produce any significant results (t(366) = 

-1.805, p>0.05). Prior negative again drew the highest average levels of volunteerism 

(M=3.24), slightly greater than announced negative recognition (M=3.20) and the control 



group (M=2.92). Hypothesis 1 states that public acknowledgement will significantly 

increase volunteering behavior. As mentioned, prior negative recognition in the first 

scenario was the only result that proved to be significant. Because publicizing the acts of 

recognition did not produce consistent significant results, hypothesis 1 is not supported. 

Both the positive and negative recognition tests proved Hypothesis 2 to be incorrect. 

Since applying negative recognition did not produce any significant increases in 

willingness to volunteer, there is no substance with which to support this hypothesis. The 

only significant change occurred when negative recognition was utilized. Figures 3 and 4 

show that different forms of positive and negative recognition are more effective in 

certain situations. For example, prior recognition was more effective when used in a 

negative context, while the opposite was true with announced recognition. None of these 

differences between positive and negative recognition were statistically significant, thus 

showing that my second hypothesis was inaccurate. 

 
Figure 3 
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Figure 4 

 

Implications 

 The results from this study show increases in volunteer behavior when 

recognition is applied, but only faint correlations as to how these effects can be tailored to 

a real world managerial setting. As previously mentioned, positive recognition (both prior 

and announced) did not produce any significant increases in volunteer behavior. This 

doesn’t necessarily suggest that positive recognition is ineffective in boosting volunteer 

behavior, rather that it needs to be carefully administrated in only certain situations. 

Specifically within a group setting, newcomers to the organization or those members with 

lower levels of task knowledge typically respond better to positive recognition. People in 
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have a history of exhibiting volunteering behavior should typically be provided with 

positive recognition.  

 Negative recognition produced slightly stronger results in this study, but still 

failed to show a substantial effect on volunteering behavior. Prior negative recognition 

did, however result in a significant increase in volunteerism. This suggests that when 

participants noticed previous instances of negative acknowledgement, they were more 

likely to volunteer than in any other scenario. These results are supported by similar 

studies cited in Tennie, Frith and Frith (2010) review showing that recognition (positive 

or negative) will not significantly impact reputation if it isn’t announced or signaled. For 

managers, negative feedback should most often be used when dealing with those group 

members who have longer tenure or higher levels of expertise. These individuals have 

already demonstrated a great deal of commitment to their organization and are generally 

more concerned with whether they are making sufficient progress towards their goals. 

They typically respond better to failure (negative feedback) as opposed to success 

(positive feedback), and should be dealt with accordingly (Fishbach, 2010). Therefore, 

when it comes to volunteering behavior, group members that have shown high levels of 

volunteerism in the past are most likely to respond to negative recognition. They have 

shown their passion for altruistic behaviors and only need to be reminded when their 

performance is not meeting expectations.  

Limitations 

 While this research provided quality insight into the impact of recognition on 

volunteerism, there were certain limitations that prevented further enlightenment from 

being attained. First, the surveys were conducted at the very end of a long lecture, a time 



in which students were in a hurry to leave class as quickly as possible. Although ample 

class time was set aside to complete these surveys, there were no possible controls to 

ensure that students thoroughly read and understood the questions on the survey. All 

participants received extra credit for participating so the assumption was made that this 

was incentive enough to produce honest results.  

Second, although the data from these surveys did generate some significant 

results, subsequent studies could have produced more in-depth figures and made a 

stronger case for the implications of volunteer recognition. However, due to time 

constraints this additional study could not be conducted. The amount of participants 

required to gather a significant amount of data coupled with the small size of each test 

group would have put this thesis in jeopardy of not being completed on time. In order to 

be thorough, I still designed the potential lab study that would have been conducted (see 

Appendix 2). The purpose of this additional lab study would have been to analyze the 

actual real life (not hypothetical) effects of recognition on volunteer behavior. 

Participants would receive monetary payouts and would be subjected to verbal praise or 

criticism depending on their volunteering decisions. This study would have provided a 

different type of data analysis and more insight into actual volunteer behaviors. 

Unfortunately these experiments could not be performed, but the framework has been 

developed to implement this study in the future.  

Conclusions 

After examining the results from this study, it is clear that positive and negative 

recognition impact volunteering behavior, but further research is needed to determine the 

levels at which this impact is significant. The data collected from these surveys provide 



faint indications that publicizing group behavior will increase volunteering decisions in 

the future. These results, combined with past research efforts lead to my final conclusion 

that both positive and negative recognition effectively improve willingness to volunteer, 

provided that the group leader or manager tailor their approach to their individual group. 

There is not one form of recognition that can be successfully applied to every group or 

individual. Positive feedback is more effective at increasing members’ commitment, 

while negative feedback can instill members with a sense of insufficient progress 

(Fishbach et al., 2010). This means that managers need to take into account the dynamics 

of their group, including past volunteering behavior and the individual habits of their 

members. This approach combined with public recognition would likely result in 

significant increases in volunteering behavior.   

  



Appendices 

Appendix 1  
Volunteer Recognition Survey 

Group 1 
Imagine that you are in the Eller College of Management and majoring in Marketing.  
After you were accepted to Eller, you joined the University Marketing Association 
(UMA), an organization of roughly 50 members. This group is comprised of students 
with passion for marketing and who are interested in marketing careers. You share this 
interest and have always had your mind set on finding a marketing position when you 
graduate. For this reason, you are an active member of the club; you pay dues and attend 
a majority of the meetings. UMA is not a charitable organization. However, there are 
various activities that require certain levels of member participation. Past events include 
volunteering at case competitions, mentoring local high school students, and other 
community service projects. At this week’s meeting the president presents an upcoming 
activity at a local marketing convention, for which UMA needs to send a group of 
volunteers.  He says the time commitment is 3-4 hours and the work consists mostly of 
setting up for the convention. He also points out that UMA has always volunteered at this 
event because it reflects positively on the organization. This convention falls on the 
weekend before you have several midterms. You now need to decide whether you want 
to offer up your time for UMA. If your president simply asks for volunteers, please 
evaluate how likely you would be to volunteer for this task.  
 

    1       2       3    4     5 
Very unlikely to volunteer  Neither likely nor unlikely           Very likely 
 
Imagine that you are a member of a campus organization called Architects for America 
(AFA). Your group has a small building on campus where members can meet and work 
on group projects together. Most other organizations of similar size (roughly 50 
members) do not have a central meeting place, so you feel very fortunate to be part of 
AFA.  However, in recent weeks your building has been the victim of excessive 
vandalism. For unknown reasons, there have been windows broken, graffiti, and even 
obscene notes left on the premises. AFA has filed a police report in hopes of catching the 
perpetrator, however no suspects have been identified. In an attempt to catch these 
vandals, the president of AFA decides to set up a night watch program. He calls an 
emergency meeting and asks for volunteers to spend a three-hour shift one night a week, 
looking for any sort of malicious activity towards your building. He explains that these 
individuals will merely have to sit inside the building, keep watch, and notify campus 
police if there are any disturbances. Outside of the late hours, there is not much inherent 
risk associated with this role. As a group of committed architects, you care deeply about 
the structure that AFA calls home. You now need to evaluate whether you want to offer 
up your time to keep watch for AFA. If your president simply asks for volunteers, please 
evaluate how likely you would be to volunteer for this task. 
 

   1       2       3    4     5 
Very unlikely to volunteer  Neither likely nor unlikely           Very likely



Group 2:  
Imagine that you are in the Eller College of Management and majoring in Marketing.  
After you were accepted to Eller, you joined the University Marketing Association 
(UMA), an organization of roughly 50 members. This group is comprised of students 
with passion for marketing and who are interested in marketing careers. You share this 
interest and have always had your mind set on finding a marketing position when you 
graduate. For this reason, you are an active member of the club; you pay dues and attend 
a majority of the meetings. UMA is not a charitable organization. However, there are 
various activities that require certain levels of member participation. Past events include 
volunteering at case competitions, mentoring local high school students, and other 
community service projects. At this week’s meeting the president presents an upcoming 
activity at a local marketing convention, for which UMA needs to send a group of 
volunteers.  He says the time commitment is 3-4 hours and the work consists mostly of 
setting up for the convention. He also points out that UMA has always volunteered at this 
event because it reflects positively on the organization. This convention falls on the 
weekend before you have several midterms. You now need to decide whether you want 
to offer up your time for UMA. You noticed at your last UMA meeting, your president 
publicly acknowledged those members who had stepped up and volunteered for a 
previous opportunity. The current volunteering request is very similar to this past 
incident. Please evaluate how likely you would be to volunteer for this task.  
 

   1       2       3    4     5 
Very unlikely to volunteer  Neither likely nor unlikely           Very likely 
 
Imagine that you are a member of a campus organization called Architects for America 
(AFA). Your group has a small building on campus where members can meet and work 
on group projects together. Most other organizations of similar size (roughly 50 
members) do not have a central meeting place, so you feel very fortunate to be part of 
AFA.  However, in recent weeks your building has been the victim of excessive 
vandalism. For unknown reasons, there have been windows broken, graffiti, and even 
obscene notes left on the premises. AFA has filed a police report in hopes of catching the 
perpetrator, however no suspects have been identified. In an attempt to catch these 
vandals, the president of AFA decides to set up a night watch program. He calls an 
emergency meeting and asks for volunteers to spend a three-hour shift one night a week, 
looking for any sort of malicious activity towards your building. He explains that these 
individuals will merely have to sit inside the building, keep watch, and notify campus 
police if there are any disturbances. Outside of the late hours, there is not much inherent 
risk associated with this role. As a group of committed architects, you care deeply about 
the structure that AFA calls home. You now need to evaluate whether you want to offer 
up your time to keep watch for AFA. You noticed at past AFA meetings, your president 
has publicly acknowledged individuals who have stepped up and volunteered their 
services for AFA. This current volunteering request is of a similar nature to this past 
incident. Please evaluate how likely you would be to volunteer for this task. 
 

   1       2       3    4     5 
Very unlikely to volunteer  Neither likely nor unlikely           Very likely 
  



Group 3:  
Imagine that you are in the Eller College of Management and majoring in Marketing.  
After you were accepted to Eller, you joined the University Marketing Association 
(UMA), an organization of roughly 50 members. This group is comprised of students 
with passion for marketing and who are interested in marketing careers. You share this 
interest and have always had your mind set on finding a marketing position when you 
graduate. For this reason, you are an active member of the club; you pay dues and attend 
a majority of the meetings. UMA is not a charitable organization. However, there are 
various activities that require certain levels of member participation. Past events include 
volunteering at case competitions, mentoring local high school students, and other 
community service projects. At this week’s meeting the president presents an upcoming 
activity at a local marketing convention, for which UMA needs to send a group of 
volunteers.  He says the time commitment is 3-4 hours and the work consists mostly of 
setting up for the convention. He also points out that UMA has always volunteered at this 
event because it reflects positively on the organization. This convention falls on the 
weekend before you have several midterms. You now need to decide whether you want 
to offer up your time for UMA. As your president is announcing the volunteer 
opportunity, he also mentions that those who help out will be publicly acknowledged in 
front of the group at the next meeting.  Please evaluate how likely you would be to 
volunteer for this task.  
 

   1       2       3    4     5 
Very unlikely to volunteer  Neither likely nor unlikely           Very likely 
 
Imagine that you are a member of a campus organization called Architects for America 
(AFA). Your group has a small building on campus where members can meet and work 
on group projects together. Most other organizations of similar size (roughly 50 
members) do not have a central meeting place, so you feel very fortunate to be part of 
AFA.  However, in recent weeks your building has been the victim of excessive 
vandalism. For unknown reasons, there have been windows broken, graffiti, and even 
obscene notes left on the premises. AFA has filed a police report in hopes of catching the 
perpetrator, however no suspects have been identified. In an attempt to catch these 
vandals, the president of AFA decides to set up a night watch program. He calls an 
emergency meeting and asks for volunteers to spend a three-hour shift one night a week, 
looking for any sort of malicious activity towards your building. He explains that these 
individuals will merely have to sit inside the building, keep watch, and notify campus 
police if there are any disturbances. Outside of the late hours, there is not much inherent 
risk associated with this role. As a group of committed architects, you care deeply about 
the structure that AFA calls home. You now need to evaluate whether you want to offer 
up your time to keep watch for AFA. As	  your	  president	  is	  making	  his	  request	  for	  
members	  to	  keep	  watch,	  he	  also	  mentions	  that	  those	  who	  help	  out	  will	  be	  publicly	  
acknowledged	  in	  front	  of	  the	  group	  at	  the	  next	  meeting.	   Please evaluate how likely 
you would be to volunteer for this task. 
 

   1       2       3    4     5 
Very unlikely to volunteer  Neither likely nor unlikely           Very likely 
  



Group 4: 
Imagine that you are in the Eller College of Management and majoring in Marketing.  
After you were accepted to Eller, you joined the University Marketing Association 
(UMA), an organization of roughly 50 members. This group is comprised of students 
with passion for marketing and who are interested in marketing careers. You share this 
interest and have always had your mind set on finding a marketing position when you 
graduate. For this reason, you are an active member of the club; you pay dues and attend 
a majority of the meetings. UMA is not a charitable organization. However, there are 
various activities that require certain levels of member participation. Past events include 
volunteering at case competitions, mentoring local high school students, and other 
community service projects. At this week’s meeting the president presents an upcoming 
activity at a local marketing convention, for which UMA needs to send a group of 
volunteers.  He says the time commitment is 3-4 hours and the work consists mostly of 
setting up for the convention. He also points out that UMA has always volunteered at this 
event because it reflects positively on the organization. This convention falls on the 
weekend before you have several midterms. You now need to decide whether you want 
to offer up your time for UMA. You noticed at your last UMA meeting, your president 
publicly noted those members who failed to step up and volunteer for a previous 
opportunity. The current volunteering request is very similar to this past incident. Please 
evaluate how likely you would be to volunteer for this task.  
 

   1       2       3    4     5 
Very unlikely to volunteer  Neither likely nor unlikely           Very likely 
 
Imagine that you are a member of a campus organization called Architects for America 
(AFA). Your group has a small building on campus where members can meet and work 
on group projects together. Most other organizations of similar size (roughly 50 
members) do not have a central meeting place, so you feel very fortunate to be part of 
AFA.  However, in recent weeks your building has been the victim of excessive 
vandalism. For unknown reasons, there have been windows broken, graffiti, and even 
obscene notes left on the premises. AFA has filed a police report in hopes of catching the 
perpetrator, however no suspects have been identified. In an attempt to catch these 
vandals, the president of AFA decides to set up a night watch program. He calls an 
emergency meeting and asks for volunteers to spend a three-hour shift one night a week, 
looking for any sort of malicious activity towards your building. He explains that these 
individuals will merely have to sit inside the building, keep watch, and notify campus 
police if there are any disturbances. Outside of the late hours, there is not much inherent 
risk associated with this role. As a group of committed architects, you care deeply about 
the structure that AFA calls home. You now need to evaluate whether you want to offer 
up your time to keep watch for AFA. You noticed at past AFA meetings, your president 
has publicly noted those individuals who failed to step up and volunteer their services for 
AFA. This current volunteering request is of a similar nature to this past incident. Please 
evaluate how likely you would be to volunteer for this task. 
 

   1       2       3    4     5 
Very unlikely to volunteer  Neither likely nor unlikely           Very likely 
  



Group 5: 
Imagine that you are in the Eller College of Management and majoring in Marketing.  
After you were accepted to Eller, you joined the University Marketing Association 
(UMA), an organization of roughly 50 members. This group is comprised of students 
with passion for marketing and who are interested in marketing careers. You share this 
interest and have always had your mind set on finding a marketing position when you 
graduate. For this reason, you are an active member of the club; you pay dues and attend 
a majority of the meetings. UMA is not a charitable organization. However, there are 
various activities that require certain levels of member participation. Past events include 
volunteering at case competitions, mentoring local high school students, and other 
community service projects. At this week’s meeting the president presents an upcoming 
activity at a local marketing convention, for which UMA needs to send a group of 
volunteers.  He says the time commitment is 3-4 hours and the work consists mostly of 
setting up for the convention. He also points out that UMA has always volunteered at this 
event because it reflects positively on the organization. This convention falls on the 
weekend before you have several midterms. You now need to decide whether you want 
to offer up your time for UMA. As your president is announcing the volunteer 
opportunity, he also mentions that those who fail to help out will be publicly announced 
in front of the group at the next meeting.  Please evaluate how likely you would be to 
volunteer for this task.  
 

   1       2       3    4     5 
Very unlikely to volunteer  Neither likely nor unlikely           Very likely 
 
Imagine that you are a member of a campus organization called Architects for America 
(AFA). Your group has a small building on campus where members can meet and work 
on group projects together. Most other organizations of similar size (roughly 50 
members) do not have a central meeting place, so you feel very fortunate to be part of 
AFA.  However, in recent weeks your building has been the victim of excessive 
vandalism. For unknown reasons, there have been windows broken, graffiti, and even 
obscene notes left on the premises. AFA has filed a police report in hopes of catching the 
perpetrator, however no suspects have been identified. In an attempt to catch these 
vandals, the president of AFA decides to set up a night watch program. He calls an 
emergency meeting and asks for volunteers to spend a three-hour shift one night a week, 
looking for any sort of malicious activity towards your building. He explains that these 
individuals will merely have to sit inside the building, keep watch, and notify campus 
police if there are any disturbances. Outside of the late hours, there is not much inherent 
risk associated with this role. As a group of committed architects, you care deeply about 
the structure that AFA calls home. You now need to evaluate whether you want to offer 
up your time to keep watch for AFA. As	  your	  president	  is	  making	  his	  request	  for	  
members	  to	  keep	  watch,	  he	  also	  mentions	  that	  those	  who	  fail	  to	  help	  out	  will	  be	  
publicly	  announced	  in	  front	  of	  the	  group	  at	  the	  next	  meeting.	   Please evaluate how 
likely you would be to volunteer for this task. 
 

   1       2       3    4     5 
Very unlikely to volunteer  Neither likely nor unlikely           Very likely 
  



Appendix 2 
Proposed Lab Study 

 
-Setting: Eller research lab 
-Studies will be conducted in groups of five 
-There will be three different test groups: the control, a test for positive 
acknowledgement, and a test for negative acknowledgement  
 
1) The five participants will enter the conference room 

 
2) I (Adam) will ask the participants to be seated and to introduce themselves to the 
group one by one. I will explain that they are about to be part of a study that examines the 
effects of acknowledgement on volunteering behavior. For their participation they will 
receive extra credit in their class and will be entered into a raffle to receive x-amount of 
money. The study should last no more than 20 minutes. 
 
3) When the participants enter the lab, they are to take a seat at one of the open cubicles 
at the front of the room. On their desk will be a pencil and three separate sheets of paper. 
They are not to touch any of the materials until they are instructed to do so.  
 
4) The first piece of paper is labeled “Round 1” on one side. When I see that all 
participants are ready, I will instruct them to flip that paper over and read the instructions 
carefully. The instructions will read: “You and the other four individuals in this study 
have been asked to help with an ongoing project at Eller. If at least one person volunteers, 
all group members will receive a payout of $10, except for those who volunteer, who will 
receive only $5. However, if nobody in your group decides to contribute, all five of you 
will only receive $2. You are unable to communicate with the other members of your 
group. You must make your own independent decision. Would you like to volunteer for 
this project? Please tear off the bottom portion of this piece of paper, write your name 
and either ‘Yes’ or ‘No.’ Put your pencil down when your are finished.” 
 
5) When I see that all five participants have finished, I will collect their responses and 
return to the front of the room to review the results.  
 
6) For each test (except the control where names will be omitted), I will read the results 
to the group and the names of those that volunteered. There will be no additional 
compliment for the volunteers like there is in the following round. My dialogue will be 
something like, “In this round, two members of your group chose to volunteer. These 
individuals were Jessica and John. Dan, Rebecca and Allison chose not to volunteer.” I 
will then ask that the participants repeat the exact same process with the paper labeled 
“Round 2.” 

• For the control test, the paper will read: “A few weeks have passed since the last 
volunteering opportunity, and now Eller is requesting more volunteers for their 
project. The rules and payouts remain the same for this opportunity; only one 
volunteer is required from your group in order for the entire group to benefit. If 
this is achieved, all group members receive $10, except for those who volunteer, 



who receive only $5. If nobody volunteers, all group members receive only $2. 
You are once again unable to communicate with the other members of your 
group. You must make your own independent decision. Would you like to 
volunteer for this project? Please tear off the bottom portion of this piece of paper, 
write your name and either ‘Yes’ or ‘No.’ Put your pencil down when your are 
finished.” 

• For the test for positive acknowledgement, the paper will read: “A few weeks 
have passed since the last volunteering opportunity, and now Eller is requesting 
more volunteers for their project. As you have just seen, after the previous 
opportunity those individuals who volunteered were acknowledged in front of the 
group. The rules and payouts remain the same for this opportunity; only one 
volunteer is required from your group in order for the entire group to benefit. If 
this is achieved, all group members receive $10, except for those who volunteer, 
who receive only $5. If nobody volunteers, all group members receive only $2. 
You are once again unable to communicate with the other members of your 
group. You must make your own independent decision. Would you like to 
volunteer for this project? Please tear off the bottom portion of this piece of paper, 
write your name and either ‘Yes’ or ‘No.’ Put your pencil down when your are 
finished.” 

• For the test for negative acknowledgement, the paper will read: “A few weeks 
have passed since the last volunteering opportunity, and now Eller is requesting 
more volunteers for their project. As you have just seen, after the previous 
opportunity those individuals who failed to volunteer were acknowledged in front 
of the group. The rules and payouts remain the same for this opportunity; only 
one volunteer is required from your group in order for the entire group to benefit. 
If this is achieved, all group members receive $10, except for those who 
volunteer, who receive only $5. If nobody volunteers, all group members receive 
only $2. You are once again unable to communicate with the other members of 
your group. You must make your own independent decision. Would you like to 
volunteer for this project? Please tear off the bottom portion of this piece of paper, 
write your name and either ‘Yes’ or ‘No.’ Put your pencil down when your are 
finished.” 

 
 
7) When I see that all five participants have finished, I will collect their responses and 
return to the front of the room to review the results. 
 
8a) For the control test, there is no acknowledgement between rounds. I will review the 
results, announce how many people chose to volunteer, and then ask that the participants 
repeat the exact same process with the paper labeled “Round 3” 
 This paper will have instructions that read: “A few weeks after the second 
opportunity, Eller has one final request for volunteers. The payout values for this 
opportunity remain the same. If at least one individual in your group volunteers, all group 
members will receive $10, except for those who volunteer, who receive only $5. If 
nobody volunteers, all group members receive only $2. You still have no communication 
with the other members of your group. Would you like to volunteer for this project? 



Please tear off the bottom portion of this piece of paper, write your name and either ‘Yes’ 
or ‘No.’ Put your pencil down when your are finished.” 
 
8b) For the test for positive acknowledgement, I will review the responses from the five 
participants and then engage one of two scenarios. If none of the five participants 
volunteered, I will announce that result and ask that they repeat the exact same process 
with the paper labeled “Round 3.” However if there is at least one volunteer, I will 
announce the volunteers in front of the group, making sure to clearly state each name. 
The acknowledgement will be something like, “After reviewing the results of this round, 
there was one participant who volunteered. A big thank you to John for stepping up. 
Your group appreciates your participation.” After this occurs, I will ask the participants 
to flip over the paper labeled “Round 3,” review the instructions, and complete the task 
assigned. 
 This paper will have instructions that read: “A few weeks after the second 
opportunity, Eller has one final request for volunteers. The request is similar in nature to 
previous occasions, except that those group members who volunteer will be publicly 
praised in front of your group. The payout values for this opportunity remain the same. If 
at least one individual in your group volunteers, all group members will receive $10, 
except for those who volunteer, who receive only $5. If nobody volunteers, all group 
members receive only $2. You still have no communication with the other members of 
your group. Would you like to volunteer for this project? Please tear off the bottom 
portion of this piece of paper, write your name and either ‘Yes’ or ‘No.’ Put your pencil 
down when your are finished.” 
 
8c) For the test for negative acknowledgement, I will first review the responses from the 
five participants. Assuming that all five individuals did not choose to volunteer, I will 
announce the results and specifically acknowledge those participants that did not 
volunteer. The acknowledgement will be something like, “After reviewing the results of 
this round, there were only two people who volunteered. Frank, Jessica, and Cynthia, 
your group was counting on you and you didn’t step up to volunteer.” I will then ask the 
participants to flip over the paper labeled “Round 3,” review the instructions, and 
complete the task assigned. 
 This paper will have instructions that read: “A few weeks after the second 
opportunity, Eller has one final request for volunteers. The request is similar in nature to 
previous occasions, except that those group members who chose not to volunteer will be 
publicly scolded in front of your group. The payout values for this opportunity remain the 
same. If at least one individual in your group volunteers, all group members will receive 
$10, except for those who volunteer, who receive only $5. If nobody volunteers, all group 
members receive only $2. You still have no communication with the other members of 
your group. Would you like to volunteer for this project? Please tear off the bottom 
portion of this piece of paper, write your name and either ‘Yes’ or ‘No.’ Put your pencil 
down when your are finished.” 
 
9) When I see that all five participants have finished, I will collect their responses and 
return to the front of the room to review the results. 
 



10a) For the control test, there is no acknowledgement between rounds. I will review the 
results, announce how many people chose to volunteer, and then inform the participants 
that the study is finished and they are free to go. 
 
10b) For the test for positive acknowledgement, I will review the responses from the 
participants and announce the results. If there were no volunteers, then no verbal 
acknowledgement will be given. However, if at least one person volunteered, I will 
deliver a positive verbal acknowledgement similar to that of the previous round. After 
this, I will inform the participants that the study is finished and they are free to go. 
 
10c) For the test for negative acknowledgement, I will review the responses from the 
participants and announce the results. Assuming that all five individuals did not choose to 
volunteer, I will specifically acknowledge those participants that did not volunteer. The 
negative acknowledgement will be similar to that of the previous round. After this, I will 
inform the participants that the study is finished and they are free to go. 
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