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Abstract 
An analysis of voluntary activities among military spouses offers a view of volunteerism within a 
population that is in a unique circumstance. Military spouses often are placed in an unknown 
geographic area in which new social networks have to be forged and where employment 
opportunities are not always available. Volunteerism, in this instance, serves to build skills for 
future employment. In fact, "useful training" was cited as the most important factor by survey 
respondents in increasing a spouse's interest in volunteerism. The study also indicates that 
improvements in operational areas can lead toward more interest in volunteering. Having 
assignments of interest, recognition, and better organization of volunteer programs were all 
cited as factors that would increase interest in volunteering. Management and leadership 
improvements would aid in structuring programs that would be useful for individuals involved in 
volunteer projects, as well as for those considering volunteer activities. 
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Introduction 
  An analysis of voluntary activities 
among military spouses offers a view of 
volunteerism within a population that is in 
a unique circumstance. Military spouses 
often are placed in an unknown geographic 
area in which new social networks have to 
be forged and where employment 
opportunities are not always available. 
Given these circumstances, one would 
expect that volunteer opportunities would 
appeal to military spouses, easing the 
social isolation they may be experiencing, 
as well as enhancing their employment 
skills. It is not surprising then that spouses 
of military personnel have traditionally 
provided volunteer services to the military 
community (Martindale, 1987). 

The analysis presented in this paper is 
based on the results of the 1992 Depart-
ment of Defense (DOD) Surveys of 
Enlisted Personnel and Their Spouses. 
Before proceeding to an analysis of this 
survey, it will be useful to describe the 
results of an earlier (DOD) survey done in 
1985, which also included an examination 
of volunteerism. A report issued from the 
Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense 
(Family Support, Education, & Safety) and 
authored by Melanie Martindale (1987), 
Defense Manpower Data Center, provides 
an excellent description of volunteer 
behavior and volunteer frequency by 
spouses of active duty officers and enlisted 
personnel and serves as historical and 
comparative background for this report. 
The report is based on data analysis from 
the 1985 DOD Survey of Military Spouses 
and administrative information. Data on 
volunteers was examined in conjunction 
with socio-demographic and other vari-
ables in order to develop a profile of char-
acteristics and factors pertaining to volun-
teerism. Spouses of both officers and 
enlisted personnel (military wives, military 
husbands, civilian wives, and civilian 
husbands) were examined for this report. 

The 1985 survey and subsequent report 
revealed a number of important charac-
teristics regarding military spouses' inter-

est and propensity to volunteer. The report 
indicated that life-course stage is a 
determinant in volunteerism. Individuals 
least likely to be involved in volunteer 
activities are young adults without children 
in the household or young adults with 
preschoolers. However, individuals with 
children aged 6-17 are likely to be 
involved in volunteering. As the children 
in the household reach young adulthood, 
the parent's volunteer activities decrease. 

There are other characteristics of 
respondents drawn from the survey that 
indicate differences in volunteerism. One 
of these is sponsor pay grade. Among the 
spouses of enlisted personnel, the per-
centage of volunteer activity increased as 
the pay grade increased. Similarly, within 
the officers' spouses main group (civilian 
wives), as the pay grade increased so did 
the level of volunteering. In other groups 
of officers' spouses, no relationship was 
found between pay grade and volunteer 
activity. 

Similarly, the 1985 study showed that 
spouses of officers have more volunteers 
in relation to their population than do 
enlisted spouses. Of this group, the civilian 
wives of officers supply the majority of 
volunteer time (50.5%). However, there is 
no difference in volunteering behavior or 
volunteering frequency by service. 

Other important factors were labor force 
status and occupation. In terms of labor 
force status, the report noted that in 
civilian spouse groups, both full and part 
time workers had a higher level of volun-
teer activity than those who were unem-
ployed. 

However, respondents who were 
unemployed were more likely to volunteer 
than respondents who were working full 
time. Additionally, part-time workers were 
more likely to volunteer than fulltime 
workers were. An exploration of the ability 
to find work fitting skills at the "current 
location" found that both the civilian 
spouses of enlisted personnel and the 
civilian wives of officers were more likely 
to volunteer if they could not find such 
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applicable work. 
Rank coupled with occupation revealed 

differences among those spouses who 
volunteered. Within the civilian spouses of 
enlisted personnel, the most likely 
volunteers were those in the 
technical/professional/managerial fields. 
Within the civilian spouses of officers, the 
most likely volunteers were those grouped 
in the craft/ operative fields. 

In addition to the characteristics of 
respondents who volunteered, the survey 
and report also examined the attitudes of 
volunteers. Data demonstrated that in 
many cases volunteer activity is not related 
to satisfaction with specific aspects of 
military life, but rather is associated with 
overall satisfaction. It appears that familiar 
and personal factors, as well as external 
expectations, are more likely to influence 
volunteer activities than satisfaction or 
dissatisfaction with specific aspects of 
military life. Furthermore, the frequency of 
volunteer activity among the spouses of 
enlisted personnel is higher among those 
who are satisfied or very satisfied with the 
military way of life compared to those who 
are dissatisfied or very dissatisfied. 

Martindale's analysis of the 1985 DOD 
Survey of Military Spouses provides an 
important historical and comparative 
context for our report on volunteerism 
based on the 1992 Department of Defense 
Surveys of Enlisted Personnel and Their 
Spouses. In this report, we will present 
similar demographic and socio-economic 
characteristics of spouses who responded 
to the survey questions on volunteerism. 
The 1992 Survey provides additional ques-
tions on volunteer satisfaction, reasons 
why spouses do not volunteer, and prac-
tices or additional services that would 
increase a spouse's interest in volunteering. 

 
Methodology 

Data was collected from the 1992 
Department of Defense Surveys of Officers 
and Enlisted Personnel and their Spouses 
where questionnaires were mailed to 
64,643 spouses. The survey included 

twenty-two variables related to volun-
teerism; these variables served as the basis 
for this analysis. The questions 
encompassed volunteer activities that were 
both on-installation (i.e., military unit 
support activities and installation/ support 
activities) and off-installation (i.e., local 
community support activities). 

There were a total of 23,847 respon-
dents to the survey questions regarding 
spouse's involvement in volunteerism. The 
unadjusted response rate was 37%. The 
1992 DOD survey reported responses from 
23,847 military spouses. Of this number, 
16,061 (67%) did not engage in any type 
of volunteer activity; 7,786 (33%) did 
perform volunteer work/ activity. Fre-
quencies and percentages were calculated 
for the responses to individual questions 
regarding reasons why spouses did not 
volunteer and factors that would increase a 
spouse's interest in volunteering. 

Comparatively, in 1995, the Indepen-
dent Sector (1996) reported that 48.8% of 
the adult U.S. population was involved in 
some sort of volunteer activity. Reasons 
for the differences in volunteerism 
between the general population and mili-
tary spouses can be due, in part, to the 
three-year time difference between these 
two surveys. However, given that less than 
35% of the military spouses were involved 
in volunteerism, it is worthwhile to explore 
the reasons why spouses did not volunteer. 
Of equal importance will be to assess the 
factors that might increase a spouse's 
interest and participation in volunteer 
activities. 

 
Patterns Of Volunteerism 

The role of spouses and volunteerism in 
the military is particularly noteworthy. 
According to Katherine Reardon, 

 
"Spouses are frequently called  
 upon by the military command 
 to provide formal support through 
 volunteerism when paid formal 
support services are absent or 
inadequate to serve community 
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need." (Reardon, 1996: 98). 
 

If military spouses are often asked to 
volunteer, the fact that only 33% did vol-
unteer is puzzling. Anecdotal accounts 
provide one explanation: that the psycho-
logical demands of military life dampen a 
spouse's enthusiasm to volunteer rather 
than increase it. No studies supporting that 
explanation were found. It is more likely 
that military spouses are motivated to 
volunteer for the same reasons that civilian 
spouses volunteer. The DOD survey 
contained eighteen questions regarding 
respondents' reasons for volunteering and, 
conversely, reasons for not volunteering. 
These questions encompass both personal 
reasons for choosing whether or not a 
spouse volunteered, as well as organiza-
tional and management concerns. Before 
proceeding to this analysis, we will give a 
brief overview of the characteristics of the 
volunteers and non-volunteers. 

 
Characteristics of Respondents 

The majority of the spouses who 
responded to the survey were women. Of 
the total 7,786 spouses who performed 
volunteer work, eight-six percent (86%) 
were female and fourteen percent (14%) 
were male. Since it is a military popula-
tion, the respondents were younger than 
the general population of volunteers, 
which would include a larger number of 
retirees. Specifically, 52% of the spouses 
were age 36 or older; twenty-seven percent 
were between the ages of 31 and 35 years 
of age. The maximum age of respondents 
to this survey was 65 years of age. 
Twenty-seven percent of survey 
respondents reported having some college 
experience short of a two-year degree. 
This was followed by 23% that reported 
having earned a four-year college degree. 
Overall, 55% of the volunteers reported an 
educational attainment of a two-year 
college degree or higher. Volunteers were 
predominantly Caucasian (86%) followed 
by African American and Hispanic 
respondents, representing seven percent 

and six percent of the sample, respectively. 
Both the availability of childcare and 

parental involvement in their child's 
activities are factors in volunteerism. 
Among the military spouses in this study, 
76% had children. Martindale's earlier 
report indicated that the age range of chil-
dren was also a factor in willingness to 
volunteer. Spouses with children age 617 
were the most likely to volunteer, and 
volunteering decreases as children reached 
young adulthood (Martindale, 1987). 
Unfortunately, our data did not provide 
specific information on the age of the 
military spouses' children. 

 
Types of Spouse Volunteer Activities 

Overall, the majority of spouses (70%) 
volunteered in their local communities. 
This broad category ranged from volunteer 
efforts in well-established organizations to 
informal volunteering such as organizing a 
bake sale for a school fundraising event. 
Thirty percent of spouses volunteered in 
installation/ support activities and thirty 
percent volunteered in military unit 
support activities. While both activities 
can be considered a volunteer activity 
within the military community, they are 
differentiated by the fact that military unit 
support activities focus on a small unit 
stationed at an installation while 
installation/ support activities are, as the 
name suggests, installation-wide. 

Noteworthy is the fact that only recent-
ly, under the National Defense Authoriza-
tion Act of Fiscal Year 1995, expanded 
authority was given for the increased use 
of volunteers in the following areas: 
• medical services, dental services, 
 nursing services, and other health- 
 related services 
• museum or natural resources program  
• family support programs 
• child development and youth services 

programs 
• religious programs 
• housing referral programs 
• programs providing employment assis-

tance to spouses 
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• recreation programs 
 

Preceding this Act were several acts that 
incrementally increased volunteerism 
within the military community. The first 
was in 1983 (P.L. 98-94), which provided 
volunteers in family support programs and 
military museums legal protection from 
lawsuits related to their volunteer activity. 

Family support and military museums 
were, until 1995, the customary positions 
of volunteers on military installations. The 
Act considered these volunteers Federal 
employees for purposes of Torts claims 
and workers compensation. In 1987, the 
National Defense Act of 1987 authorized 
reimbursement for personal expenses from 
nonappropriated funds. In 1992, the 

Figure 1 
Reasons for Spouses Not Volunteering 
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National Defense Authorization Act of 
Fiscal Year 1992 authorized reimburse-
ment of personal expenses from appro-
priated as well as non-appropriated funds. 

 
Reasons for Not Volunteering 

The primary reason given for not par-
ticipating in volunteer activities was sim-
ply that the spouses did not feel they had 
the time (Figure 1). Sixty-four percent of 
survey respondents listed being too busy 
as the primary reason for not volunteering. 
This response is consistent with national 
surveys on why individuals do not 
volunteer. In a survey conducted for the 
Independent Sector by Hodgkinson and 
Weitzman (1996), it was reported that 
59.9% of Americans did not volunteer 
because personal schedules were too full. 

Women who were not in the workforce 

have, in the past, been disproportionately 
involved in the volunteer sector. A women 
entered the work force and two-income 
families became the norm, less women had 
time to become involved in volunteer 
activity (Firstenberg, 1996). In a family 
with two working spouses, much of the 
free time of both spouses may be spent 
with their children (Gerson, 1997). This 
raises another concern, which is the 
general preference for short-term, episodic 
volunteerism. Short-term volunteering 
works well for one-time events such as 
bike-a-thons or disaster relief. However, 
other programs such as tutoring or men-
toring programs, require a long-term 
commitment in order to achieve demon-
strable results (Gerson, 1997). 

A more general reason given for not 
volunteering was simply a lack of interest. 
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Twenty-four percent of survey respondents 
listed they had no interest in volunteer 
activities. This compares with the national 
figure in which twelve percent of the 
population cited "lack of interest" as the 
primary reason for not volunteering 
(Hodgkinson and Weitzman, 1996). 

Neither lack of interest nor lack of time 
is an atypical response unique to the mili-
tary population. Stephen McCurley (1994) 
offers some practical recommendations on 
how to overcome the more tangible issue 
of time constraints. One alternative is to 
design volunteer programs to 
accommodate shorter time periods. A sec-
ond is to share assignments among a group 
of volunteers (McCurley, 1994). The lack 
of interest of non-volunteers requires more 
creative responses. One approach is to 
view volunteerism as a leisure time 
activity (Boughton, 1996). Since volun-
teers give their time freely and are not 
bound to the organizations by monetary 
interests or need, the rewards are parallel 
to those found in leisure time pursuits. If 
volunteer managers can offer equally 
rewarding experiences from volunteer 
efforts, it follows that individuals will 
consider volunteering as a worthwhile 
pursuit in their leisure time. 
 
Specific Barriers to Volunteerism 

Research on volunteerism indicates that, 
while an individual's reasons for volun-
teering tend to be value laden, personal 
reasons for not volunteering are more 
particularistic (Clary, Snyder, Copeland, 
French, 1994). It is important to also 
examine these particularistic barriers to 
volunteer activity among military spouses. 

Problems with securing childcare and 
the cost of childcare itself are indicative of 
some of the problems spouses face when 
considering volunteer activities (Figure 1). 
Among those spouses that did not vol-
unteer, 15% cited problems with childcare 
and 12% cited child care costs as reasons 
why they did not participate in volunteer 
activities. 

Difficulties in obtaining transportation 

to a site can also be a significant barrier to 
volunteering. A small percentage of non-
volunteers (5%) listed problems with 
transportation as a specific reason. How-
ever, since many volunteer opportunities 
exist on installation, transportation may 
not be an important barrier in volunteerism 
in military spouses. 

 
Factors that Would Increase Spouse 
Interest in Volunteering 
Integral to this study is the analysis of 
factors that would increase interest in vol-
unteerism among spouses who have not 
yet volunteered and maintain the interest 
of those who are presently volunteering 
(Figure 2). The most cited factor that 
would increase one's propensity to volun-
teer was "useful training," which we have 
interpreted as the job or career advance-
ment skills gained through volunteering. 
As noted in the introduction, military 
spouses often move to new locations 
where employment opportunities are not 
always available.  

In these situations, volunteer positions 
can offer valuable alternatives to paid 
employment. Volunteer activities can 
provide ways for spouses to learn about 
various types of employment, acquire new 
skills, and even develop contacts for future 
jobs (Clary, Snyder & Ridge, 1992; 
Schram, 1985). This is supported by 
studies which found that volunteerism 
does provide volunteers with important job 
skills that are transferable to paid 
employment (Schram, 1985). It appears 
that many respondents recognized that 
volunteerism can provide useful training 
for their future careers. Twenty-seven 
percent of spouses who did not volunteer 
and 34% of those who did volunteer, noted 
that volunteer opportunities would provide 
useful training for the future and would 
increase their interest in volunteer 
activities. 

Another important factor in increasing 
volunteerism (22% of non-volunteers and 
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Figure 2 
Development Factors that Would Increase Spouse Volunteerism 
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Figure 3 
Management Factors that Would Increase Spouse Volunteerism 
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Other Factors 
Given that volunteer work is unpaid, it 

may be an added burden for potential 
volunteers to actually pay for the costs of 
volunteering. Consideration should be 
given by organizations to pay for these 
costs by methods such as reimbursing 
mileage costs, providing parking privi-
leges, and providing at least partial reim-
bursement or vouchers for childcare. Vol-
unteers who use their own automobiles for 
transportation may be reimbursed for 
mileage. Another example would be to 
validate parking or provide parking spaces 
for volunteers. These expenses are 
generally minimal and would be offset by 
the contributions of volunteers. In the 
survey, childcare availability was ranked 
as an important factor in increasing vol-
unteer activity (27% of volunteers and 
24% of non-volunteers). Also, twenty-one 
percent of volunteers and fifteen percent of 
non-volunteers felt that reimbursement of 
expenses would increase interest in 
volunteer activity. A small percentage (7% 
of volunteers and 3% of nonvolunteers) 
considered that parking would positively 
affect their interest in volunteer activities.
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Conclusions 
The analyses of responses to this sur-

vey among military spouses reveal pat-
terns of volunteerism that are applicable 
to the broader sector of volunteers. The 
barriers of lack of time, lack of interest 
and need for child care are examples of 
barriers that are shared by the larger 
potential volunteer population. What 
may be a more pronounced factor for 
military spouses are the training and 
career development opportunities 
provided by volunteer activities. This 
report noted that for military spouses, 
relocation to unfamiliar areas, 
particularly abroad, and geographic 
isolation could limit employment 
prospects. Volunteerism, in this instance, 
serves to build skills for future employ-
ment. In fact, "useful training" was cited 
as the most important factor by survey 
respondents in increasing a spouse's 
interest in volunteerism. 

The study also indicates that improve-
ments in operational areas can lead 
toward more interest in volunteering. 
Having assignments of interests, 
recognition, and better organization of 
volunteer programs were all cited as 
factors that would increase the interest in 
volunteering among respondents. 
Management and leadership 
improvements would aid in structuring 
programs that would be meaningful and 
useful for individuals who are involved 
in volunteer projects, as well as for those 
considering using their personal time for 
volunteer activities. 

This study provides a number of inter-
esting insights into the patterns of volun-
teerism among military spouses. It also 
raises more questions regarding how to 
encourage more volunteerism among 
this population. How do we structure 
volunteer programs to accommodate the 
time constraints potential volunteers 

might face? Do volunteer opportunities 
offer skill building responsibilities? How 
can we manage volunteer programs 
more effectively and ensure that 
volunteers are recognized and rewarded 
for their efforts? Upon reflection, these 
insights, as well as the questions raised 
by this study are worthwhile topics for 
further research on the volunteer 
population at large. 
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