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Abstract 

 

 

 The purpose of this quantitative assessment is to evaluate the perspectives and 

experiences of regional extension agents, county extension coordinators, office administrators, 

and volunteers involved in the Alabama Extension Master Gardener (EMG) program. This study 

had three objectives: determining the EMG volunteer demographics and activity preferences, 

identifying EMG volunteer motivations for involvement in the program, and comparing the 

experiences and perspectives of the Alabama EMG personnel and volunteers. Results showed 

that the demographics of EMG volunteers are over 60 years old, female, white, affluent, and 

well-educated. Volunteers prefer problem-solving and hands-on related service activities. 

Volunteers are motivated by the Understanding function used in the Volunteer Functions 

Inventory (VFI). Intern volunteers are motivated by the Understanding and Values functions, and 

active volunteers are motivated by social and self-esteem functions. This indicates that 

relationships may play an essential role in volunteer retention. EMG Personnel and volunteers 

suggested recruitment, involvement, teamwork, retention, and more convenient meeting times as 

strategies to improve the program. When asked to measure a successful program, responses 

included community outreach, activities, recruitment, leadership, reputation, friendships, and 

learning. Overall, the findings in this study are encouraging; the Alabama EMG program 

positively impacts lives and communities through gardening. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION AND LITERATURE REVIEW 

Cooperative Extension History 

 The Cooperative Extension Service joins with the United States Department of 

Agriculture (USDA) and the National Institute of Food and Agriculture (NIFA) to bridge land-

grant universities and communities. With a presence in every county across the country, 

Extension agents translate research into education and action. As a result, cutting-edge 

agricultural research is readily available to communities and businesses who can put knowledge 

into practice to improve their lives. 

 The formation of the Cooperative Extension Service began with the passage of the 

Morrill Act of 1862. The United States gave each state 30,000 acres of land for each member of 

its congressional delegation. The land was sold, providing funds for post-secondary education 

focused on agricultural and mechanical arts. The act established the Agricultural and Mechanical 

College of Alabama, now Auburn University, which became the main office for the statewide 

Alabama Extension program (Langcuster 2012). However, the formalization of Extension came 

with the passing of the Smith-Lever Act in 1914. This then-novel policy funded land-grant 

universities to establish a network of county Extension agents. At its conception, agents enabled 

land-grant universities to disseminate information that addressed rural agricultural issues. The act 

stated that Extension work connected with the USDA would be executed through land-grant 

universities (NIFA 2016). 

 The need for education among farmers and rural community development led to the 

Alabama Extension Service, which became the Alabama Cooperative Extension System (ACES). 

ACES partners with land-grant universities Auburn University, Alabama A&M University, and 
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Tuskegee University to improve Alabama's economy and residents’ quality of life by delivering 

educational programs to each of the 67 counties. These programs evolve to meet the state's 

changing needs, are research-based, related to current issues, and provided via regional and local 

Extension Agents (Langcuster 2012). 

Extension Master Gardener Program 

The Extension Master Gardener program is a partnership between land-grant universities, 

the Cooperative Extension System, and Master Gardener volunteers. Extension agents train 

Master Gardener volunteers to be educators. Therefore, the program is called the Extension 

Master Gardener (EMG) program. Under the direction of the Alabama Cooperative Extension 

System, EMG volunteers increase the availability of and provide reliable, relevant, and reachable 

home horticulture information. 

The concept of the Master Gardener program traces its roots to Washington State 

University in 1972. Public demand for home gardening information increased due to rapid urban 

growth. Extension agent David Gibby, feeling overwhelmed by the large volume of requests, 

proposed the idea of training volunteers to assist Extension with consumer horticulture education 

in the community. Results were better than expected, and the EMG program spread quickly. 

Today, the EMG program exists in 49 states, the District of Columbia, at least four 

Canadian provinces, and South Korea. It serves as a model for other volunteer programs. In 

2020, an estimated 84,000 EMG volunteers reported 3.1 million service hours and educated 8.4 

million clients. Naturally, EMG volunteers helped people improve their physical and mental 

health, gardening and landscape practices, and awareness of environmental issues. Their work 

contributed an estimated $88 million in value to the public (EMG National Committee 2020).  

The Alabama EMG program is a partnership between the land grant universities 

(Alabama A&M University, Auburn University, and Tuskegee University), Alabama Extension 
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staff (County Extension Office Administrators, County Extension Coordinators, and Home 

Grounds Regional Extension Agents), and extension-trained, Master Gardener volunteers. The 

program started in 1981 when New York Master Gardener Mary Lou McNabb introduced the 

Master Gardener program concept to Gary Murray, a Madison County Extension Agent. 

McNabb and Murray, along with the help of a few other Extension Agents, organized the first 

Alabama EMG training series in Huntsville, Alabama (ACES 2018). 

To become an Alabama EMG volunteer, one must finish the 50-hour training program 

which provides hands-on and classroom instruction and volunteer a total of 50 hours during the 

year. After year one, EMG volunteers must report a minimum of 25 volunteer service hours 

annually and pay membership dues and complete 10 hours of continuing education units (CEU) 

to maintain active status (Carroll 2021). Certified EMG volunteers, Extension agents, and local 

experts teach classes on vegetable gardening, trees, home lawns, and annual and perennial 

flowers.  

 EMG volunteers are an asset to the Alabama Cooperative Extension System. They host 

public education outreach activities, manage and support teaching gardens, sponsor, or support 

community gardens, donate fresh produce to charity, assist with research projects including 

Harvest for Health and the Bee Biodiversity Initiative, and much more (ACES 2018). The EMG 

volunteer service hours allow Extension personnel to focus their time and effort toward more 

advanced or technical programming.  

 The impact the Alabama EMG volunteers have on their local communities is evident. In 

2018, Alabama EMGs volunteered 78,920 hours in public education outreach activities, having a 

public value of $1.7 million, and maintained teaching gardens in 21 counties with over 400,000 

visitors. EMG volunteers sponsored 13 community gardens that donated 12 tons of produce or 
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96,000 half-cup servings, equal to the retail price of $39,600 in 2018. Harvest for Health is a 

project led by the University of Alabama Birmingham’s Comprehensive Cancer Center and 

Alabama Extension’s Home Grounds Team that uses a backyard garden to teach new, healthy 

habits to cancer survivors. To date, 492 volunteers have mentored cancer survivors. Pilot studies 

(2013-2017) showed that gardening significantly improved the diet and health of the cancer 

survivor participants (ACES 2018). 

Demographics 

Understanding EMG volunteer demographic information offers direction to ACES 

personnel for recruitment, training, retention, and, more importantly, EMG volunteers' 

satisfaction and community impact. It can imply how to adapt training methods and who may be 

attracted to the program. It also has implications for which service opportunities volunteers may 

be available. Volunteer demographics can also help in understanding the motivation of 

volunteers. VanOverschelde (2017) found that in non-profit organizations volunteer age and 

career motivations are correlated, the younger the volunteer, the higher the career motivations. 

           While there is no published demographic information for Alabama EMG volunteers, those 

who live in the Southeast region of the U.S. (Alabama, Georgia, Florida, South Carolina, North 

Carolina, and Virginia) were slightly older than EMG volunteers in other regions (Dorn et al. 

2018). Previous statewide demographic data show an aging volunteer base. Early 2000's EMG 

volunteer studies in Texas, Missouri, and Oregon revealed that 25.7%, 35.7%, and 40.0% of 

participants were over 60 years old, respectively (Schrock et al. 2000; Kirsch and VanDerZanden 

2002; Waliczek et al. 2002). Recent studies have shown that the percentage of EMG volunteers 

over 60 years old has risen to over 75% in Iowa, Mississippi, and nationally (Takle et al. 2017; 

Dorn et al. 2018; Jacobs 2018). 



 

5 

           Studies show that most EMG volunteers are female, white, educated, and affluent 

(Schrock et al. 2000; Kirsch and VanDerZanden 2002; Strong and Harder 2011; Takle et al. 

2017; Dorn et al. 2018; Jacobs 2018). According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2016), 

women are more likely to volunteer than men, and higher levels of education are associated with 

volunteers and a predominance of whites.  

Preferences 

 Early accounts of the EMG program indicate an agreement between skilled volunteers 

and Extension agents. Volunteers received Extension training in exchange for hours spent 

meeting the public demand for gardening questions. Most spent service hours at Master Gardener 

clinics set up at different venues such as gardening events, county fairs, libraries, and shopping 

centers. Volunteer service activities (VSAs) require a significant amount of knowledge, skill, and 

concentration because they involve transferring knowledge to the public. As time went on, the 

EMG program expanded to include VSAs that improved the communities and the environment 

(Relf and McDaniel 1994; Meyer 1997; Ruppert et al. 1997).  

 Volunteer involvement predicts volunteer satisfaction and commitment (Finkelstein et al. 

2005). Surprisingly, there is a lack of knowledge of EMG volunteer involvement. Aside from the 

work of Dorn et al. (2019), there have been few attempts to quantify or understand VSAs and 

which volunteer groups support them. This study offers the opportunity to apply to gain a deeper 

understanding of volunteer involvement. The study measured Alabama EMG volunteer VSA 

involvement. In addition, VSAs were grouped into involvement themes to determine patterns in 

EMG volunteer support of VSA themes. 

Motivations 

 Volunteer work typically consists of activities that are helpful and extend over time. 

Volunteers freely choose to be engaged in such activities without the expectation of reward or 



 

6 

other compensation. Volunteering often occurs through formal organizations and is performed on 

behalf of causes or individuals who desire assistance (Snyder and Omoto 2008). There are many 

psychological theories to measure and explain volunteer motivation. The Volunteer Functions 

Inventory (VFI) developed by Clary et al. (1998) proved its usefulness in identifying volunteer 

motives in research. The six motivational functions include Values, Understanding, 

Enhancement, Career, Social, and Protective. The VFI consists of 30 items measured with a 7-

point Likert scale (1=strongly disagree; 7=strongly agree).  

 A review of the literature suggests several deviations from the original VFI. Newberry 

and Israel (2018) used 18 items related to five constructs from the modified VFI (career, helping 

the environment, learning, social, and values) to explore the motivations of the Florida Master 

Naturalist Program. Takle et al. (2016) also used a modified VFI to study the motivations of 

Iowa EMG volunteers. They confirmed six factors, but a factor analysis revealed that items did 

not load on intended factors. The highest scoring motivation for Iowa EMG volunteers was a 

factor labeled “Learning” that included three Understanding, one Career, one Social, and one 

Enhancement volunteer functions. Dorn et al. (2021) used 20 items on a 5-point Likert scale and 

five motivation functions “Learning,” “Values,” “Personal,” “Social,” and “Career,” to examine 

the motivations of EMG volunteers nationwide. 

To measure the perceived benefits of Iowa EMG volunteers, Takle et al. (2016) used an 

instrument with 17 items on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly Disagree; 5 = Strongly Agree) 

called return on investment. The exploratory principal component analysis identified four factors 

(New Discoveries, Self, Community, and Recognition). The mean scores for each factor revealed 

that Iowa EMG volunteers viewed New Discoveries as their most important reason for 

participating in the program.  
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Objectives 

No baseline data exist on what motivates Alabama EMG volunteers to participate in the 

program. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to determine their motivations for 

volunteering in the Master Gardener program. Coordinators can use these data to help in 

developing programs and volunteer activities. 

The first objective of this study is to determine the demographics and activity preferences 

of Alabama EMG volunteers. Knowledge of volunteer demographics and activity preferences 

could help coordinators in meeting the needs of the volunteers. The second objective will 

identify the motivations of EMG volunteers for involvement in the program. The third objective 

will compare the experiences and perspectives of the Alabama EMG personnel and volunteers.   
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CHAPTER II 

METHODOLOGY 

 The purpose of this quantitative assessment is to evaluate the perspectives and 

experiences of those involved in the Alabama Extension Master Gardener (EMG) program. This 

research is expected to contribute to future EMG programming and management. 

Research Objectives 

The objectives of this study were to:  

1. Determine the demographics and activity preferences of Alabama EMG volunteers. 

2. Identify the motivations of EMG volunteers for involvement in the program. 

3. Compare the experiences and perspectives of the EMG personnel and volunteers. 

Population and Sample 

           The population for this study encompassed Alabama Extension personnel (43 County 

Extension Office Administrators, 37 County Extension Coordinators, and 12 Home Grounds 

Regional Extension Agents) and (Auburn University Extension 2021) 1,824 EMG volunteers 

reporting hours in 2019 from 48 of Alabama’s 67 counties. See figure 2.1. 

The survey sample group included a total of 34 County Extension Office Administrators 

(79.1%), 35 County Extension Coordinators (CEC) (94.6%), 12 Home Grounds Regional 

Extension Agent (REA) (100.0%), (Auburn University Extension 2021) and 864 EMG volunteer 

surveys (47.3%). The sample survey responses were received by 9 Feb. 2021. 

Research Design 

This study consisted of four surveys created using Qualtrics Survey Software. Each of the 

four groups involved in the EMG program received a survey tailored to that group. Before 

distribution, the surveys, recruitment letters, and invitation emails were reviewed and approved 

by the Auburn University Institutional Review Board for use from 30 Nov. 2020 to 9 Feb. 2021.  
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All potential participants received invitation emails on 7 Dec. 2020. Each email contained 

a unique information letter to the four study groups. Each letter included a link to the Qualtrics 

survey, explained the purpose of the study, and stated that participation would be voluntary. The 

surveys remained open for two months. Participants received reminder emails during weeks 3, 5, 

7, and 9. 

Instrumentation 

Questions for the volunteer survey were derived from a national survey and previous 

studies from the University of Georgia and Iowa State University (Takle et al. 2016; Dorn et al. 

2018). The EMG volunteer survey was the longest and was composed of four sections: 

demographics, VSA preferences, motivations, and perceived benefits.  

The EMG volunteer demographic questions included birth year, gender, race, level of 

education, relationship status, income, and employment status. Background questions consisted 

of service status, active years of service, service hours in 2019 (the latest complete program 

cycle), and zip code. To determine master gardener VSA preferences, participants indicated their 

level of involvement on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = never, 5 = always) in 25 common VSAs.  

Volunteer motivation was assessed using the Volunteer Functions Inventory (VFI) (Clary 

et al. 1998). The VFI is composed of statements designed to measure six motivational functions: 

Values, Understanding, Social, Career, Protective, and Enhancement. Participants indicated the 

importance of 30 statements on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = unimportant; 5 = extremely 

important). Slight modifications to the questions improved clarity and relevance to the EMG 

program. To measure the perceived benefits of the program from EMG volunteers, participants 

indicated their level of agreement with 17 items on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly Disagree; 

5 = Strongly Agree). This instrument is referred to as Return on Investment by Takle et al. 
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(2016) and appears in previous studies by Rohs and Westerfield (1996) and Schrock et al. 

(2000). 

The personnel surveys were similar in length but shorter than the volunteer survey. To 

measure the success of the program, EMG staff and volunteers were asked to “Describe your 

measure of a successful program – or suggest one strategy for improving the local program if 

you feel it is not currently successful.” Questions about the experiences of EMG personnel 

included years of experience working with volunteers, time spent recruiting, training, and 

managing EMG volunteers annually.  

Data Coding  

Before data analysis of the EMG volunteer survey, incomplete data was removed and 

organized. Calculations determined the following volunteer characteristics: 

Age and Gender. Volunteers were assigned one of six age groups: <40, 40-49, 50-59, 60-

69, 70-79, and 80 and above based on a calculation made from reported birth year to the year of 

data collection (2020). Participants indicated gender based on two choices, female, and male.  

Service Status. Each EMG volunteer was assigned a code of either active, intern, or 

inactive based on self-reported service status. An active volunteer has completed an approved 

Cooperative Extension System Master Gardener Training Program, paid annual dues, fulfilled 

the volunteer service requirements (50 hours in the training year and 25 hours annually), and 

completed 10 hours of continuing education units (CEUs) (Carroll 2021). Intern volunteers are 

currently participating, but have not yet completed the Master Gardener volunteer training and 

certification. Inactive volunteers failed to meet one or more of these requirements.  

County Extension Region. Volunteers reported their residential zip codes. Participants 

were assigned one of the following seven Alabama Extension regions, established by the 

Alabama Extension service: Northwest (Colbert, Fayette, Franklin, Lamar, Lauderdale, 



 

15 

Lawrence, Limestone, Marion, Morgan, Walker, Winston); Northeast (Blount, Cherokee, 

Cullman, DeKalb, Etowah, Jackson, Madison, Marshall); West Central (Choctaw, Dallas, 

Greene, Hale, Marengo, Perry, Pickens, Sumter, Tuscaloosa); Central (Autauga, Bibb, Chilton, 

Elmore, Jefferson, Lowndes, Saint Clair, Shelby); East Central (Calhoun, Chambers, Clay, 

Cleburne, Lee, Macon, Russell, Talladega, Tallapoosa); Southwest (Baldwin, Butler, Clarke, 

Conecuh, Escambia, Mobile, Monroe); and Southeast (Barbour, Bullock, Crenshaw, Coffee, 

Covington, Dale, Geneva, Henry, Houston, Pike). See Figure 2.2 (ACES 2021).  

Active years of service. The number of active years of service is the number of years an 

EMGV has maintained active status (50 hours in the training year and 25 hours annually, plus 10 

hours of CEUs). Participants selected one of the six categories ranging from: "1-3 years," "4-6 

years," "7-9 years," "10-12 years," "13-15 years," and ">15 years."  

Service Hours. Participants reported the number of volunteer service hours they 

completed in 2019 (the last complete program cycle before the survey) and 2020 (the year of 

data collection). Participants selected one of the following seven categories; "Less than 25 

hours," "Between 25 and 49 hours," "Between 50 and 74 hours," "Between 75 and 99 hours," 

"Between 100 and 124 hours," "Between 125 and 149 hours," and "150 hours or more." 

Volunteer Participation. EMG volunteer participation was calculated based on active 

years of service and service hours in 2019. Data were divided into low and high categories based 

on the median values for active EMG; less than and greater than six years of service and above 

and below 75 service hours. Volunteers were assigned one of four categories: low years, low 

hours; low years, high hours; high years, low hours; high years, high hours. 

Satisfaction. The item "How dissatisfied or satisfied are you with your experience as an 

Extension Master Gardener?" measured volunteer satisfaction with the EMG program. The 5-
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point Likert scale created a satisfaction score for each participant ranging from 0= very 

dissatisfied to 5=very satisfied.  

Involvement. Each EMG volunteer was assigned an involvement score based on the sum 

of VSAs for which the participant indicated being involved “often” or “always.” 

Data Analysis 

Data from the four surveys were analyzed using the SPSS software package (IBM SPSS 

Statistics for Macintosh 2021). SPSS was used to perform several tests to analyze data. Specific 

methods are as follows:   

Demographics. Descriptive statistics established frequencies and percentages that created 

demographic and background profiles of EMG volunteers. Demographic characteristics included 

age, gender, race, level of education, relationship status, income, and employment status. 

Volunteer background characteristics included service status, county extension region, active 

years of service, and service hours in 2019 (most recent complete program cycle). 

Preferences. Descriptive statistics determined frequencies and percentages for VSA 

involvement. Principal axis factoring with varimax rotation identified themes within VSA 

involvement. Cronbach’s alpha examined the reliability of each theme. ANOVAs and 

independent t-tests compared the means of VSA involvement and themes and volunteer 

characteristics such as age, gender, Alabama Extension region, service hours in 2019, and active 

years of service.  

Motivation. Descriptive statistics established group means. Principal axis factoring with 

oblimin rotation was the extraction method used to identify VFI themes. Cronbach’s alpha 

examined the reliability of each theme. ANOVAs and independent t-tests compared the 

motivation function means to volunteer characteristics, including age, gender, service status, 

volunteer participation, and satisfaction. 
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Benefits. Principal axis factoring with oblimin rotation identified perceived benefits 

themes. Descriptive statistics established group means, and Cronbach’s alpha examined the 

reliability of each factor. 

Success. Qualitative comparisons of open-ended responses were made between data from 

the personnel and volunteer surveys. Response categories were identified from the open-ended 

question “Describe your measure of a successful program – or suggest one strategy for 

improving the local program if you feel it is not currently successful.” Descriptive statistics 

established category frequencies of EMG personnel, including years of experience working with 

volunteers, time spent recruiting, training, and managing EMG volunteers.  
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Fig. 2.1. Alabama Extension Master Gardener volunteer population in 2019 
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Fig. 2.2. Alabama Cooperative Extension System Regions in 2021 
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CHAPTER III 

DEMOGRAPHICS AND ACTIVITY PREFERENCES OF ALABAMA EXTENSION 

MASTER GARDENER VOLUNTEERS 

INTRODUCTION 

Cooperative Extension History 

 The Cooperative Extension Service joins with the United States Department of 

Agriculture (USDA) and the National Institute of Food and Agriculture (NIFA) to bridge land-

grant universities and communities. With a presence in every county across the country, 

Extension agents translate research into education and action. As a result, cutting-edge 

agricultural research is readily available to communities and businesses who can put knowledge 

into practice to improve their lives. 

 The formation of the Cooperative Extension Service began with the passage of the 

Morrill Act of 1862. The United States gave each state 30,000 acres of land for each member of 

its congressional delegation. The land was sold, providing funds for post-secondary education 

focused on agricultural and mechanical arts. The act established the Agricultural and Mechanical 

College of Alabama, now Auburn University, which became the main office for the statewide 

Alabama Extension program (Langcuster 2012). However, the formalization of Extension came 

with the passing of the Smith-Lever Act in 1914. This then-novel policy funded land-grant 

universities to establish a network of county Extension agents. At its conception, agents enabled 

land-grant universities to disseminate information that addressed rural agricultural issues. The act 

stated that Extension work connected with the USDA would be executed through land-grant 

universities (NIFA 2016). 

 The need for education among farmers and rural community development led to the 

Alabama Extension Service, which became the Alabama Cooperative Extension System (ACES). 
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ACES partners with land-grant universities Auburn University, Alabama A&M University, and 

Tuskegee University to improve Alabama's economy and residents’ quality of life by delivering 

educational programs to each of the 67 counties. These programs evolve to meet the state's 

changing needs, are research-based, related to current issues, and provided via regional and local 

Extension Agents (Langcuster 2012). 

Extension Master Gardener Program 

The Extension Master Gardener program is a partnership between land-grant universities, 

the Cooperative Extension System, and Master Gardener volunteers. Extension agents train 

Master Gardener volunteers to be educators. Therefore, the program is called the Extension 

Master Gardener (EMG) program. Under the direction of the Alabama Cooperative Extension 

System, EMG volunteers increase the availability of and provide reliable, relevant, and reachable 

home horticulture information. 

The concept of the Master Gardener program traces its roots to Washington State 

University in 1972. Public demand for home gardening information increased due to rapid urban 

growth. Extension agent David Gibby, feeling overwhelmed by the large volume of requests, 

proposed the idea of training volunteers to assist Extension with consumer horticulture education 

in the community. Results were better than expected, and the EMG program spread quickly. 

Today, the EMG program exists in 49 states, the District of Columbia, at least four 

Canadian provinces, and South Korea. It serves as a model for other volunteer programs. In 

2020, an estimated 84,000 EMG volunteers reported 3.1 million service hours and educated 8.4 

million clients. Naturally, EMG volunteers helped people improve their physical and mental 

health, gardening and landscape practices, and awareness of environmental issues. Their work 

contributed an estimated $88 million in value to the public (EMG National Committee 2020). 
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The Alabama EMG program is a partnership between the land grant universities 

(Alabama A&M University, Auburn University, and Tuskegee University), Alabama Extension 

staff (County Extension Office Administrators, County Extension Coordinators, and Home 

Grounds Regional Extension Agents), and extension-trained, Master Gardener volunteers. The 

program started in 1981 when New York Master Gardener Mary Lou McNabb introduced the 

Master Gardener program concept to Gary Murray, a Madison County Extension Agent. 

McNabb and Murray, along with the help of a few other Extension Agents, organized the first 

Alabama EMG training series in Huntsville, Alabama (ACES 2018). 

To become an Alabama EMG volunteer, one must finish the 50-hour training program 

which provides hands-on and classroom instruction and volunteer a total of 50 hours during the 

year. After year one, EMG volunteers must report a minimum of 25 volunteer service hours 

annually and pay membership dues and complete 10 hours of continuing education units (CEU) 

to maintain active status (Carroll 2021). Certified EMG volunteers, Extension agents, and local 

experts teach classes on vegetable gardening, trees, home lawns, and annual and perennial 

flowers.  

 EMG volunteers are an asset to the Alabama Cooperative Extension System. They host 

public education outreach activities, manage and support teaching gardens, sponsor, or support 

community gardens, donate fresh produce to charity, assist with research projects including 

Harvest for Health and the Bee Biodiversity Initiative, and much more (ACES 2018). The EMG 

volunteer service hours allow Extension personnel to focus their time and effort toward more 

advanced or technical programming.  

 The impact the Alabama EMG volunteers have on their local communities is evident. In 

2018, Alabama EMGs volunteered 78,920 hours in public education outreach activities, having a 
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public value of $1.7 million, and maintained teaching gardens in 21 counties with over 400,000 

visitors. EMG volunteers sponsored 13 community gardens that donated 12 tons of produce or 

96,000 half-cup servings, equal to the retail price of $39,600 in 2018. Harvest for Health is a 

project led by the University of Alabama Birmingham’s Comprehensive Cancer Center and 

Alabama Extension’s Home Grounds Team that uses a backyard garden to teach new, healthy 

habits to cancer survivors. To date, 492 volunteers have mentored cancer survivors. Pilot studies 

(2013-2017) showed that gardening significantly improved the diet and health of the cancer 

survivor participants (ACES 2018). 

Demographics 

Understanding EMG volunteer demographic information offers direction to ACES 

personnel for recruitment, training, retention, and, more importantly, EMG volunteers' 

satisfaction and community impact. It can imply how to adapt training methods and who may be 

attracted to the program. It also has implications for which service opportunities volunteers may 

be available. Volunteer demographics can also help in understanding the motivation of 

volunteers. VanOverschelde (2017) found that in non-profit organizations volunteer age and 

career motivations are correlated, the younger the volunteer, the higher the career motivations. 

           While there is no published demographic information for Alabama EMG volunteers, those 

who live in the Southeast region of the U.S. (Alabama, Georgia, Florida, South Carolina, North 

Carolina, and Virginia) were slightly older than EMG volunteers in other regions (Dorn et al. 

2018). Previous statewide demographic data show an aging volunteer base. Early 2000's EMG 

volunteer studies in Texas, Missouri, and Oregon revealed that 25.7%, 35.7%, and 40.0% of 

participants were over 60 years old, respectively (Schrock et al. 2000; Kirsch and VanDerZanden 

2002; Waliczek et al. 2002). Recent studies have shown that the percentage of EMG volunteers 
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over 60 years old has risen to over 75% in Iowa, Mississippi, and nationally (Takle et al. 2017; 

Dorn et al. 2018; Jacobs 2018). 

           Studies show that most EMG volunteers are female, white, educated, and affluent 

(Schrock et al. 2000; Kirsch and VanDerZanden 2002; Strong and Harder 2011; Takle et al. 

2017; Dorn et al. 2018; Jacobs 2018). According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2016), 

women are more likely to volunteer than men, and higher levels of education are associated with 

volunteers and a predominance of whites.  

Preferences 

 Early accounts of the EMG program indicate an agreement between skilled volunteers 

and Extension agents. Volunteers received Extension training in exchange for hours spent 

meeting the public demand for gardening questions. Most spent service hours at Master Gardener 

clinics set up at different venues such as gardening events, county fairs, libraries, and shopping 

centers. Volunteer service activities (VSAs) require a significant amount of knowledge, skill, and 

concentration because they involve transferring knowledge to the public. As time went on, the 

EMG program expanded to include VSAs that improved the communities and the environment 

(Relf and McDaniel 1994; Meyer 1997; Ruppert et al. 1997). 

 Volunteer involvement predicts volunteer satisfaction and commitment (Finkelstein et al. 

2005). Surprisingly, there is a lack of knowledge of EMG volunteer involvement. Aside from the 

work of Dorn et al. (2019), there have been few attempts to quantify or understand VSAs and 

which volunteer groups support them. This study offers the opportunity to gain a deeper 

understanding of volunteer involvement. The study measured Alabama EMG volunteer VSA 

involvement. In addition, VSAs were grouped into involvement themes to determine patterns in 

EMG volunteer support of VSA themes. 
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METHODOLOGY 

 The purpose of the overall assessment was to collect demographic information, activity 

preferences, perspectives, and experiences of those involved in the Alabama Extension Master 

Gardener (EMG) program. This article addresses EMG volunteers' volunteer background, 

demographics, and volunteer service activity preferences.  

Population and Sample 

           The population for the overall study encompassed Alabama Extension personnel who 

work with Master Gardeners (43 County Extension Office Administrators, 37 County Extension 

Coordinators, and 12 Home Grounds Regional Extension Agents) (Auburn University Extension 

2021) and 1,824 EMG volunteers reporting hours as of 2019. The sample for this portion of the 

study was drawn from the 1,824 EMG volunteer population.  

Research Design 

This portion of the study consisted of a survey created using Qualtrics Survey Software 

(Qualtrics 2020). Before distribution, the survey, recruitment letter, and invitation email were 

reviewed and approved by the Auburn University Institutional Review Board for use from 30 

Nov. 2020 to 9 Feb. 2021.  

An invitation email was sent to all potential participants on 7 Dec. 2020. The letters 

included a link to the Qualtrics survey, explained the purpose of the study, and stated that 

participation would be voluntary. The survey remained open for two months, and reminder 

emails were sent out during weeks 3, 5, 7, and 9. 

Instrumentation 

Questions for the volunteer survey came from a national survey and previous studies 

from the University of Georgia and Iowa State University (Takle et al. 2016; Dorn et al. 2018). 

The EMG volunteer survey was composed of four sections: demographics, VSA preferences, 
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motivations, and perceived benefits. This study addresses Alabama EMG volunteer 

demographics and activity preferences. 

EMG volunteer demographic questions included birth year, gender, race, level of 

education, relationship status, income, and employment status. Background questions consisted 

of service status, active years of service, service hours in 2019 (the latest complete program 

cycle) and zip code. To determine master gardener VSA preferences, participants indicated their 

level of involvement on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = never, 5 = always) in 25 common VSAs.  

Data Coding and Analysis 

Before data analysis of the EMG volunteer survey, incomplete data was removed and 

organized. Calculations determined the following volunteer characteristics: 

Age and Gender. Volunteers were assigned one of six age groups: <40, 40-49, 50-59, 60-

69, 70-79, and 80 and above based on a calculation made from reported birth year to the year of 

data collection (2020). Participants indicated gender based on two choices, female and male.  

Service Status. Each EMG volunteer was assigned a code of either active, intern, or 

inactive based on self-reported service status. An active volunteer has completed an approved 

Cooperative Extension System Master Gardener Training Program, paid annual dues, fulfilled 

the volunteer service requirements (50 hours in the training year and 25 hours annually), and 

completed 10 hours of continuing education units (CEUs). Intern volunteers are currently 

participating, but have not yet completed the Master Gardener volunteer training and 

certification but have not completed all parts of the certification process. Inactive volunteers 

failed to meet one or more of these requirements.  

County Extension Region. Participants were assigned one of the following seven 

Alabama Extension regions established by the Alabama Extension service and counties: 

Northwest (Colbert, Fayette, Franklin, Lamar, Lauderdale, Lawrence, Limestone, Marion, 
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Morgan, Walker, Winston); Northeast (Blount, Cherokee, Cullman, DeKalb, Etowah, Jackson, 

Madison, Marshall); West Central (Choctaw, Dallas, Greene, Hale, Marengo, Perry, Pickens, 

Sumter, Tuscaloosa); Central (Autauga, Bibb, Chilton, Elmore, Jefferson, Lowndes, Saint Clair, 

Shelby); East Central (Calhoun, Chambers, Clay, Cleburne, Lee, Macon, Russell, Talladega, 

Tallapoosa); Southwest (Baldwin, Butler, Clarke, Conecuh, Escambia, Mobile, Monroe); and 

Southeast (Barbour, Bullock, Crenshaw, Coffee, Covington, Dale, Geneva, Henry, Houston, 

Pike). Volunteers reported their residential zip codes.  

Active years of service. The number of active years of service is the number of years an 

EMGV has maintained active status (50 hours in the training year and 25 hours annually, plus 10 

hours of CEUs). Participants selected one of the six categories ranging from: "1-3 years," "4-6 

years," "7-9 years," "10-12 years," "13-15 years," and ">15 years."  

Service Hours. Participants reported the number of volunteer service hours they 

completed in 2019 (the last complete program cycle before the survey) and 2020 (the year of 

data collection). Participants selected one of the following seven categories; "Less than 25 

hours," "Between 25 and 49 hours," "Between 50 and 74 hours," "Between 75 and 99 hours," 

"Between 100 and 124 hours," "Between 125 and 149 hours," and "150 hours or more." 

Involvement. Each EMG volunteer was assigned an involvement score based on the sum 

of VSAs for which the participant indicated being involved "often" or "always." Data from the 

survey were analyzed using the SPSS software package (IBM SPSS Statistics for Macintosh 

2021). SPSS was used to perform several tests to analyze data. Specific methods are as follows:   

Analysis of demographic and background profiles of EMG volunteers included 

descriptive statistics to establish frequencies and percentages. Demographic characteristics 

included age, gender, race, level of education, relationship status, income, and employment 
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status. Volunteer background characteristics included service status, county extension region, 

active years of service, and service hours in 2019 (most recent complete program cycle). 

Descriptive statistics also determined frequencies and percentages for VSA involvement.  

Exploratory factor analysis (EFA) is used to discover the factor structure of a measure 

and has three basic steps; determine the number of factors, choose an extraction method, and 

select a rotation method (Newsom 2005). In this study, the EFA was detected four VSA 

involvement factors. The extraction method used was principal axis factoring because the data 

were non-normally distributed and an oblique rotation (direct oblimin) was used the correlation 

between factors was greater than 0.32 (Costello and Osborne 2005).  

Cronbach's alpha examined the reliability of each factor with three or more items. The 

reliability of factors with two items was examined using the Spearman-Brown coefficient 

(Eisinga et al. 2013). ANOVAs and independent t-tests compared the means of VSA 

involvement and themes and volunteer characteristics such as age, gender, Alabama Extension 

region, service hours in 2019, and active years of service. 

RESULTS 

Response Rates  

           The response rate calculation was the number of completed surveys received divided by 

the sample population. The number of completed surveys included 864 EMG volunteer surveys, 

and the volunteer sample population was 1,824, yielding a 48.4% response rate. The Alabama 

Extension region with the highest response rate was Northwest (58.7%), followed by East 

Central (53.9%), Central (48.7%), Southeast (47.3%), Southwest (46.5%), Northeast (37.3%), 

and West Central (12.3%) (see Table 3.1).  

Profile of EMG Volunteers 
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Alabama EMG volunteers' age, gender, race, education level, income, and employment 

status is comparable to data from similar studies. EMG volunteers responding to the survey have 

a mean age of 66.9 years ranging from 18 to 87 years. The majority are over 60 years of age 

(85.2%), with only a small percentage less than 50 years of age (4.0%). EMG volunteers are 

predominantly female (80.5%), white (96.0%), and well educated, with 71.2% having earned a 

bachelor's degree or higher. Most are affluent, with 80.6% indicating their annual household 

income is more than $50,000. While some participants are employed, most are retired (76.9%) 

(Table 3.2).  

EMG Volunteer Program Background 

Based on self-reported status, 72.7% of participants had active service status, 15.2% were 

interns, and 11.3% were inactive. Since becoming certified, most participants (62.3%) have 

completed between one and six years of active service. In 2019, 84.3% of participants met the 

annual service hour requirement of 25 hours for certified EMG volunteers, and 51.6% reported 

75 or more service hours (Table 3.3).  

Involvement Scores 

Each EMG volunteer was assigned an involvement score based on the sum of VSAs for 

which the participant indicated being involved "often" or "always." Involvement scores ranged 

from 0 to 25 and had a mean of 3.7 activities per EMG volunteer at the "often" or "always" level 

(Table 3.4). The VSAs "answering clientele questions one-on-one" and "assisting with 

community festivals or events were highly supported." More than half of respondents indicated 

involvement at the "sometimes," "often," or "always" level. There were 12 VSAs that EMG 

volunteers were involved at the "never" level more than half of the time (Figure 3.1). 

ANOVAs and independent t-tests compared the means of VSA involvement scores to 

volunteer age, gender, Alabama Extension region, service hours, and active years of service. 
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There was a significant difference in involvement when analyzed by age, F(5,762)=5.27, 

p<0.001 and volunteer service hours in 2019, F(6, 723)=6.785, p<0.001. Participants in the <40 

age category had the highest involvement score (m=9.2, SD=8.4), and participants in the 80-89 

age category had the lowest involvement score (m=2.3, SD=2.3). Participants in the 150 or more 

hours category had the highest involvement score (m=5.0, SD=4.5) and those in the <25 hours 

category had the lowest involvement score (m=2.8, SD=4.5) (Table 3.4).  

Involvement Themes 

To determine master gardener VSA preferences, participants indicated their level of 

involvement on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = never, 5 = always) in 25 common VSAs. Principal 

axis factor analysis with varimax rotation was used to discover themes in VSA preferences. The 

Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measure, which confirms the sample adequacy was KMO= .911. 

Four items were removed from the analysis due to KMO values of individual items being less 

than .5 (IBM SPSS Statistics 2020). The analysis revealed four factors among 19 VSAs that 

accounted for 57% of the variance. The reliability analysis showed that all four factors had a 

Cronbach's alpha level higher than 0.742. 

Factor 1 was labeled youth. The youth theme contained six VSAs related to youth. These 

included: assisting 4-H with garden-related projects or programs, assisting 4-H with non-garden 

related projects or programs, assisting youth education programs that are not in a garden, 

assisting or coordinating a gardening project at a correctional facility, judging or sponsoring 

county fair exhibit, and providing clerical or other support at the local county extension office. 

Cronbach's alpha for Factor 1 was .822. 

Factor 2 was labeled media because it contained four VSAs related to various horticulture 

promotion methods. The VSAs included: contributing horticulture articles for a column in a local 

paper or magazine, writing about horticultural topics for an internet website, Extension blog, or 
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other social media, writing/compiling Extension publications or educational materials, and 

participating in radio and TV programs. The Cronbach's alpha for Factor 2 was .825. 

Factor 3 was labeled hands-on because it contained four VSAs related to active gardening 

tasks. These included: assisting or coordinating projects on municipal green space, coordinating, 

working in, or mentoring at a community garden, participating in city/county beautification 

projects, and assisting or coordinating a demonstration garden or plot. The Cronbach's alpha was 

.742. 

Factor 4 was labeled problem-solving because it contained five VSAs that responded to 

individual requests. The VSAs included: answer clientele questions one-on-one, staffing plant 

clinics or asking a master gardener booth, assisting with EMG intern training, offering garden 

consultation and advising to private or public properties, preparing and presenting programs for 

adults, and assisting with community festivals or events. The Cronbach's alpha for Factor 4 was 

.783. 

The problem-solving (m=2.4, SD=0.9) and the hands-on (m=2.4, SD=1.0) themes had the 

highest mean (greatest participation), followed by youth (m=1.7, SD=0.8), and media (m=1.4, 

SD=0.7) (Table 3.5). 

Involvement Theme Scores  

           There was a significant difference in the youth VSA involvement theme score when 

analyzed by age F(5, 760)=6.815, p<0.001, and Alabama Extension region F(6, 766)=2.693, 

p=0.014. Participants in the <40 age category had the highest score (m=2.8, SD=1.2), and 

participants in the 80 and above age category had the lowest score (m=1.4, SD=0.4). Participants 

in the East Central region had the highest score (m=1.8, SD=0.8), and participants in the 

Southwest region had the lowest score (m=1.4, SD=0.6) (Table 3.5). Perhaps younger volunteers 

participate in youth themed VSA’s because they have connections with young families. Parental 
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and youth participation in volunteer organizations has been shown to enhance human and social 

capital (Bekkers 2005).  

           There was a significant difference in the media VSA involvement theme score when 

analyzed by age F(5, 761)=5.895, p<0.001, Alabama Extension region F(6,766)=2.798, p=0.010, 

service hours in 2019 F(6, 721)=8.108, p<0.001, and active years of service F(5,661)=3.365 

p=0.005. Participants in the <40 age category had the highest score (m=2.5, SD=1.5), and 

participants in the 80 and above age category had the lowest score (m=1.4, SD=0.9). Participants 

in the Northwest region had the highest score (m=1.6, SD=1.0), and the East Central region had 

the lowest score (m=1.3, SD=0.6). Participants in the 150 or more hours category had the highest 

score (m=1.7, SD=0.9), and participants in the 75-99 hours category had the lowest score 

(m=1.2, SD=0.5). Participants in the >15 active years of service category had the highest score 

(m=1.7, SD=1.0), and participants in the 1-3 years of active service had the lowest score 

(m=1.3, SD=0.6) (Table 3.5). Perhaps participants with more service hours feel confident and 

enthusiastic about sharing knowledge. 

           There was a significant difference in the hands-on VSA involvement theme score when 

analyzed by gender t(795)= 2.748, p=0.006, and service hours in 2019 F(6,721)=7.151, p<0.001. 

Male participants had a slightly higher score (m=2.6, SD=1.0), and female participants 

(m=2.3, SD=1.0). Participants in the 150 or more hours category had the highest score 

(m=2.7, SD=1.0), and participants in the <25 hours category had the lowest score 

(m=2.0, SD=1.0) (Table 3.5). While there is limited information on gender roles within 

gardening and volunteering, the results align with the findings of Bhatti and Church (2000) that 

men are more concerned with garden maintenance and women with cultivation. 
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           There was a significant difference in the problem-solving VSA involvement theme score 

when analyzed by Alabama Extension region F(6, 767)=5.369, p<0.001, active years of 

service F(5, 661)=8.672, p=<0.001, and service hours in 2019 F(6, 721)=20.746, p<0.001. 

Participants in the Southeast region had the highest score (m=2.7, SD=1.0), and the West Central 

region had the lowest score (m=2.0, SD=0.9). Participants in the 10-12 active years of service 

category had the highest score (m=2.8, SD=0.8), and participants in the 1-3 active years of 

service category had the lowest score (m=2.2, SD=0.9). Participants in the 150 or more hours 

category had the highest score (m=2.9, SD=0.9), and participants in the <25 hours category had 

the lowest score (m=1.9, SD=0.9) (Table 3.5). In summary, volunteers with higher problem-

solving VSA involvement scores have 10-12 years of active service, 150 or more service hours, 

and live in the Southeast Alabama Extension region. 

DISCUSSION 

Demographics  

Studies show that the percentage of Tennessee, Iowa, and nationwide EMG volunteers 

over 60 years old is 69%, 64.3%, and 78.3%, respectively, compared to 85.2% of in the current 

study (Leathers 2015; Takle et al. 2017; Dorn et al. 2018). According to the U.S. Census Bureau 

(2019) the population over 60 years old is higher in Alabama when compared to the national 

average, Tennessee, and Iowa for the respective year of study. The older population may explain 

why the percentage of retired survey participants (76.9%) is higher in compared to Tennessee 

(57%), Iowa (46.5%), and national (64.1%), EMG studies (Leathers 2015; Takle et al. 2017; 

Dorn et al. 2018).  

The EMG volunteer population in Alabama is over 80% female and nearly all (96%) 

white. These findings are consistent with data in similar studies (Leathers 2015; Takle et al. 

2017; Jacobs 2018; Dorn et al. 2018) but inconsistent with state demographic data. In 2019, the 
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population of Alabama was 51.7% female and 65.3% white (U.S. Census Bureau 2019a). 

However, the lack of gender and racial diversity is not unique to the EMG program and is 

common with volunteering in general (Bureau of Labor Statistics 2016).  

This study suggests that Alabama EMG volunteers are well educated, with more than 

70% earning a bachelor's degree or higher. Tennessee, Iowa, Mississippi, and national EMG 

studies had similar findings (Leathers 2015; Takle et al., 2017; Jacobs 2018; Dorn et al. 2018). 

The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2016) found that higher education levels increase 

individuals' likelihood of volunteering. Higher education levels might explain why over 80% of 

participants surpass Alabama's U.S. Census median annual income level (U.S. Census Bureau 

2019b) since higher education is associated with higher earnings (Torpey 2018). 

           Alabama EMG volunteers are dedicated, as indicated by the number of active years as a 

volunteer and the number of service hours completed in 2019. The national median of hours 

served by all volunteers is 52 hours (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2016); Alabama EMG 

volunteers surpassed this as over half (51.6%) reported 75 or more service hours.   

The goal of this study was to describe EMG volunteer background and demographic 

information. The demographic profile of Alabama EMG volunteers from this study and similar 

studies were over 60 years old, female, white, affluent, college graduates, and retired. Alabama 

had the highest percentage of EMG volunteers over 60 years old (85.2%) and retired (76.9%). 

This study allows for a deeper understanding of Alabama EMG volunteers and establishes a 

baseline of demographic data to compare future EMG program studies. 

Preferences  

Alabama EMG volunteers are highly involved in the program. The following VSAs: 

answering clientele questions one-on-one and assisting with community festivals or events were 

highly supported. This study suggests that age and service hours are significant predictors of 
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involvement. Involvement in VSAs is highest amongst younger volunteers and declines as 

volunteer age increases. Perhaps the findings of this study could be explained by a study that 

showed food gardeners ages 18 to 34 were the fastest-growing age group in the gardening 

population, growing 63% between 2008 and 2013 (National Gardening Association 2014). The 

<40 age group is currently the smallest in the Alabama EMG volunteer population. Therefore, it 

should be targeted recruitment efforts.  

High participation levels may also be attributed to Alabama EMG volunteer program’s 

large retirement population. Participants who are making the transition to retirement may find 

meaning in volunteering for several reasons. According to Cousineau (National Gardening 

Association 2014), these reasons may include; the need for autonomy and personal challenge; 

confronting aging, health, and dying; the complexities of time use in retirement; facing 

fear/anxiety about transitioning to retirement, including the loss of purpose and the loss of 

personal connections; the influence of finances on volunteer decisions; and making a difference 

in people’s lives, including deriving personal value from helping others and helping in the 

community. However, further research is needed to measure volunteer involvement levels in 

programs with large retirement populations.  

The factor analysis results allowed a closer look at VSA involvement theme scores. 

Overall, problem-solving, and hands-on VSAs are the most preferred among Alabama EMG 

volunteers. Problem-solving VSAs involve responding to individual inquiries. Extension region 

and active years of service were significant predictors of the problem-solving VSA involvement 

score. On average, muscle mass and strength start declining rapidly around 60-70 years of age 

(Dodds et al. 2014). Perhaps seasoned EMG volunteers feel competent in problem-solving than 

other service activities due to decreased mobility. Lower scores of volunteers with 1-3 years of 
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active service may indicate fear that the volunteer is not qualified to fill the role. More emphasis 

on additional training and workshops would increase volunteer-perceived benefits such as 

learning.  

The hands-on VSAs involve active gardening tasks. Gender was a significant predictor of 

hands-on VSA involvement scores. However, gender should be offered as a suggested predictor 

as male volunteers had a slightly higher mean involvement score theme than female volunteers. 

Suggesting hands-on themed VSAs to men may be helpful during recruitment efforts. A study on 

the Tennessee Master Gardener program found that understanding the ages and stages of youth 

development was higher for female EMG volunteers (Leathers, 2015). Still, further research is 

needed to understand gender differences in VSA involvement. 

Youth VSAs were related to youth. Alabama Extension region was a significant predictor 

of youth VSA involvement scores. Scores were highest among those who live in the East Central 

Alabama Extension region. Volunteers in the <40 years old age group had a significantly higher 

mean involvement score than other age groups. Perhaps younger volunteers’ higher school is 

attributed to the fact that they may have children involved youth volunteer organizations such as 

4-H.  

The media VSA involved various horticultural promotion methods and had the lowest 

involvement score. Involvement scores were higher among those who live in the Northwest 

Alabama Extension region. Interestingly, scores were higher among those who are in the <40 age 

group and have >15 years of active service. Perhaps younger volunteers are involved with 

promoting horticulture topics through writing for internet websites, Extension blogs, or other 

social media. On the other hand, there may be a small number of older volunteers that are trained 

and or have an interest in promoting horticulture.  
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In conclusion, highly involved EMG volunteers were younger and had 150 or more 

service hours in 2019. EMG volunteers most involved with youth themed VSAs are <40 years 

old and live in the East Central Alabama Extension region. Those most involved with the media-

themed VSAs are <40 years old, live in the Northwest region, have more than 15 active years of 

service, and had 150 or more service hours in 2019. Those most involved with the problem-

solving themed VSAs are <40 years old, live in the Southeast Extension region, have 10-12 years 

of active service, and had 150 or more service hours in 2019. Those most involved with the 

hands-on themed VSAs are male and had 150 or more service hours in 2019. 
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Fig. 3.1. Frequency of Alabama EMG volunteer involvement in each VSA 
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a Includes data from Colbert, Fayette, Lamar, Lauderdale, Lawrence, Limestone, and Morgan counties. 
b Includes data from Blount, Cherokee, Cullman, DeKalb, Etowah, Jackson, Madison and Marshall counties. 
c Includes data from Hale and Tuscaloosa counties.  
d Includes data from Autauga, Bibb, Chilton, Elmore, Jefferson, Lowndes, Montgomery, Saint Clair and Shelby 

counties. 
e Includes data from Calhoun, Chambers, Clay, Cleburne, Lee, Macon, Russell, Talladega and Tallapoosa counties.  
f Includes data from Baldwin and Mobile counties.  
g Includes data from Crenshaw, Coffee, Covington, Dale, Henry, Houston and Pike counties. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 3.1. Extension region response rates for EMG volunteers in Alabama  

     

Region 

AL Counties 

Responding  

(n) 

Responses 

(n) 

Volunteers 

as of 2019         

(n) 

Response  

Rate            

(%) 

 Northwesta 7 of 11 115 196 58.7 

Northeastb 8 of 8 167 448  37.3 

West Centralc 2 of 9 14 115 12.3 

Centrald 8 of 8 254 522 48.7 

East Centrale 8 of 9 117 217 53.9 

Southwestf 2 of 7 100 215 46.5 

Southeastg 7 of 10 52 110 47.3 

https://usc-word-edit.officeapps.live.com/we/wordeditorframe.aspx?ui=en%2DUS&rs=en%2DUS&wopisrc=https%3A%2F%2Ftigermailauburn-my.sharepoint.com%2Fpersonal%2Ferb0039_auburn_edu%2F_vti_bin%2Fwopi.ashx%2Ffiles%2F181d1e71a9d04d81af1aa7bc13c3e1f1&wdorigin=OFFICECOM-WEB.START.REC&wdenableroaming=1&mscc=1&wdodb=1&hid=1D0FE99F-E0FD-C000-60E3-5274981F39C6&wdhostclicktime=1629740430305&jsapi=1&jsapiver=v1&newsession=1&corrid=e35e5f7c-370f-48db-33f9-a10863600e04&usid=e35e5f7c-370f-48db-33f9-a10863600e04&sftc=1&mtf=1&sfp=1&instantedit=1&wopicomplete=1&wdredirectionreason=Unified_SingleFlush&preseededsessionkey=06cf7f8b-7dc2-8c48-5ebd-d21c05c77b7d&preseededwacsessionid=e35e5f7c-370f-48db-33f9-a10863600e04&rct=Medium&ctp=LeastProtected#_edn1
https://usc-word-edit.officeapps.live.com/we/wordeditorframe.aspx?ui=en%2DUS&rs=en%2DUS&wopisrc=https%3A%2F%2Ftigermailauburn-my.sharepoint.com%2Fpersonal%2Ferb0039_auburn_edu%2F_vti_bin%2Fwopi.ashx%2Ffiles%2F181d1e71a9d04d81af1aa7bc13c3e1f1&wdorigin=OFFICECOM-WEB.START.REC&wdenableroaming=1&mscc=1&wdodb=1&hid=1D0FE99F-E0FD-C000-60E3-5274981F39C6&wdhostclicktime=1629740430305&jsapi=1&jsapiver=v1&newsession=1&corrid=e35e5f7c-370f-48db-33f9-a10863600e04&usid=e35e5f7c-370f-48db-33f9-a10863600e04&sftc=1&mtf=1&sfp=1&instantedit=1&wopicomplete=1&wdredirectionreason=Unified_SingleFlush&preseededsessionkey=06cf7f8b-7dc2-8c48-5ebd-d21c05c77b7d&preseededwacsessionid=e35e5f7c-370f-48db-33f9-a10863600e04&rct=Medium&ctp=LeastProtected#_edn1
https://usc-word-edit.officeapps.live.com/we/wordeditorframe.aspx?ui=en%2DUS&rs=en%2DUS&wopisrc=https%3A%2F%2Ftigermailauburn-my.sharepoint.com%2Fpersonal%2Ferb0039_auburn_edu%2F_vti_bin%2Fwopi.ashx%2Ffiles%2F181d1e71a9d04d81af1aa7bc13c3e1f1&wdorigin=OFFICECOM-WEB.START.REC&wdenableroaming=1&mscc=1&wdodb=1&hid=1D0FE99F-E0FD-C000-60E3-5274981F39C6&wdhostclicktime=1629740430305&jsapi=1&jsapiver=v1&newsession=1&corrid=e35e5f7c-370f-48db-33f9-a10863600e04&usid=e35e5f7c-370f-48db-33f9-a10863600e04&sftc=1&mtf=1&sfp=1&instantedit=1&wopicomplete=1&wdredirectionreason=Unified_SingleFlush&preseededsessionkey=06cf7f8b-7dc2-8c48-5ebd-d21c05c77b7d&preseededwacsessionid=e35e5f7c-370f-48db-33f9-a10863600e04&rct=Medium&ctp=LeastProtected#_edn1
https://usc-word-edit.officeapps.live.com/we/wordeditorframe.aspx?ui=en%2DUS&rs=en%2DUS&wopisrc=https%3A%2F%2Ftigermailauburn-my.sharepoint.com%2Fpersonal%2Ferb0039_auburn_edu%2F_vti_bin%2Fwopi.ashx%2Ffiles%2F181d1e71a9d04d81af1aa7bc13c3e1f1&wdorigin=OFFICECOM-WEB.START.REC&wdenableroaming=1&mscc=1&wdodb=1&hid=1D0FE99F-E0FD-C000-60E3-5274981F39C6&wdhostclicktime=1629740430305&jsapi=1&jsapiver=v1&newsession=1&corrid=e35e5f7c-370f-48db-33f9-a10863600e04&usid=e35e5f7c-370f-48db-33f9-a10863600e04&sftc=1&mtf=1&sfp=1&instantedit=1&wopicomplete=1&wdredirectionreason=Unified_SingleFlush&preseededsessionkey=06cf7f8b-7dc2-8c48-5ebd-d21c05c77b7d&preseededwacsessionid=e35e5f7c-370f-48db-33f9-a10863600e04&rct=Medium&ctp=LeastProtected#_edn1
https://usc-word-edit.officeapps.live.com/we/wordeditorframe.aspx?ui=en%2DUS&rs=en%2DUS&wopisrc=https%3A%2F%2Ftigermailauburn-my.sharepoint.com%2Fpersonal%2Ferb0039_auburn_edu%2F_vti_bin%2Fwopi.ashx%2Ffiles%2F181d1e71a9d04d81af1aa7bc13c3e1f1&wdorigin=OFFICECOM-WEB.START.REC&wdenableroaming=1&mscc=1&wdodb=1&hid=1D0FE99F-E0FD-C000-60E3-5274981F39C6&wdhostclicktime=1629740430305&jsapi=1&jsapiver=v1&newsession=1&corrid=e35e5f7c-370f-48db-33f9-a10863600e04&usid=e35e5f7c-370f-48db-33f9-a10863600e04&sftc=1&mtf=1&sfp=1&instantedit=1&wopicomplete=1&wdredirectionreason=Unified_SingleFlush&preseededsessionkey=06cf7f8b-7dc2-8c48-5ebd-d21c05c77b7d&preseededwacsessionid=e35e5f7c-370f-48db-33f9-a10863600e04&rct=Medium&ctp=LeastProtected#_edn1
https://usc-word-edit.officeapps.live.com/we/wordeditorframe.aspx?ui=en%2DUS&rs=en%2DUS&wopisrc=https%3A%2F%2Ftigermailauburn-my.sharepoint.com%2Fpersonal%2Ferb0039_auburn_edu%2F_vti_bin%2Fwopi.ashx%2Ffiles%2F181d1e71a9d04d81af1aa7bc13c3e1f1&wdorigin=OFFICECOM-WEB.START.REC&wdenableroaming=1&mscc=1&wdodb=1&hid=1D0FE99F-E0FD-C000-60E3-5274981F39C6&wdhostclicktime=1629740430305&jsapi=1&jsapiver=v1&newsession=1&corrid=e35e5f7c-370f-48db-33f9-a10863600e04&usid=e35e5f7c-370f-48db-33f9-a10863600e04&sftc=1&mtf=1&sfp=1&instantedit=1&wopicomplete=1&wdredirectionreason=Unified_SingleFlush&preseededsessionkey=06cf7f8b-7dc2-8c48-5ebd-d21c05c77b7d&preseededwacsessionid=e35e5f7c-370f-48db-33f9-a10863600e04&rct=Medium&ctp=LeastProtected#_edn1
https://usc-word-edit.officeapps.live.com/we/wordeditorframe.aspx?ui=en%2DUS&rs=en%2DUS&wopisrc=https%3A%2F%2Ftigermailauburn-my.sharepoint.com%2Fpersonal%2Ferb0039_auburn_edu%2F_vti_bin%2Fwopi.ashx%2Ffiles%2F181d1e71a9d04d81af1aa7bc13c3e1f1&wdorigin=OFFICECOM-WEB.START.REC&wdenableroaming=1&mscc=1&wdodb=1&hid=1D0FE99F-E0FD-C000-60E3-5274981F39C6&wdhostclicktime=1629740430305&jsapi=1&jsapiver=v1&newsession=1&corrid=e35e5f7c-370f-48db-33f9-a10863600e04&usid=e35e5f7c-370f-48db-33f9-a10863600e04&sftc=1&mtf=1&sfp=1&instantedit=1&wopicomplete=1&wdredirectionreason=Unified_SingleFlush&preseededsessionkey=06cf7f8b-7dc2-8c48-5ebd-d21c05c77b7d&preseededwacsessionid=e35e5f7c-370f-48db-33f9-a10863600e04&rct=Medium&ctp=LeastProtected#_edn1
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Table 3.2. Demographic profile of Alabama EMG volunteers 

 Frequency (n) Percent (%) 

 Age mean = 66.9 years 

 <40 13 1.6% 

40-49 19 2.4% 

50-59 87 10.9% 

60-69 354 44.3% 

70-79 304 38.0% 

80 23 2.9% 

 Gender   

 Female 678 80.5% 

Male 164 19.5% 

 Race   

 Asian 5 0.6% 

Black or African American 19 2.3% 

Latino or Hispanic 6 0.7% 

Native American or Alaska Native 14 1.7% 

White or Caucasian 801 96.0% 

More than one race 3 0.4% 

 Highest Level of Education   

 Some high school 1 0.1% 

High school diploma/GED 34 4.0% 

Some college 125 14.7% 

Associate degree/Technical or professional degree 84 9.9% 

Bachelor's degree 275 32.4% 

Master's Degree 265 31.3% 

Doctoral degree 64 7.5% 

 Annual Household Income   

 <$25,000 32 4.3% 

$25,000 - $49,000 111 15.0% 

$50,000 - $99,999 282 38.2% 

$100,000 - $149,999 184 24.9% 

$150,000 - $199,999 74 10.0% 

 >$200,000 55 7.5% 

 Employment Status   

Full time outside home 57 6.7% 

Part time outside home 45 5.3% 

Full time from home 20 2.4% 

Part time from home 34 4.0% 

Do not work 39 4.6% 

 Retired 650 76.9% 
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Table 3.3. Alabama EMG volunteer program background 

 Frequency (n) Percent (%) 

Service Status   

Activea  612 72.7% 

Internb 132 15.2% 

Inactivec 98 11.6% 

Active years of service   

1-3 years 322 41.1% 

4-6 years 166 21.2% 

7-9 years 90 11.5% 

10-12 years 74 9.5% 

13-15 years 48 6.1% 

>15 years 83 10.6% 

Service hours 2019   

<25 hours 121 15.7% 

Between 25 and 49 hours 149 19.3% 

Between 50 and 74 hours 104 13.5% 

Between 75 and 99 hours 70 9.1% 

Between 100 and 124 hours 78 10.1% 

Between 125 and 149 hours 33 4.3% 

150 or more hours 217 28.1% 
 
a Active status means volunteers have paid annual dues, met annual volunteer service hour requirements (25 hours 

for certified EMG and 50 hours for interns), and completed 10 hours of continuing education units (CEUs). 
b Individuals who are participating in the Master Gardener volunteer training and certification 
c Individuals who have completed required training and volunteer service but have not reported active volunteer 

service and/or failed to pay annual dues by December 31. 
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Table 3.4. Alabama EMG volunteer involvement scores by demographics and 

background 

  

Count (n) Mean SDx 

Total Sample  867 3.7 4.3 

Age    

<40 16 9.2 8.4 

40-49 19 3.6 4.2 

50-59 87 3.5 4.1 

60-69 354 3.6 4.2 

70-79 304 3.6 4.1 

80  30 2.3 2.3 

Total 810 3.6 4.3 

Gender    

Female 678 3.6 4.3 

Male 164 4.0 4.6 

Total 842 3.7 4.3 

AL Extension Regionw    

Northwest 115 4.0 5.0 

Northeast 167 3.4 3.7 

West Central 14 3.4 4.8 

Central 254 4.0 4.9 

East Central 113 3.6 3.9 

Southwest 100 3.4 3.2 

Southeast 52 3.8 4.5 

Total 815 3.7 4.3 

Active Years of Servicev   

1-3 years 280 3.3 4.1 

4-6 years 153 3.7 3.7 

7-9 years 84 4.2 4.3 

10-12 years 64 4.4 3.8 

13-15 years 47 4.0 4.6 

>15 years 77 4.3 4.6 

Total 705 3.8 4.1 

Service hours 2019    

<25 hours 121 2.8 4.5 

25-49 hours 149 3.2 3.7 

50-74 hours 104 2.6 3.2 

75-99 hours 70 3.0 3.7 

100-124 hours 78 3.4 3.1 

125-149 hours 33 3.7 3.5 
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150 or more hours 217 5.0 4.5 

Total 772 3.6 4.1 
zInvolvement=count of all VSAs with involvement frequency equal to 4 (often) or 5 (always) 

yInterns are counted as active 

xSD=Standard deviation  

wNorthwest includes data from Colbert, Fayette, Lamar, Lauderdale, Lawrence, Limestone, and 

Morgan counties; Northeast includes data from Blount, Cherokee, Cullman, DeKalb, Etowah, 

Jackson, Madison and Marshall counties; West Central includes data from Hale and Tuscaloosa 

counties; Central includes data from Autauga, Bibb, Chilton, Elmore, Jefferson, Lowndes, 

Montgomery, Saint Clair and Shelby counties; East Central includes data from Calhoun, 

Chambers, Clay, Cleburne, Lee, Macon, Russell, Talladega and Tallapoosa counties; Southwest 

includes data from Baldwin and Mobile counties; Southeast includes data from Crenshaw, 

Coffee, Covington, Dale, Henry, Houston and Pike counties 

Bold letters indicate significance at the p<.05 level 
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Table 3.5. Alabama EMG volunteer involvement factors by demographics and 

background  

 

              Youth Media 

Problem-

solving Hands-on 

Count 

(n) Mean SDx Mean SDx Mean SDx Mean SDx 

Total Sample 867 1.7 0.8 1.4 0.7 2.4 1.0 2.4 0.9    

Age          

<40 16 2.8 1.2 2.5 1.5 2.8 1.3 2.9 1.3 

40-49 19 1.7 0.9 1.4 0.7 2.1 1.0 2.2 1.1 

50-59 87 1.7 0.9 1.4 0.7 2.1 0.8 2.3 1.0 

60-69 354 1.6 0.7 1.4 0.7 2.4 0.9 2.4 1.0 

70-79 304 1.6 0.7 1.4 0.7 2.5 1.0 2.3 1.0 

80 30 1.4 0.4 1.4 0.8 2.3 0.7 2.1 0.8 

Total 810 1.6 0.8 1.4 0.7 2.4 0.9 2.4 1.0 

Gender          

Female 678 1.7 0.8 1.4 0.7 2.4 0.9 2.3 1.0 

Male 164 1.7 0.8 1.5 0.8 2.5 0.9 2.6 1.0 

Total 842 1.7 0.8 1.4 0.8 2.4 0.9 2.4 1.0 

AL Extension regionw         

Northwest 115 1.6 0.9 1.6 1.0 2.7 1.0 2.3 1.1 

Northeast 167 1.6 0.7 1.3 0.6 2.4 0.9 2.3 1.0 

West Central 14 1.5 0.9 1.3 0.7 2.0 0.9 2.4 1.3 

Central 254 1.7 0.8 1.4 0.8 2.4 1.0 2.5 1.0 

East Central 113 1.8 0.9 1.3 0.6 2.1 0.9 2.5 1.0 

Southwest 100 1.5 0.6 1.5 0.8 2.6 0.9 2.1 1.0 

Southeast 52 1.8 0.7 1.3 0.7 2.7 1.0 2.6 0.9 

Total 815 1.7 0.8 1.4 0.7 2.4 0.9 2.4 1.0 

Active years of servicev        

1-3 years 280 1.6 0.8 1.3 0.6 2.2 0.9 2.4 1.0 

4-6 years 153 1.6 0.7 1.4 0.7 2.5 0.9 2.4 1.0 

7-9 years 84 1.7 0.7 1.3 0.7 2.6 0.9 2.5 1.0 

10-12 years 64 1.8 0.8 1.5 0.8 2.8 0.9 2.4 1.0 

13-15 years 47 1.7 0.7 1.6 0.8 2.7 0.9 2.3 1.0 

>15 years 77 1.7 0.8 1.7 1.0 2.7 0.9 2.5 0.9 

Total 705 1.7 0.8 1.4 0.7 2.5 0.9 2.4 1.0 

Service hours 2019         

<25 hours 121 1.56 0.8 1.3 0.7 1.9 0.9 2.0 1.0 

25-49 hours 149 1.69 0.8 1.3 0.6 2.2 0.9 2.3 0.9 

50-74 hours 104 1.55 0.7 1.3 0.6 2.2 0.8 2.2 0.8 
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75-99 hours 70 1.53 0.7 1.2 0.5 2.4 0.9 2.1 0.8 

100-124 hours 78 1.62 0.6 1.3 0.6 2.5 0.7 2.5 0.9 

125-149 hours 33 1.60 0.7 1.3 0.4 2.6 0.7 2.3 1.0 

150 or more hours 217 1.72 0.8 1.7 0.9 2.9 0.9 2.7 1.1 

Total 772 1.64 0.8 1.4 0.7 2.4 0.9 2.3 1.0 
zInvolvement=count of all VSAs with involvement frequency equal to 4 (often) or 5 (always);  

yInterns are counted as active  

xSD=Standard deviation  

wNorthwest includes data from Colbert, Fayette, Lamar, Lauderdale, Lawrence, Limestone, and 

Morgan counties; Northeast includes data from Blount, Cherokee, Cullman, DeKalb, Etowah, 

Jackson, Madison and Marshall counties; West Central includes data from Hale and Tuscaloosa 

counties; Central includes data from Autauga, Bibb, Chilton, Elmore, Jefferson, Lowndes, 

Montgomery, Saint Clair and Shelby counties; East Central includes data from Calhoun, 

Chambers, Clay, Cleburne, Lee, Macon, Russell, Talladega and Tallapoosa counties; Southwest 

includes data from Baldwin and Mobile counties; Southeast includes data from Crenshaw, 

Coffee, Covington, Dale, Henry, Houston and Pike counties 

vActive status means volunteers have paid annual dues, met annual volunteer service hour 

requirements (25 hours for certified EMG and 50 hours for interns), and completed 10 hours of 

continuing education units (CEUs) 

Bold letters indicate significance at the p<.05 level 
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CHAPTER IV 

MOTIVATIONS AND PERCEIVED BENEFITS OF ALABAMA EXTENSION MASTER 

GARDENER VOLUNTEERS 

INTRODUCTION 

Cooperative Extension History 

 The Cooperative Extension Service joins with the United States Department of 

Agriculture (USDA) and the National Institute of Food and Agriculture (NIFA) to bridge land-

grant universities and communities. With a presence in every county across the country, 

Extension agents translate research into education and action. As a result, cutting-edge 

agricultural research is readily available to communities and businesses who can put knowledge 

into practice to improve their lives. 

 The formation of the Cooperative Extension Service began with the passage of the 

Morrill Act of 1862. The United States gave each state 30,000 acres of land for each member of 

its congressional delegation. The land was sold, providing funds for post-secondary education 

focused on agricultural and mechanical arts. The act established the Agricultural and Mechanical 

College of Alabama, now Auburn University, which became the main office for the statewide 

Alabama Extension program (Langcuster 2012). However, the formalization of Extension came 

with the passing of the Smith-Lever Act in 1914. This then-novel policy funded land-grant 

universities to establish a network of county Extension agents. At its conception, agents enabled 

land-grant universities to disseminate information that addressed rural agricultural issues. The act 

stated that Extension work connected with the USDA would be executed through land-grant 

universities (NIFA 2016). 

 The need for education among farmers and rural community development led to the 

Alabama Extension Service, which became the Alabama Cooperative Extension System (ACES). 
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ACES partners with land-grant universities Auburn University, Alabama A&M University, and 

Tuskegee University to improve Alabama's economy and residents’ quality of life by delivering 

educational programs to each of the 67 counties. These programs evolve to meet the state's 

changing needs, are research-based, related to current issues, and provided via regional and local 

Extension Agents (Langcuster 2012). 

Extension Master Gardener Program 

The Extension Master Gardener program is a partnership between land-grant universities, 

the Cooperative Extension System, and Master Gardener volunteers. Extension agents train 

Master Gardener volunteers to be educators. Therefore, the program is called the Extension 

Master Gardener (EMG) program. Under the direction of the Alabama Cooperative Extension 

System, EMG volunteers increase the availability of and provide reliable, relevant, and reachable 

home horticulture information. 

The concept of the Master Gardener program traces its roots to Washington State 

University in 1972. Public demand for home gardening information increased due to rapid urban 

growth. Extension agent David Gibby, feeling overwhelmed by the large volume of requests, 

proposed the idea of training volunteers to assist Extension with consumer horticulture education 

in the community. Results were better than expected, and the EMG program spread quickly. 

Today, the EMG program exists in 49 states, the District of Columbia, at least four 

Canadian provinces, and South Korea. It serves as a model for other volunteer programs. In 

2020, an estimated 84,000 EMG volunteers reported 3.1 million service hours and educated 8.4 

million clients. Naturally, EMG volunteers helped people improve their physical and mental 

health, gardening and landscape practices, and awareness of environmental issues. Their work 

contributed an estimated $88 million in value to the public (EMG National Committee 2020). 
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The Alabama EMG program is a partnership between the land grant universities 

(Alabama A&M University, Auburn University, and Tuskegee University), Alabama Extension 

staff (County Extension Office Administrators, County Extension Coordinators, and Home 

Grounds Regional Extension Agents), and extension-trained, Master Gardener volunteers. The 

program started in 1981 when New York Master Gardener Mary Lou McNabb introduced the 

Master Gardener program concept to Gary Murray, a Madison County Extension Agent. 

McNabb and Murray, along with the help of a few other Extension Agents, organized the first 

Alabama EMG training series in Huntsville, Alabama (ACES 2018). 

To become an Alabama EMG volunteer, one must finish the 50-hour training program 

which provides hands-on and classroom instruction and volunteer a total of 50 hours during the 

year. After year one, EMG volunteers must report a minimum of 25 volunteer service hours 

annually and pay membership dues and complete 10 hours of continuing education units (CEU) 

to maintain active status (Carroll 2021). Certified EMG volunteers, Extension agents, and local 

experts teach classes on vegetable gardening, trees, home lawns, and annual and perennial 

flowers.  

 EMG volunteers are an asset to the Alabama Cooperative Extension System. They host 

public education outreach activities, manage and support teaching gardens, sponsor, or support 

community gardens, donate fresh produce to charity, assist with research projects including 

Harvest for Health and the Bee Biodiversity Initiative, and much more (ACES 2018). The EMG 

volunteer service hours allow Extension personnel to focus their time and effort toward more 

advanced or technical programming.  

 The impact the Alabama EMG volunteers have on their local communities is evident. In 

2018, Alabama EMGs volunteered 78,920 hours in public education outreach activities, having a 
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public value of $1.7 million, and maintained teaching gardens in 21 counties with over 400,000 

visitors. EMG volunteers sponsored 13 community gardens that donated 12 tons of produce or 

96,000 half-cup servings, equal to the retail price of $39,600 in 2018. Harvest for Health is a 

project led by the University of Alabama Birmingham’s Comprehensive Cancer Center and 

Alabama Extension’s Home Grounds Team that uses a backyard garden to teach new, healthy 

habits to cancer survivors. To date, 492 volunteers have mentored cancer survivors. Pilot studies 

(2013-2017) showed that gardening significantly improved the diet and health of the cancer 

survivor participants (ACES 2018). 

Motivations 

 Volunteer work, in general consists of activities that are helpful and extend over time. 

Volunteers freely choose to be engaged in such activities without the expectation of reward or 

other compensation. Volunteering often occurs through formal organizations and is performed on 

behalf of causes or individuals who desire assistance (Snyder and Omoto 2008). There are many 

psychological theories to measure and explain volunteer motivation. The Volunteer Functions 

Inventory (VFI) by Clary et al. (1998) proved its usefulness in identifying volunteer motives in 

research. The six motivational functions include Values, Understanding, Enhancement, Career, 

Social, and Protective and are defined in Figure 4.1. The VFI consists of 30 items measured with 

a 7-point Likert scale (1=strongly disagree; 7=strongly agree).  

 A review of the literature suggests several deviations from the original VFI. Newberry 

and Israel (2018) used 18 items related to five constructs from the modified VFI (career, helping 

the environment, learning, social, and values) to explore the motivations of the Florida Master 

Naturalist Program volunteers. Takle et al. (2016) also used a modified VFI to study the 

motivations of Iowa EMG volunteers. They confirmed six factors, but a factor analysis revealed 

that items did not load on intended factors. The highest scoring motivation for Iowa EMG 
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volunteers was a factor labeled “Learning” that included three understanding, one career, one 

social, and one enhancement items. Dorn et al. (2021) used 20 items on a 5-point Likert scale 

and five motivation factors learning, values, personal, social, and career, to examine the 

motivations of EMG volunteers nationwide. 

To measure the perceived benefits of Iowa EMG volunteers, Takle et al. (2017) used an 

instrument with 17 items on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly Disagree; 5 = Strongly Agree) 

called return on investment. The exploratory principal component analysis identified four 

motivation factors (New Discoveries, Self, Community, and Recognition). The mean scores for 

each factor revealed that Iowa EMG volunteers viewed New Discoveries as their most important 

reason for participating in the program.  

No baseline data exist on what motivates Alabama EMG volunteers to participate in the 

program. Therefore, the objective of this study is to determine their motivations for volunteering 

in the Master Gardener program. Coordinators can use these data to help in developing programs 

and volunteer activities. 

METHODOLOGY 

 The purpose of the overall assessment was to collect was to collect demographic 

information, activity preferences, motivations, perspectives, and experiences of those involved in 

the Alabama Extension Master Gardener (EMG) program. This article addresses the motivations 

of EMG volunteers for involvement in the program and analyzes the perceived benefits of the 

program to volunteers.  

Population and Sample 

           The population for the overall study encompassed Alabama Extension personnel who 

work with Master Gardeners (43 County Extension Office Administrators, 37 County Extension 
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Coordinators, and 12 Home Grounds Regional Extension Agents) (Auburn University Extension 

2021) and 1,824 EMG volunteers reporting hours as of 2019.  

Research Design 

This study consisted of a survey created using Qualtrics Survey Software (Qualtrics 

2020). Before distribution, the survey, recruitment letter, and invitation email were reviewed and 

approved by the Auburn University Institutional Review Board for use from 30 Nov. 2020 to 9 

Feb. 2021.  

An invitation email was sent to all potential participants on 7 Dec. 2020. The letters 

included a link to the Qualtrics survey, explained the purpose of the study, and stated that 

participation would be voluntary. The survey remained open for two months, and reminder 

emails were sent out during weeks 3, 5, 7, and 9. 

Instrumentation  

Questions for the volunteer survey came from a national survey and previous studies 

from the University of Georgia and Iowa State University (Takle et al. 2016; Dorn et al. 2018). 

The EMG volunteer survey was composed of four sections: demographics, VSA preferences, 

motivations, and perceived benefits. This study addresses Alabama EMG volunteer motivations 

for participation in the program. 

Volunteer motivation was assessed using the Volunteer Functions Inventory (VFI) (Clary 

et al. 1998). The VFI is composed of statements designed to measure six motivational functions: 

Values, Understanding, Social, Career, Protective, and Enhancement. Participants indicated the 

importance of 30 statements on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = unimportant; 5 = extremely 

important). Slight modifications to the questions improved clarity and relevance to the EMG 

program. To measure the perceived benefits of the program from EMG volunteers, participants 

indicated their level of agreement with 17 items on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly Disagree; 
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5 = Strongly Agree). This instrument is referred to as Return on Investment by Takle et al. 

(2016) and appears in previous studies by Rohs and Westerfield (1996) and Schrock et al. 

(2000). 

Data Coding and analysis  

Before data analysis of the EMG volunteer survey, incomplete data was removed and 

organized. Calculations determined the following volunteer characteristics: 

Age and Gender. Volunteers were assigned one of six age groups: <40, 40-49, 50-59, 60-

69, 70-79, and 80 and above based on a calculation made from reported birth year to the year of 

data collection (2020). Participants indicated gender based on two choices, female, and male.  

Service Status. Each EMG volunteer was assigned a code of either active, intern, or 

inactive based on self-reported service status. An active volunteer has completed an approved 

Cooperative Extension System Master Gardener Training Program, paid annual dues, fulfilled 

the volunteer service requirements (50 hours in the training year and 25 hours annually), and 

completed 10 hours of continuing education units (CEUs) (Carroll 2021). Intern volunteers are 

currently participating, but have not yet completed the Master Gardener volunteer training and 

certification. Inactive volunteers failed to meet one or more of these requirements.  

Volunteer Participation. EMG volunteer participation was calculated based on active 

years of service and service hours in 2019. Data were divided into low and high categories based 

on the median values for EMG volunteers; less than and greater than six years of service and 

above and below 75 service hours. Volunteers were assigned one of four categories: low years, 

low hours; low years, high hours; high years, low hours; high years, high hours. 

Satisfaction. The item "How dissatisfied or satisfied are you with your experience as an 

Extension Master Gardener?" measured volunteer satisfaction with the EMG program. The 5-
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point Likert scale created a satisfaction score for each participant ranging from 0= very 

dissatisfied to 5=very satisfied.  

The results were analyzed using the SPSS software package (IBM SPSS Statistics for 

Macintosh 2021). Exploratory factor analysis (EFA) is used to discover the factor structure of a 

measure and has three basic steps; determine the number of factors, choose an extraction method, 

and select a rotation method (Newsom 2005). In this study, the EFA was detected four VSA 

involvement factors. The extraction method used was principal axis factoring because the data 

were non-normally distributed and an oblique rotation (direct oblimin) was used the correlation 

between factors was greater than 0.32 (Costello and Osborne 2005).  

Cronbach's alpha examined the reliability of each factor with three or more items. The 

reliability of factors with two items was examined using the Spearman-Brown coefficient 

(Eisinga et al. 2013). ANOVAs and independent t-tests compared the means of motivation 

functions and volunteer characteristics such as age, gender, service status, volunteer 

participation, and satisfaction. 

RESULTS  

Volunteer Functions Inventory  

Principal axis factor analysis with oblique rotation (direct oblimin) identified factors 

among 30 VFI items. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measure, which confirms the factor 

analysis's sample adequacy, was KMO= .932. However, the correlation matrix determinant was 

less than 0.0001, indicating multicollinearity among items. Nine items were removed from the 

analysis due to KMO values of individual items being less than .5 (IBM SPSS Statistics for 

Macintosh 2021). The factor analysis was repeated, KMO= .903, and the correlation matrix 

determinant was 0.0001 indicating no multicollinearity. This study revealed five factors that 

explained 70% of the variance. The reliability analysis showed that all five factors had a 
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Cronbach's alpha level higher than 0.733. Three of the factors aligned with Clary et al. (1998), 

but some questions aligned differently, causing renaming of the categories.  

Factor 1 was labeled Self-esteem and contained six items that emphasized personal 

feelings and self-confidence. Among the items were two enhancement statements (volunteering 

as an Extension Master Gardener helps me feel better about myself and volunteering as an 

Extension Master Gardener increases my self-esteem) two protective statements (by volunteering 

as an EMG, I feel less lonely, and volunteering helps me to work through my problems) one 

understanding statement (volunteering as an EMG makes me feel needed) and one social 

statement (volunteering is a good escape from my troubles.) The Cronbach's alpha for the self-

esteem motivation function was .908.  

Factor 2 was labeled Career and contained five items related to the workplace. Among 

the items were four career statements (volunteering as an EMG will help me to succeed in my 

chosen profession; through the Extension Master Gardener program, I can make new contacts 

that might help my business career; the EMG program allows me to explore different career 

options; and volunteering as an EMG can help me get my foot in the door at a place where I 

would like to work) and one enhancement statement (my Extension Master Gardener experience 

will look good on my resume.) The Cronbach's alpha for the career motivation function was 

.904. 

Factor 3 was labeled Understanding because it contained three items that related learning 

horticulture knowledge and skills. Among the items were three understanding statements 

(volunteering as an EMG lets me learn horticulture through direct, hands-on experience; I can 

learn more about horticulture and home gardening; and volunteering as an EMG allows me to 
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gain a new perspective on things.) The Cronbach alpha for the understanding motivation function 

was .733. 

Factor 4 was labeled Values and contained three items relating to helping others. Among 

the items were three values statements (I am concerned about those less fortunate than myself; I 

feel compassion toward people in need; and I think it is important to help others.) The Cronbach 

alpha for the values motivation function was .772. 

Factor 5 was labeled Social and contained three items that related friends. Among the 

items were three social statements (my friends volunteer as EMGs; volunteering is an important 

activity to the people I know best; and my close friends place a high value on community 

service.) The Cronbach alpha for the social motivation function was .743. 

Of the original 30 VFI scale items, 20 were retained in this analysis. These items loaded 

on to five factors, three of which were original (Understanding, Values, and Social). A 

significant difference was found between factor means using a Freidman test (x2=2395.75, 

p<0.001.) A Wilcoxon Signed-Rank test revealed a significant difference between all factors 

(p<0.001). The understanding factor (m=4.3, SD=0.6) had the highest mean (greatest 

importance) followed by the values factor (m=4.0, SD=0.8), social factor (m=3.3, SD=0.8), self-

esteem factor (m=2.9, SD=1.0), and career factor (m=1.6, SD=0.9) (Table 4.1). Mean 

comparisons of motivation functions were made between EMG volunteer age, gender, service 

status, satisfaction, and active years of service using ANOVAs and independent t-tests. 

Age. There was a significant difference between age and the career F(5,789)=8.630, 

p<0.001 motivation function (Table 4.2). Career motivations were most important for the <40 

age category (m=2.7, SD=1.3), and least important for the 70-79 age category (m=1.5, SD=1.0).  



 

63 

Gender. There was no significant difference between gender and any of the motivation 

functions. 

Service Status. There was a significant difference between service status and the 

understanding F(2, 833)=9.411, p<0.001, values F(2, 833)=7.136, p<0.001, social F(2, 833)= 

6.657, p<0.001, and self-esteem F(2, 833)=5.436, p<0.001 motivation functions (Table 4.4). 

Understanding motivations were most important for intern volunteers (m=4.4, SD=0.5) and least 

important for inactive volunteers (m=4.1, SD=0.8). Values motivations were most important for 

intern volunteers (m=4.1, SD= 0.8) and least important for inactive volunteers (m=3.7, SD=1.0). 

Social motivations were most important for active volunteers (m=3.4, SD=1.0) and least 

important for inactive (m=3.1, SD=1.0) and intern (m=3.1, SD=1.0) volunteers. Self-esteem 

motivations were most important for active volunteers (m=3.0, SD=1.0) and least important for 

inactive volunteers (m=2.6, SD=1.0).  

           Volunteer participation. There was a significant difference between volunteer 

participation and the understanding F(3, 736)=5.728, p<0.001, social F(3, 736)=6.437, p<0.001, 

and career F(3, 736)= 7.034, p<0.001 motivation function (Table 4.5). Understanding 

motivations were most important for volunteers with low years and high hours (m=4.4, SD=0.5) 

and least important for volunteers with high years and low hours (m=4.2, SD=0.6). Social 

motivations were most important for volunteers with high years and high hours (m=3.5, SD=0.9) 

and least important for volunteers with low years and low hours (m=3.1, SD=1.0). Career 

motivations were most important for volunteers with low years and low hours (m=1.8, SD=1.0) 

and least important for volunteers with high years and high hours (m=1.5, SD=0.8).  

Satisfaction. There was a significant difference between volunteer satisfaction and the 

understanding F(4, 832)=9.550, p<0.001 and social F(4, 832)= 5.743, p<0.001 motivation 
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functions (Table 4.6). Understanding motivations were most important for very satisfied 

volunteers (m=4.4, SD=0.5) and least important for very dissatisfied volunteers (m=4.0, SD=1.0). 

Social motivations were most important for very satisfied volunteers (m=3.4, SD=1.0) closely 

followed by very dissatisfied (m=3.2, SD=1.1) volunteers, and least important for dissatisfied 

volunteers (m=2.7, SD=1.0).  

Perceived Benefits 

Principal axis factor analysis with oblique rotation (direct oblimin) was conducted on 17 

perceived benefits items. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measure, which confirms the sample 

adequacy for the factor analysis, was KMO= .913. However, the three items "contributes to 

community growth and development," "allows me to be more engaged in my community," and 

"is regarded as a prestigious organization in the community" were removed from the analysis 

because they had a Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) value of less than .5 (IBM SPSS Statistics, 

2020). The factor analysis was repeated, KMO= .891. This study revealed four factors that 

explained 69% of the variance. Reliability analysis for factors with more than two items was 

calculated using Cronbach's alpha. The Spearman-Brown coefficient was used for factors with 

two items (Eisinga et al. 2013). 

Factor 1 was named Community and contained five statements related to helping the 

general public. The items included "is an opportunity for me to help alleviate some societal 

problems," "is a connection point that links multiple community organizations together," "is an 

opportunity for me to feel I am doing something valuable for the environment," "provides an 

economic benefit to the community," and "provides opportunities to meet my humanitarian 

obligations through volunteer service." The Cronbach's alpha for the community was .811. 

Factor 2 was named Occupation and contained two statements that were career related. 

The statements included "teaches me skills that help me at my paid work" and "allows me to 
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make new contacts that might help my business or career." The Spearman-Brown coefficient for 

occupation was .821. 

Factor 3 was labeled Learning because it contained three items that related learning 

horticulture knowledge and skills. The statements included "provides opportunities to learn about 

plants, soil, and horticultural topics," "provides practical instruction and hands-on horticulture 

experiences that enhance learning," and "teaches skills that benefit my home garden and 

landscape decisions. The Cronbach's alpha for learning was .733. 

Factor 4 was labeled Self and contained three items relating to personal development. 

The statements included "enhances individual self-esteem through volunteerism," "helps me feel 

more positive about my place in the world as a result of volunteering as an Extension Master 

Gardener," and "provides adults with social rewards for productive efforts." The Cronbach's 

alpha for self was .822. 

Of the original 17 perceived benefits items, 14 were retained in this analysis. These items 

loaded on to the following factors named community, occupation, learning, and self. A 

significant difference was found between factor means using a Freidman test (x2=1981.44, 

p<0.001.). A Wilcoxon Signed-Rank test revealed a significant difference between all factors 

(p<0.001). The participants rated the Learning factor (m=4.6, SD=0.5) the highest mean followed 

by the Community factor (m=3.9, SD=0.6), the Self factor (m=3.8, SD=0.8), and Occupation 

factor (m=2.1, SD=1.0) (Table 4.7). Three learning and two community statements had mean 

scores over 4.0 on a five-point Likert scale. Participants of the study rated the statement 

‘Provides opportunities to learn about plants, soil and horticultural topics’ the highest with a 

mean of 4.7. The occupation statement ‘teaches me skills that help me at my paid work’ was 

rated the lowest.  
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DISCUSSION 

 The motivations of Alabama Master Gardeners are similar to the results of previous 

studies of EMG volunteers in Mississippi (Wilson and Newman 2011), Iowa (Takle et al. 2016).  

and nationwide (Dorn et al. 2021). In this study, Understanding (comparable to learning) and 

Values were the two most important motivation factors for Alabama EMG volunteers. However, 

this is inconsistent with the findings of Chacón et al. (2017), who found that Values are the most 

frequently cited motivation for other volunteer groups and Understanding motivation scores are 

higher in young volunteers. 

           The Social factor was the third most important volunteer motivation function in this study. 

However, the Social function usually obtains the lowest scores in similar studies (Konrath et al. 

2012; Takle et al. 2016; Dorn et al. 2021). Perhaps this result can be explained by the open-

ended question about perceived benefits. Many participants commented about benefiting from 

friendships within the program (data not shown). Also, outdoor volunteer service activities may 

satisfy a need for social engagement of older volunteers (Pillemer et al. 2010).  

 Self-esteem (or Enhancement) and career were the least important volunteer motivation 

functions. This result is consistent with previous EMG volunteer studies and most studies that 

utilize the VFI tool. The low career scores may be attributed to the age demographic. More than 

85% of Alabama EMG volunteers were over 60. In addition, 77% are retired and, therefore, not 

likely to be looking to begin a new career. 

Motivations and Volunteer Characteristics 

 The ANOVA results revealed that age does, in fact a play a role in the importance of the 

Career function. For example, the <40 age group views the Career function as most important 

and least important to the 70-79 age group. Motivations for volunteers varied with service status 
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may suggest that volunteer motivations evolve with time. The Understanding and Values 

motivations are most important to interns, indicating an eagerness to learn and a willingness to 

help others. Social and Self-esteem motivation functions were most important to active 

volunteers. This is consistent with the improvements in self-esteem and social activity after 

participating in the Texas Master Gardener program (Waliczek et al. 2002). 

 Volunteer participation levels also indicate a shift in motivation over time. Volunteers 

with low years and high hours are highly motivated by the understanding factor, and volunteers 

with high years and high hours are motivated by the Social function. Participants with low years 

and low hours indicated a higher Career motivation than those at a higher participation level. 

This is supported by the open-ended comments about inconvenient meeting times (data not 

shown). Perhaps Understanding motivation is important in volunteer recruitment, but Social 

motivation is important for volunteer retention. 

           Understanding and Social motivation functions were significant in volunteer satisfaction 

levels. Volunteers who were very satisfied indicated higher Understanding and Social 

motivations than those at lower satisfaction levels. However, very dissatisfied volunteers were 

also highly motivated by the social function. This study occurs during the COVID-19 pandemic, 

which may contribute to volunteer dissatisfaction. Kotwal et al. (2020) revealed challenges older 

adults face experiencing persistent loneliness, including poor emotional coping and discomfort 

with new technologies. 

           The perceived benefits questions confirm why Alabama Extension Master Gardeners join 

the program and show how they recognize their impact. Respondents agreed most strongly that 

Learning and Community were their most important reason for participating in the program. 
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Figure 4.1. Clary and Snyder’s (1999) six functions served by volunteering and related 

volunteer functions inventory (VFI) assessment 
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Table 4.1. Motivations of Alabama EMG volunteers  

 Mean VFIf 

Understanding (Group mean – 4.3) a   

I can learn more about horticulture and home gardening. 4.6 U 

Volunteering as an Extension Master Gardener lets me learn horticulture through 

direct, hands-on experience.  

4.5 U 

Volunteering as an Extension Master Gardener allows me to gain a new 

perspective on things. 

3.9 U 

Values (Group mean – 4.0) b   

I feel it is important to help others.  4.4 V 

I feel compassion toward people in need.  4.0 V 

I am concerned about those less fortunate than myself.  4.0 V 

Social (Group mean – 3.3) c   

My friends volunteer as Extension Master Gardeners 3.5 S 

Volunteering is an important activity to the people that I know best.  3.4 S 

My close friends place a high value on community service. 2.9 S 

Self-esteem (Group mean – 2.9) d   

No matter how bad I've been feeling, volunteering as an Extension Master 

Gardener helps me to forget about it.  

3.7 P 

By volunteering as an Extension Master Gardener, I feel less lonely.  3.2 P 

Volunteering as an Extension Master Gardener helps me feel better about myself.  3.1 E 

Volunteering as an Extension Master Gardener increases my self-esteem.  3.1 E 

Volunteering as an Extension Master Gardener makes me feel needed.  3.0 U 

Volunteering is a good escape from my own troubles.  2.6 S 

Volunteering helps me to work through my own personal problems.  2.5 P 

Career (Group mean – 1.7) e   

Volunteering as an EMG can help me get my foot in the door at a place where I 

would like to work. 

1.8 C 

The EMG program allows me to explore different career options.  1.7 C 

Volunteering as an EMG will help me to succeed in my chosen profession.  1.6 C 

Through the Extension Master Gardener program, I can make new contacts that 

might help my business career.  

1.6 C 

My Extension Master Gardener experience will look good on my resume.  1.6 E 

Any two means not followed by the same letter are significantly different (p<0.001). 

f U= understanding; V= values; S= social; P= protective; C= career; and E= enhancement. 
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Table 4.2. Comparison of Alabama EMG volunteer motivation scores by age 

Function 

 

Age n Mean SD df F Sig. 

Understanding     5 2.107 .063 

 <40 13 4.2 0.7    

40-49 19 4.6 0.5    

50-59 87 4.4 0.6    

60-69 353 4.3 0.6    

70-79 301 4.4 0.6    

80 22 4.0 1.1    

Total 795 4.3 0.6    

Values     5 .653 .659 

 <40 13 4.0 0.8    

40-49 19 4.1 0.8    

50-59 87 4.0 0.9    

60-69 353 3.9 0.8    

70-79 301 4.0 0.8    

80 22 4.0 1.1    

Total 795 4.0 0.8    

Social     5 1.317 .254 

 <40 13 2.8 1.2    

40-49 19 3.2 1.0    

50-59 87 3.1 1.1    

60-69 353 3.3 1.0    

70-79 301 3.3 1.0    

80 22 3.2 1.0    

Total 795 3.3 1.0    

Self-esteem     5 .744 .591 

 <40 13 3.0 1.1    

40-49 19 3.2 1.2    

50-59 87 2.8 1.1    

60-69 353 2.9 1.0    

70-79 301 2.9 1.1    

80 22 2.8 1.1    

Total 795 2.9 1.0    

Career     5 8.630 <.001* 

 <40 13 2.7 1.3    

40-49 19 2.2 1.2    

50-59 87 1.9 0.9    

60-69 353 1.6 0.8    



 

75 

70-79 301 1.5 0.8    

80 22 1.7 1.0    

Total 795 1.6 0.9    

*Indicates a significant difference at the p<0.001 level. 
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Table 4.3. Comparison of Alabama EMG volunteer motivation scores by gender 

Function 

 

Gender n Mean SD df t Sig. 

Understanding     835 0.922 .520 

 Male 674 4.3 0.6    

Female 162 4.3 0.6    

Total 836 4.3 0.6    

Values     835 1.499 .171 

 Male 674 4.0 0.8    

Female 162 3.9 0.9    

Total 836 4.0 0.9    

Social     835 -0.161 .785 

 Male 674 3.3 1.0    

Female 162 3.3 1.0    

Total 836 3.3 1.0    

Self-esteem     835 1.876 .246 

 Male 674 2.9 1.0    

Female 162 2.8 1.1    

Total 836 2.8 1.0    

Career     835 0.536 .870 

 Male 674 1.6 0.9    

Female 162 1.6 0.9    

Total 836 1.6 0.9    
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Table 4.4. Comparison of Alabama EMG volunteer motivation scores by service statusa 

Function 

 

Service 

Status 

n Mean SD df F Sig. 

Understanding     2 9.411 <.001* 

 Inactive 97 4.1 0.8    

Active 614 4.4 0.6    

Intern 123 4.4 0.5    

 Total 836 4.3 0.6    

Values     2 7.136 <.001* 

 Inactive 97 3.7 1.0    

Active 614 4.0 0.8    

Intern 123 4.1 0.8    

 Total 836 4.0 0.8    

Social     2 6.851 <.001* 

 Inactive 97 3.1 1.0    

Active 614 3.4 1.0    

Intern 123 3.1 1.0    

 Total 836 3.3 1.0    

Self-esteem     2 5.436 .005* 

 Inactive 97 2.6 1.0    

Active 614 3.0 1.0    

Intern 123 2.8 1.0    

 Total 836 2.9 1.0    

Career     2 1.188 .305 

 Inactive 97 1.7 0.9    

Active 614 1.6 0.8    

Intern 123 1.7 0.9    

 Total 836 1.6 0.9    

*Indicates a significant difference at the p<0.001 level. 

aActive volunteers have paid annual dues, met annual volunteer service hour requirements (25 

hours for certified EMG and 50 hours for interns), and completed 10 hours of continuing 

education units (CEUs); Intern volunteers are participating in the Master Gardener volunteer 

training and certification; Inactive volunteers have completed required training and volunteer 

service but have not met the service hour requirements and/or failed to pay annual dues by  

December 31 
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Table 4.5. Comparison of Alabama EMG volunteer motivation scores by participation 

Function 

 

Volunteer 

Participationa 

n Mean SD df F Sig. 

Understanding     3 5.728 <.001* 

 Low years, Low Hours 238 4.2 0.7    

Low years, High Hours 212 4.4 0.5    

High years, Low Hours 107 4.2 0.7    

 High years, High Hours 183 4.3 0.6    

 Total 740 4.3 0.6    

Values     3 1.538 .203 

 Low years, Low Hours 238 3.9 0.8    

Low years, High Hours 212 4.0 0.9    

High years, Low Hours 107 4.0 0.8    

 High years, High Hours 183 4.1 0.7    

 Total 740 4.0 0.8    

Social     3 6.437 <.001* 

 Low years, Low Hours 238 3.1 1.0    

Low years, High Hours 212 3.3 1.0    

High years, Low Hours 107 3.3 1.0    

 High years, High Hours 183 3.5 0.9    

 Total 740 3.3 1.0    

Self-esteem     3 1.299 .274 

 Low years, Low Hours 238 2.9 1.0    

Low years, High Hours 212 3.0 1.0    

High years, Low Hours 107 2.9 1.0    

 High years, High Hours 183 3.0 1.1    

 Total 740 2.9 1.0    

Career     3 7.034 <.001* 

 Low years, Low Hours 238 1.9 1.0    

Low years, High Hours 212 1.6 0.8    

High years, Low Hours 107 1.5 0.8    

 High years, High Hours 183 1.5 0.9    

 Total 740 1.6 0.9    

*Indicates a significant difference at the p<0.001 level. 
aVolunteer participation score calculated based on self-reported active years as an EMG 

volunteer and number of volunteer service hours in 2019. Low and high categories divided 

based on median values for active EMG volunteers, 6 years of service and 75 service hours. 
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Table 4.6. Comparison of Alabama EMG volunteer motivation scores by satisfaction level 

Function 

 

Volunteer Satisfaction n Mean SD df F Sig. 

Understanding     4 9.550 <.001* 

 Very dissatisfied 36 4.0 1.0    

Dissatisfied 29 4.1 0.8    

Neutral 32 4.0 0.7    

 Satisfied 141 4.3 0.6    

 Very satisfied 599 4.4 0.5    

 Total 837 4.3 0.6    

Values     4 2.840 .023 

 Very dissatisfied 36 4.0 0.6    

Dissatisfied 29 3.7 1.2    

Neutral 32 3.7 0.8    

 Satisfied 141 3.9 0.8    

 Very satisfied 599 4.0 0.8    

 Total 837 4.0 0.8    

Social     4 5.743 <.001* 

 Very dissatisfied 36 3.2 1.1    

Dissatisfied 29 2.7 1.0    

Neutral 32 3.0 0.9    

 Satisfied 141 3.1 1.0    

 Very satisfied 599 3.4 1.0    

 Total 837 3.3 1.0    

Self-esteem     4 1.641 .162 

 Very dissatisfied 36 3.1 1.2    

Dissatisfied 29 2.8 1.0    

Neutral 32 2.8 1.0    

 Satisfied 141 2.7 0.9    

 Very satisfied 599 3.0 1.0    

 Total 837 2.9 1.0    

Career     4 1.169 .323 

 Very dissatisfied 36 1.7 1.0    

Dissatisfied 29 1.7 0.9    

Neutral 32 1.9 1.0    

 Satisfied 141 1.7 0.8    

 Very satisfied 599 1.6 0.9    

 Total 837 1.6 0.9    

*Indicates a significant difference at the p<0.001 level. 
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Table 4.7. Alabama EMG volunteers’ perceived benefits  

 Mean 

Learning (Group mean – 4.6) a  

Provides opportunities to learn about plants, soil and horticultural topics. 4.7 

Teaches skills that benefit my home garden and landscape decisions. 4.6 

Provides practical instruction and hands-on horticulture experiences that enhance learning 4.6 

Community (Group mean – 3.9) b  

Is an opportunity for me to feel I am doing something valuable for horticulture in Alabama 4.2 

Is an opportunity for me to feel I am doing something valuable for the environment. 4.2 

Provides an economic benefit to the community 4.0 

Is a connection point that links multiple community organizations together. 3.9 

Provides opportunities to meet my humanitarian obligations through volunteer service 3.9 

Is an opportunity for me to help alleviate some societal problems. 3.4 

Self (Group mean – 3.9) c  

Provides adults with social rewards for productive efforts. 3.9 

Enhances individual self-esteem through volunteerism. 3.9 

Helps me feel more positive about my place in the world as a result of volunteering as an 

Extension Master Gardener. 

3.8 

Occupation (Group mean – 2.2) d  

Allows me to make new contacts that might help my business or career. 2.3 

Teaches me skills that help me at my paid work. 2.1 

  

Any two means not followed by the same letter are significantly different (p<0.001). 
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CHAPTER V 

MOTIVATIONS AND BENEFITS OF ALABAMA EXTENSION MASTER GARDENER 

VOLUNTEERS 

INTRODUCTION 

Cooperative Extension History 

 The Cooperative Extension Service joins with the United States Department of 

Agriculture (USDA) and the National Institute of Food and Agriculture (NIFA) to bridge land-

grant universities and communities. With a presence in every county across the country, 

Extension agents translate research into education and action. As a result, cutting-edge 

agricultural research is readily available to communities and businesses who can put knowledge 

into practice to improve their lives. 

 The formation of the Cooperative Extension Service began with the passage of the 

Morrill Act of 1862. The United States gave each state 30,000 acres of land for each member of 

its congressional delegation. The land was sold, providing funds for post-secondary education 

focused on agricultural and mechanical arts. The act established the Agricultural and Mechanical 

College of Alabama, now Auburn University, which became the main office for the statewide 

Alabama Extension program (Langcuster 2012). However, the formalization of Extension came 

with the passing of the Smith-Lever Act in 1914. This then-novel policy funded land-grant 

universities to establish a network of county Extension agents. At its conception, agents enabled 

land-grant universities to disseminate information that addressed rural agricultural issues. The act 

stated that Extension work connected with the USDA would be executed through land-grant 

universities (NIFA 2016). 

 The need for education among farmers and rural community development led to the 

Alabama Extension Service, which became the Alabama Cooperative Extension System (ACES). 
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ACES partners with land-grant universities Auburn University, Alabama A&M University, and 

Tuskegee University to improve Alabama's economy and residents’ quality of life by delivering 

educational programs to each of the 67 counties. These programs evolve to meet the state's 

changing needs, are research-based, related to current issues, and provided via regional and local 

Extension Agents (Langcuster 2012). 

Extension Master Gardener Program 

The Extension Master Gardener program is a partnership between land-grant universities, 

the Cooperative Extension System, and Master Gardener volunteers. Extension agents train 

Master Gardener volunteers to be educators. Therefore, the program is called the Extension 

Master Gardener (EMG) program. Under the direction of the Alabama Cooperative Extension 

System, EMG volunteers increase the availability of and provide reliable, relevant, and reachable 

home horticulture information. 

The concept of the Master Gardener program traces its roots to Washington State 

University in 1972. Public demand for home gardening information increased due to rapid urban 

growth. Extension agent David Gibby, feeling overwhelmed by the large volume of requests, 

proposed the idea of training volunteers to assist Extension with consumer horticulture education 

in the community. Results were better than expected, and the EMG program spread quickly. 

Today, the EMG program exists in 49 states, the District of Columbia, at least four 

Canadian provinces, and South Korea. It serves as a model for other volunteer programs. In 

2020, an estimated 84,000 EMG volunteers reported 3.1 million service hours and educated 8.4 

million clients. Naturally, EMG volunteers helped people improve their physical and mental 

health, gardening and landscape practices, and awareness of environmental issues. Their work 

contributed an estimated $88 million in value to the public (EMG National Committee 2020). 
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The Alabama EMG program is a partnership between the land grant universities 

(Alabama A&M University, Auburn University, and Tuskegee University), Alabama Extension 

staff (County Extension Office Administrators, County Extension Coordinators, and Home 

Grounds Regional Extension Agents), and extension-trained, Master Gardener volunteers. The 

program started in 1981 when New York Master Gardener Mary Lou McNabb introduced the 

Master Gardener program concept to Gary Murray, a Madison County Extension Agent. 

McNabb and Murray, along with the help of a few other Extension Agents, organized the first 

Alabama EMG training series in Huntsville, Alabama (ACES 2018). 

To become an Alabama EMG volunteer, one must finish the 50-hour training program 

which provides hands-on and classroom instruction and volunteer a total of 50 hours during the 

year. After year one, EMG volunteers must report a minimum of 25 volunteer service hours 

annually and pay membership dues and complete 10 hours of continuing education units (CEU) 

to maintain active status (Carroll 2021). Certified EMG volunteers, Extension agents, and local 

experts teach classes on vegetable gardening, trees, home lawns, and annual and perennial 

flowers.  

 EMG volunteers are an asset to the Alabama Cooperative Extension System. They host 

public education outreach activities, manage and support teaching gardens, sponsor, or support 

community gardens, donate fresh produce to charity, assist with research projects including 

Harvest for Health and the Bee Biodiversity Initiative, and much more (ACES 2018). The EMG 

volunteer service hours allow Extension personnel to focus their time and effort toward more 

advanced or technical programming.  

 The impact the Alabama EMG volunteers have on their local communities is evident. In 

2018, Alabama EMGs volunteered 78,920 hours in public education outreach activities, having a 
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public value of $1.7 million, and maintained teaching gardens in 21 counties with over 400,000 

visitors. EMG volunteers sponsored 13 community gardens that donated 12 tons of produce or 

96,000 half-cup servings, equal to the retail price of $39,600 in 2018. Harvest for Health is a 

project led by the University of Alabama Birmingham’s Comprehensive Cancer Center and 

Alabama Extension’s Home Grounds Team that uses a backyard garden to teach new, healthy 

habits to cancer survivors. To date, 492 volunteers have mentored cancer survivors. Pilot studies 

(2013-2017) showed that gardening significantly improved the diet and health of the cancer 

survivor participants (ACES 2018). 

METHODOLOGY 

 

The purpose of the overall assessment was to collect demographic information, activity 

preferences, motivations, and perspectives, and experiences of those involved in the Alabama 

Extension Master Gardener (EMG) program. This article addresses the perspectives and 

experiences of EMG personnel and volunteers.  

Population and Sample 

           The sample for this portion of the study was drawn from Alabama Extension personnel 

population (43 County Extension Office Administrators, 37 County Extension Coordinators, and 

12 Home Grounds Regional Extension Agents) (Auburn University Extension 2021) and 1,824 

the EMG volunteer population as of 2019.  

Research Design 

This study consisted of four surveys created using Qualtrics Survey Software (Qualtrics 

2020). Each of the four groups involved in the EMG program received a survey specific to their 

group (Appendices 1-4). Before distribution, the surveys, recruitment letters, and invitation 

emails were reviewed and approved by the Auburn University Institutional Review Board for use 

from 30 Nov. 2020 to 9 Feb. 2021.  
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All potential participants received invitation emails on 7 Dec. 2020. Each email contained 

a separate information letter for each of the four study groups. Each letter included a link to the 

Qualtrics survey, explained the purpose of the study, and stated that participation would be 

voluntary (Appendices 5-8). The surveys remained open for two months. Participants received 

reminder emails during weeks 3, 5, 7, and 9.  

Instrumentation 

Questions for the volunteer survey came from a national survey and previous studies 

from the University of Georgia and Iowa State University (Takle et al. 2016; Dorn et al. 2018). 

The EMG volunteer survey was the longest and contained four sections: demographics, VSA 

preferences, motivations, and perceived benefits, and the personnel surveys were similar in 

length. All four surveys contained questions about volunteer background and local programs. 

The background questions related to experiences, while local programs questions related to 

perspectives. This study addresses the experiences and perspectives of volunteers and all groups 

of ACES personnel involved with the Alabama EMG program. 

Experience questions included years of service or experience and service hours in 2019, 

or hours spent recruiting, training, and managing EMG volunteers annually. To analyze 

perspectives, volunteers and personnel answered the following open-ended question: Describe 

your measure of a successful program – or suggest one strategy for improving the local program 

if you feel it is not currently successful. 

Data Coding and Analysis 

Data from the four surveys were analyzed using the SPSS software package (IBM SPSS 

Statistics for Macintosh 2021). SPSS was used to perform several tests to analyze data. Specific 

methods are as follows:   
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Active years of service. The number of active years of service is the number of years an 

EMG volunteer has maintained active status (50 hours in the training year and 25 hours annually, 

plus 10 hours of CEUs). Participants selected one of the six categories ranging from: "1-3 years," 

"4-6 years," "7-9 years," "10-12 years," "13-15 years," and ">15 years."  

Years of experience. EMG County Extension Coordinators, Regional Extension Agents, 

and Office Administrators reported the years of experience they had working with volunteers. 

Participants selected one of the following five categories; "Less than 1 year," "1-3 years," "4-6 

years," "7-9 years," and "10 or more years."  

Service hours. EMG volunteers reported the number of service hours they completed in 

2019 (the last complete program cycle before the survey). Participants selected one of the 

following seven categories; "Less than 25 hours," "Between 25 and 49 hours," "Between 50 and 

74 hours," "Between 75 and 99 hours," "Between 100 and 124 hours," "Between 125 and 149 

hours," and "150 hours or more." 

Hours invested. EMG County Extension Coordinators and Regional Extension Agents 

reported the number of hours they invest annually in recruiting, training, and managing EMG 

volunteers. Participants selected one of the following five categories; "This question does not 

apply to me," "less than 80 hours per year (less than 10 total days)," "about 80 hours per year 

(about 10 total days)," "about 120 hours per year (about 15 total days)," and " about 160 hours 

per year (about 20 total days)."  

Qualitative comparisons of open-ended responses were made between data from the 

personnel and volunteer surveys. Response categories were identified from the open-ended 

question “Describe your measure of a successful program – or suggest one strategy for 

improving the local program if you feel it is not currently successful.” Descriptive statistics 
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established category frequencies of EMG personnel, including years of experience working with 

volunteers, time spent recruiting, training, and managing EMG volunteers. 

RESULTS 

Response Rates 

The completed surveys included 32 County Extension Office Administrator surveys, 35 

County Extension Coordinator surveys, 11 Home Grounds Regional Extension Agent surveys, 

and 864 EMG volunteer surveys. The response rates were 71.1%, 94.6%, 57.9%, and 48.4% 

respectively.   

Experience 

Based on self-reported status, 41.1% of EMG volunteers have completed between one 

and three years of active service, followed by 21.2% of EMG volunteers completing four to six 

years of active service. In 2019, 84.3% of participants met the annual service hour requirement 

of 25 hours for certified EMG volunteers, and 51.6% reported 75 or more service hours (Table 

5.1). 

Most personnel have been working with volunteers for over ten years, including 82.9% of 

County Extension Coordinators, 58.6% of County Office Administrators, and 50.0% of Regional 

Extension Agents. Over 75% of Regional Extension Agents invest 80 or more hours annually in 

recruiting, training, and managing EMG volunteers, as opposed to less than 25% of County 

Extension Coordinators (Table 5.2). 

Participants were asked to describe the measures of a successful program. Seven response 

categories were identified from 573 responses to the open-ended question. Percentages of 

responses related to each of the seven categories were calculated. When personnel (County 

Extension Coordinators, Office Administrators, Regional Extension Agents) described measures 

of a successful program, 21 of the 42 (50.0%) comments mentioned community outreach 
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compared to 227 of the 531 (42.7%) of the volunteer comments. Twenty-four (57.1%) personnel 

comments mentioned participation and involvement in service activities compared to 181 

(34.1%) of the volunteer comments.  Eleven (26.2%) personnel comments mentioned success 

measured by recruitment effort and the number of interns each year compared to 82 (15.4%) of 

the volunteer comments. Five (11.9%) personnel comments mentioned having strong leadership 

and organization compared to 63 (11.9%) of the volunteer comments. Five (11.9%) personnel 

comments mentioned the program's reputation compared to 36 (6.8%) of the volunteer 

comments. Volunteer comments also mentioned friendships (9.8%) and volunteer learning 

(8.5%) as indicators of a successful program (Figure 5.1). 

Participants were asked to describe strategies to improve the success of the Extension 

Master Gardener program. Six response categories were identified from 105 responses to the 

open-ended question. Percentages of responses related to each of the six categories were 

calculated. When personnel (County Extension Coordinators, Office Administrators, Regional 

Extension Agents) described strategies to improve the success of the program, 7 of the 16 

(43.8%) comments mentioned recruiting younger volunteers compared to 30 of the 89 (33.7%) 

volunteer comments. Five (31.3%) personnel comments mentioned participation and 

involvement in service activities compared to 18 (20.2%) volunteer comments.  Five (31.3%) 

personnel comments mentioned communication, stronger leadership, and teamwork compared to 

17 (19.1%) of the volunteer comments. Three (18.8%) personnel comments mentioned retaining 

new members and or mentorship programs compared to 21 (23.6%) of the volunteer comments. 

One (6.3%) personnel comment suggested more convenient meeting times help outside of 

business hours so that those who work can participate compared to 8 (9.0%) of the volunteer 
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comments. Volunteer comments also suggested environmental education material (7.9%) (Figure 

5.2). 

DISSCUSSION 

Alabama EMG volunteers and personnel are dedicated, as indicated by the number of 

active years of service volunteers and personnel years of experience working with volunteers. 

The national median of hours served by all volunteers is 52 hours (U.S. Bureau of Labor 

Statistics, 2016); Alabama EMG volunteers surpassed this as over half (51.6%) reported 75 or 

more service hours. Over 75% of Regional Extension Agents invest 80 or more hours annually in 

recruiting, training, and managing EMG volunteers. This is expected because the role of home 

grounds regional Extension agents is to support homeowners with projects that help them learn 

about gardening. In addition, they help train and support the Alabama EMG volunteers. Most 

county extension coordinators invest under 80 hours. This is understandable since their primary 

role is to provide administrative leadership across all ACES program areas in a county office. 

Personnel and EMG Volunteers seem to view community outreach and volunteer 

activities as most important when measuring program success. Participants in the EMG program 

also agree that recruitment is a strategy for EMG success. Many of the comments mentioned 

planning programs, activities, and training outside of working hours to recruit working-age 

volunteers. Another solution may be to implement mentorship programs to improve volunteer 

retention.  
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Table 5.1.  EMG volunteer experience 

 Frequency (n) Percent (%) 

Active years of service*   

1-3 years 322 41.1% 

4-6 years 166 21.2% 

7-9 years 90 11.5% 

10-12 years 74 9.5% 

13-15 years 48 6.1% 

>15 years 83 10.6% 

Service hours 2019   

<25 hours 121 15.7% 

Between 25 and 49 hours 149 19.3% 

Between 50 and 74 hours 104 13.5% 

Between 75 and 99 hours 70 9.1% 

Between 100 and 124 hours 78 10.1% 

Between 125 and 149 hours 33 4.3% 

150 or more hours 217 28.1% 
 

*Active status means volunteers have paid annual dues, met annual volunteer service hour requirements (25 hours 

for certified EMG and 50 hours for interns), and completed 10 hours of continuing education units (CEUs). 
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Table 5.2 EMG personnel experience 

 

County 

Extension 

Coordinator 

Regional 

Extension 

Agent 

Office 

Administrator 

 
Count 

(n) 

Percent 

(%) 

Count 

(n) 

Percent 

(%) 

Count 

(n) 

Percent 

(%) 

Years working with volunteers       

Less than 1 year 1 2.8% 1 8.3% 2 6.9% 

1-3 years 1 2.8% 0 0.0% 6 20.7% 

4-6 years 1 2.8% 5 41.7% 4 13.8% 

7-9 years 3 8.6% 0 0.0% 0 0.0% 

10 or more years 29 82.9% 6 50.0% 17 58.6% 

Hours invested annually for volunteer recruiting     

This question does not apply to me 5 14.7% 0 0.0% - - 

Less than 80 hours  22 64.7% 2 16.7% - - 

About 80 hours 5 14.7% 6 50.0% - - 

About 120 hours 0 0.0% 1 8.3% - - 

About 160 hours 0 0.0% 0 0.0% - - 

More than 160 hours 2 5.9% 3 25.0% - - 

Hours invested annually for volunteer training     

This question does not apply to me 13 38.2% 0 0.0% - - 

Less than 80 hours  17 50.0% 1 10.0% - - 

About 80 hours 1 2.9% 1 10.0% - - 

About 120 hours 2 5.9% 2 20.0% - - 

About 160 hours 0 0.0% 0 0.0% - - 

More than 160 hours 1 2.9% 6 50.0% - - 

Hours invested annually for volunteer managing     

This question does not apply to me 10 29.4% 0 0.0% - - 

Less than 80 hours  16 47.1% 1 12.5% - - 

About 80 hours 4 11.8% 2 25.0% - - 

About 120 hours  3 8.8% 3 37.5% - - 

About 160 hours 0 0.0% 0 0.0% - - 

More than 160 hours 1 2.9% 2 25.0% - - 
a Active status means volunteers have paid annual dues, met annual volunteer service hour requirements (25 hours 

for certified EMG and 50 hours for interns), and completed 10 hours of continuing education units (CEUs). 
b Individuals who are participating in the Master Gardener volunteer training and certification 
c Individuals who have completed required training and volunteer service but have not reported active volunteer 

service and/or failed to pay annual dues by December 31. 
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Appendix 1 

 

Extension Master Gardener Volunteer E-mail Invitation for Online Survey 
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Appendix 2 

 

Home Grounds Regional Extension Agent E-mail Invitation for Online Survey 
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Appendix 3 

 

County Extension Coordinator E-mail Invitation for Online Survey 

 

 

 
 

 



 

99 

Appendix 4 

 

County Extension Office Administrator E-mail Invitation for Online Survey 
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Appendix 5 

 

Extension Master Gardener Volunteer Survey 
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Appendix 6 

 

Home Grounds Regional Extension Agent Survey 
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Appendix 7 

 

County Extension Coordinatior Survey 
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Appendix 8 

 

Extension Office Administrator Survey 
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