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Abstract

The purpose of this quantitative study was to investigate Penn State Extension 4-H volunteer leaders’ leadership 
development needs and preferred delivery methods for leadership development. The participants were 147 
volunteer leaders who attended Penn State Extension Annual 4-H Leader Forum and filled out the survey. 
We found that the overall mean score for leadership skills needs among volunteer leaders was 4.33 (SD = 
.45). Volunteers’ overall leadership skills needs do not differ based on volunteer gender, level of education, 
age, and previous volunteer experience. The preferred delivery methods of leadership development for Penn 
State Extension 4-H volunteer leaders were workshop and in-service training. Leadership education is critical 
in advancing volunteers’ skills and preparing them to delivery well-developed, state of the art contemporary 
leadership education programs.

Introduction

The 4-H program, the largest youth development 
program in the United States, is delivered through 
Cooperative Extension (National 4-H Council, 2019). 
The Extension organization has a presence in almost 
every county of every state to provide research-based 
education and resources to communities (Rasmussen, 
2002). 4-H, like many other volunteer-based 
organizations, is dependent on the help of others to 
sustain and reach its organizational goals (Morrison 
et al., 2019). Additionally, the program relies on adult 
volunteers, or “leaders,” who help teach youth life skills 
(Smith & Finley 2004). County 4-H Extension educators 
manage these programs and supervise 4-H volunteer 
leaders. Due to the efforts of 4-H educators, other paid 
county Extension staff, and volunteer leaders working 
together, non-formal educational programming for all 
youth in each of the counties is thriving. 

A major emphasis within the 4-H program is leadership 
development, which helps youth develop life and 
leadership skills through non-formal educational 
programs (Arnold & Gandy, 2019). Because 4-H 
volunteer leaders are critical to the success of these 
educational programs (Davis et al., 2018; Hutchins et al., 
2002), it is important to understand more about them. 
A 4-H volunteer leader is an unpaid adult who manages 
and leads 4-H programming under the supervision of 
the county 4-H Extension educator. These volunteer 
leaders assist 4-H Extension educators in running 
county programming in various ways (Radhakrishna 
& Ewing, 2011), including managing clubs, teaching 
educational sessions, running camps, and organizing 
events for youth. Culp et al. (2007) opined that to 
maximize volunteer contributions to Extension and 
fulfill the goals of the Extension program, 4-H youth 
development professionals should find effective ways 
to lead and manage volunteer programs. According 
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to the Land Grant University Presidents and 
Chancellors, leadership education at both individual 
and community levels helps communities embrace 
new and emerging leadership needs (The Council of 
1890 Presidents and Chancellors, 2000). 

The purpose of this quantitative study was to 
investigate 4-H volunteer leaders’ leadership needs 
and preferred delivery methods to receive leadership 
professional development training and information. 
Also, this study determined whether volunteers’ 
overall leadership skill needs differed based on 
demographic variables such as gender, level of 
education, age, and previous volunteer experience.

Conceptual Framework

Leadership Development for 4-H Volunteers.  Many 
researchers have completed empirical studies on 
leadership development in 4-H and other non-profit 
organizations. The foci of these studies were on various 
leadership development topics: leader competencies 
and skills (Culp et al., 2007; Morrison, 2018; Heck 
et al., 2009), volunteer leadership development 
needs (White & Scanga, 2019), leadership styles of 
volunteers (Rose, 2010), and relationships between 
the development of volunteer leadership and the 
skills youth learn in 4-H (Radhakrishna & Ewing, 
2011). Consensus from these studies suggest the 
importance of leadership education as an essential 
component for the successful development, delivery, 
and evaluation of volunteer programs (Safrit et 
al., 2005). Culp et al. (2007) surveyed community 
volunteers and Extension agents in 12 states to 
determine the competencies required of volunteer 
leaders in order to deliver 4-H youth development 
programs and activities. The authors identified 32 
leadership competencies for volunteer leaders and 
suggested a national curriculum that focused on the 
following common competencies: communication, 
organization skills, interpersonal skills, time 
management, teamwork and facilitation, conflict 

resolution, ethics, risk management, recruitment, 
motivation, fundraising, empowerment, needs 
assessment, club management, evaluation, and 
recognition (Culp, et al.  2007).

Morrison et. al. (2019) indicated that “programs led 
by volunteers have a greater impact on communities” 
(p.1). They defined a volunteer leader as the following: 

…a non-paid individual with a formally 
defined role within the organization. 
A volunteer leader takes charge and 
ownership in coordinating projects and 
programs that build community assets, 
meet community needs, and provide 
volunteers with a positive experience so 
that they continue their journey of service 
while helping to carry out the mission of 
the non-profit organization (p.1).

To measure competencies needed for youth 
volunteers and their future professional development, 
Heck et al. (2009) used the 4-H Professional Research, 
Knowledge and Competencies (PRKC) tool. They 
found that future volunteer management training 
should focus on the following competencies: 
develop and conduct an assessment of volunteer 
efforts, communicate with stakeholders, develop 
and conduct organizational and community needs 
assessments relative to volunteer engagement, 
gain meaningful input from diverse audiences, 
develop and conduct community analysis, and apply 
community development tools and processes in 
community volunteer work. White and Scanga (2019) 
utilized Culp’s et al. (2006) Volunteer Research and 
Knowledge Competency (VRKC) Taxonomy and the 
4-H youth development’s foundational volunteer 
skills framework to develop a qualitative instrument 
and codebook. They developed six scales related to 
leadership development needs for 4-H volunteer 
leaders: communication skills, organizational skills, 
4-H program management, educational design and 
delivery, positive youth development, and 
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interpersonal skills. Rose (2010) investigated how 498 
adult 4-H volunteer leaders in Oregon perceived the 
leadership styles of 4-H educators and how those 
styles related to their sense of empowerment. They 
found that 4-H volunteer leaders felt a sense of 
empowerment in their role within the 4-H program. 
Radhakrishna and Ewing (2011) conducted a 
descriptive-correlational study of 378 4-H volunteer 
leaders in Pennsylvania to investigate the relationship 
between the competencies of 4-H volunteer leaders 
and the skills that youth learn in 4-H programs. 
Significant relationships existed between leadership 
competencies and skills youth learn in 4-H. They 
concluded that: “when volunteer leaders make kids 
feel welcome and important to the 4-H program and 
demonstrate the importance of life skills, then youth 
learn life skills relative to communications, decision 
making, goal setting, and relationship building” (p.1). 
Morrison and Greehaw (2018) conducted a Delphi 
study with a snowball sample of directors in various 
non-profit volunteer organizations in Mississippi to 
identify volunteer leaders’ competencies and skills. 
The authors identified 41 leadership competencies 
and skills. Twenty panel experts reached consensus 
on the following nine items: ability to obtain quality 
volunteers, return rate of volunteers, interactions 
with other volunteers, communication with general 
volunteer population, confidence in skills taught, 
feedback for other volunteers, leader follow-through, 
observations, and responsiveness of a general 
volunteer population to react to a leader’s call to 
action.

Other researchers found that volunteers who work 
with youth require a specific leadership development 
skill set. Leadership development is critical for 
youth workers (Bowie & Bronte-Tinkew, 2006). 
Leadership development for youth leaders is often 
cited as the area where adolescent programming 
needs the most attention (Hechinger, 1992, as 
cited in Astroth, 2002). There have been attempts 
to develop core competencies necessary for youth 
workers and leaders, and leadership skills are 
embedded in these competency lists (Barcelona et 
al., 2011; Heck et al., 2009). Barcelona et al. (2011) 

identified and synthesized leadership competencies 
required of youth workers and parks and recreation 
professionals under the following major categories: 
conceptual foundations, professionalism, delivery 
system, program and event planning, administration 
and planning, and legal aspects. 

Boezeman and Ellemers (2014) found that women 
volunteered more than men, but men had a greater 
diversity of type of volunteer organization. Morrison 
and Greenhaw (2018) recommended investigating 
whether volunteer demographic variables impact 
volunteer leadership skills. Hong and Morrow-Howell 
(2013) recommended exploring potential volunteer 
needs with volunteer demographic characteristics. In 
this study, we sought to fill this gap in the literature by 
determining whether volunteers’ overall leadership 
skill needs differ based on demographic variables 
such as gender, level of education, age, and previous 
volunteer experience.

The literature review revealed that education is a 
necessary component of volunteer administration. 
Multiple volunteer management models guide 
effective volunteer programs (Brudney, 1990; Culp 
et al., 1998; Culp & Bullock, 2017). Deppe and Culp 
(2001) indicated that 4-H programs often lack 
a structured volunteer development program. 
In 2001, Serafino emphasized that volunteer 
trainings are usually formal and focus on skill 
development. However, most volunteers receive 
little formal training. Additionally, they lack on-the-
job experiences and informal mentoring from other 
experienced volunteers (Fletcher, 1987; Jamison, 
2003). Previous findings suggest that volunteer 
education increases volunteer satisfaction, leads 
to stronger organizational commitment, increases 
program sustainability, and serves as a powerful 
tool for recruitment of volunteer leaders (Anderson, 
2005; Fahey et al., 2003; Fox et al., 2009). 

Developing a volunteer leader training program 
that will fit the needs of the organization and the 
volunteer demographics (Connors, 2011; Proctor, 
2012; Morrison & Greehaw, 2018) is of paramount 
importance if youth organizations, such as 4-H, 
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desire to enhance the leadership capacity of their 
volunteer leaders. However, Paton et al. (2007) 
mentioned that existing volunteer leadership training 
materials available for non-profit and volunteer-
based organizations are outdated. There is a need 
for contemporary leadership training resources 
that meet the needs of the modern non-profit 
organization and volunteers.

Leadership Development Delivery Method.  Several 
studies have been conducted on effectiveness of 
delivery methods in delivering leadership training 
programs. Kaslon et al. (2005) indicated there 
is a need for designing effective professional 
development programs for 4-H volunteer leaders. 
These professional development programs enhance 
volunteer leaders’ skills and make them more 
productive (Fox et al., 2009; Kaslon et al., 2005; Rauner, 
1980). In 1984, Richard and Verma wrote that the 4-H 
program is enhanced and improved when 4-H leaders 
are trained accordingly and take responsibility for 
program delivery. Fox et al. (2009) investigated the 
benefits of the 4-H Youth Development Volunteer 
training and ranked preferred training methods 
and topics. The results of their study suggested that 
volunteer leader training motivates participants 
and also has educational benefits. Moreover, group 
trainings and electronic communication were 
identified as the preferred training delivery method.

Kaslon et al. (2005) indicated that the training delivery 
methods for 4-H volunteer leaders should be diverse. 
County Extension educators usually provide face-to-
face training for volunteer leaders. However, budget 
limitations, volunteer time constraints, and program 
expansions require alternate methods of training 
delivery. They also suggested exploring the use of 
advanced technology and offering more choices for 
delivering training. Conklin et al. (2002) indicated 
that face-to-face approaches are the most frequently 
used delivery method in Extension trainings. In 
their study, 90% of participants indicated that they 
would be willing to participate in distance education, 
while Seevers et al. (2005) found that workshop 
sessions, conferences, membership in professional 
organizations, and professional journals were also 

considered preferred delivery methods to learn 
content.

Literature also suggests that 4-H volunteer leaders 
are comfortable receiving information via internet 
technologies. For example, scholars found that 
group training, e-mailed information, small support 
group, videos, CDs, mail, mentoring, self-guide, 
web-based training, audio, and webinars delivered 
through Zoom or online videoconferencing were 
effective methods for delivering information (Fox 
et al., 2009, Lobley & Oullette, 2017). Other studies 
reveal that 4-H volunteers were satisfied with online 
learning modules delivered as a series of webinars 
(Oulette, et al., 2014) and professional websites as 
a useful platform to share resources with Extension 
volunteers (Langellotto & Dorn, 2016). 

Purpose and Research Objectives

This study examined the gaps in the literature related 
to the lack of studies exploring leadership needs of 
volunteers based upon demographics and lack of up-
to-date training materials for volunteers. Morrison 
and Greenhaw’s (2018) study noted the need to 
determine if volunteer demographic variables 
influence volunteer leadership skills. Hong and 
Morrow-Howell (2013) also recommended assessing 
if volunteer demographic characteristics affect 
volunteer leadership skills. In this study, we sought to 
fill this gap in the literature by determining whether 
volunteers’ overall leadership skill needs differ based 
on demographic variables such as gender, level of 
education, age, and previous volunteer experience. 
Paton et al. (2007) found that volunteer leadership 
training materials are outdated. Moreover, Penn State 
Extension State Extension volunteer leaders noted 
the volunteer leader curriculum had not been revised 
for over 20 years (Hack, K., Personal communication, 
October, 2018). There is a need for contemporary 
leadership training resources that meet the needs of 
the modern non-profit organization and volunteers.

The purpose of this study was to assess 4-H 
volunteer leaders’ leadership needs and preferred 
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delivery methods to receive leadership professional 
development training and information. This study 
was guided by the following three research objectives: 

1.	 Describe the leadership needs for the 
4-H volunteer leader role.

2.	 Determine whether volunteer leaders’ 
overall leadership skill needs differ based 
on demographic variables such as gender, 
level of education, age, and previous 
volunteer experience.

3.	 Determine the most desirable delivery 
method for 4-H volunteer leaders’ 
leadership professional development.

Method

Participants.  We collected data at the Penn State 
Extension Annual 4-H Leader Forum on March 9, 
2019 during lunch. We used a descriptive research 
design for the study, as it helps to describe 
accurately and systematically the characteristics of 
the population being studied (Babbie, 2001). It also 
helps explore relationships (not causation), if any, 
between the independent and dependent variables 
(Werisma & Jurs, 2005). We used a non-probability 
sampling method, which relies on data collection 
from population members who are conveniently 
available to participate in a study (Gay, Mills, & 
Airasian,1996). We did not identify any inclusion 
criteria prior to the selection of research subjects. We 
invited all Penn State Extension 4-H volunteer leaders 
at the annual forum to participate in this study. The 
university’s Behavioral and Social Sciences Review 
Board approved this study. The overall response rate 
was 81.7% (N = 149). After removing responses with 
missing data, the final data set included responses 
from 147 volunteer leaders. 

Measures.  A paper and pencil survey method 
allowed us to address the three research objectives 
of the study. Specifically, we used a paper and 
pencil questionnaire to collect data. We developed 
the “4-H Volunteer Leaders Leadership Skills” scale 
using four existing instruments (Culp at el., 2007; 

Radhakrishna & Ewing, 2011; Rose, 2010; White & 
Scanga, 2019) and researchers’ team experience. The 
final instrument was comprised of 19 items. A panel 
of seven experts--Extension educators, Extension 
volunteers, and academic faculty members with 
expertise in survey methodology--reviewed the 
instrument for face and content validity. The 4-H 
Volunteer Leaders Leadership Skills scale measured 
volunteers’ perception of the importance leadership 
skills using 19 items. To measure the 4-H Volunteer 
Leaders Leadership Skills construct, we used a 
5-point Likert-type scale: 1 (unimportant), 2 (of little 
importance), 3 (moderately important), 4 (important), 
5 (very important). To determine reliability of the 
instrument, a pilot test was conducted. For the pilot 
study, we selected 35 Penn State Extension county 
4-H volunteers. The response rate for the individuals 
completing the pilot study was 71 % (n = 25). The 
Cronbach Alpha reliability coefficient for the newly 
developed 4-H Volunteer Leaders Leadership Skills 
scale was .885. In this study, the reliability coefficient 
of the overall 4-H Volunteer Leaders Leadership Skills 
scale was .939. The reliability statistics for each scale 
item are shown in Table 1. 
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We conducted a principal component analysis with 
direct oblique rotation (assuming scale items are 
highly correlated) to identify the factor loadings for 
the newly developed 19-item scale “4-H Volunteer 

Leaders Leadership Skills”. The scree plot (Figure 1) 
indicates the point of inflection on the curve. This 
curve begins to tail off after one factor.

Figure 1. Scree Plot of Component Extraction



Journal of Leadership Education DOI: 10.12806/V20/I2/R10 APRIL 2021 RESEARCH133

The initial principal component analysis yielded one 
factor, which is presented in Table 2. In other words, 
the result in Table 2 showed that there are 18 items 
that were highly loaded onto the same factor (Factor 
1), and only one item (communication) was loaded 
onto Factor 2.  The rotated factors accounted for 
48.23% of the cumulative variance, and measures of 
sampling adequacy were found to meet the criteria 
of .50 as identified by Jolliffe (2011). The Kaiser-

Meyer-Olkin statistics of sampling adequacy for 
these 19 variables was .912, and the Bartlett’s Test 
of Sphericity was 1469.526 with significance of .000.

We compared the rotated matrix with the unrotated 
solution. The result of the unrotated matrix showed 
that most variables (18 items) loaded highly onto the 
first factor, and the remaining one item had a low 
factor loading. We justified that the newly developed 
scale is a one-factor model.

Also, we reviewed multiple studies related to 
preferred leadership training delivery methods in the 
Extension organization in the conceptual framework 
section (Conklin et al., 2002; Fox et al., 2009; Lobley 
& Oullette, 2017). For the purpose of this study, we 
identified five delivery methods to measure, namely, 
one-time in-service training, series of workshops, 
webinars, online courses, and educational videos. 
These five delivery methods were measured using 
a nominal scale of measurement. Respondents 
were given an option to check Yes or No for each 
delivery method. Frequencies and percentages were 

calculated to describe leaders’ preferred leadership 
training methods.

The last section of the survey tool included demographic 
questions such as age, gender, education, volunteer 
education outside of Extension organization, and 
4-H project area.  All the demographic variables 
were measured using nominal/categorical scale of 
measurement. See Table 3. 

Data analysis.  We used the Statistical Package for 
Social Sciences (SPSS) version 25 to analyze the data. 
We utilized descriptive statistics to describe research
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objectives one and three. For objective two, we used 
two parametric tests: a one-way ANOVA for ordinal 
variables and an independent t-test for categorical 
data to define the mean differences in volunteers’ 
overall leadership skills needed among demographic 
variables. According to Oliver and Hinkle (1981), 
parametric tests can be used when a population is 
treated as a sample especially with the presence 
of other populations with the same characteristics. 
Using this justification, the current population serves 
as a “slice of life” sample of all volunteer leaders in 
the Penn State Extension who are familiar with 4-H 
programming and volunteer work within the 4-H 
program.

The data collected for this study is self-reported 
from volunteers who were attending a 4-H annual 
leadership forum. The use of self-reported data has 
both advantages and disadvantages. Self-reported 
data are valuable because of a variety of factors: 
popularity of self-reported measures to collect lots of 
information, cost effectiveness in terms of both time 
and money, ability to collect data from large samples 
either by face-to-face or by mail, and acceptability 
to use measures when behavioral or psychological 
measures are difficult to obtain (Hoskins, 2012; Fan 
et al., 2006; Austin et al., 1998). Researchers are also 
aware of the disadvantages of self-reported data; for 
example, respondents may not provide an accurate 
or honest response. Additionally, they may have 
difficulty in understanding the question depending on 
their familiarity with question format, first language, 
and other issues. To address these, the instrument 
used in this study was reviewed by panel of experts 
to make sure that the questions and scales used had 
both content and face validity. Further, the factor 
analysis and the post-hoc reliability showed that the 
instrument has acceptable reliability.  

Findings

Demographic data.  The participants were Penn 
State Extension 4-H leaders who participated at 

the annual Penn State Extension 4-H Leaders’ 
Forum. The final data set included responses from 
147 4-H leaders. The descriptive statistics for the 
demographic variables are presented in Table 3. 
Most participants were women (86.2%), and 51.4% 
were in the age group of 35 to 54 years old. An 
overwhelming majority of volunteer leaders (84.1%) 
reported volunteer experience outside of Extension 
organization. Almost one-half of volunteer leaders 
(48.9%) reported bachelor’s and master’s degrees as 
their highest education level. 

Research Objective 1. The first research objective was 
to describe the level of importance volunteer leaders 
place on the need for leadership skills in completing 
their work as 4-H volunteer leaders. The overall mean 
score for leadership skills needs was 4.33 (SD = .45, 
n = 147). See Table 4. Higher scores indicate greater 
importance of leadership skills to 4-H volunteer 
leaders. The items with the highest mean values of 
importance were (a) Communication skills (M = 4.68 
; SD = .58), (b), followed by Trust building skills (M = 
4.61; SD = .60), (c) Teamwork skills (M = 4.60; SD = 
.52), and (d) Ethical decision making (M = 4.50; SD = 
.53). Almost all skills were rated either “important” or 
“very important.”
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Research Objective 2: The second research 
objective was to determine whether volunteers’ 
overall leadership skills needs differed based on 
demographic variables such as gender, level of 
education, age, and previous volunteer experience. 
A one-way ANOVA was conducted to examine the 
difference between volunteers’ overall leadership 
skills need and their age and education level (see 

Tables 5-8). An independent t-test was conducted to 
determine mean differences on overall leadership 
skills based on gender and previous volunteer 
experience outside of Extension organization (See 
Tables 9-12). No statistically significant difference 
was found between volunteers’ overall leadership 
skills needs and age groups as demonstrated by the 
one-way ANOVA test (F (6,135) = .718, p = .636).
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No statistically significant differences were found 
between overall leadership skills needs and 
volunteer’s education levels as demonstrated by the 

one-way ANOVA test (F (3,140) = 1.153, p = .334).

Based on the data presented in tables 9 and 10, no 
significant differences were found in the volunteers’ 
overall leadership skills needs for males (M = 4.31, SD 

= .51) and females (M = 4.33, SD = .44); t (143) = -.138, 
p = .890. 
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There were no statistically significant differences 
between the volunteers’ overall leadership skills 
needs for the group with prior volunteer experience 
(M = 4.34, SD = .44) and the group with no prior 
volunteer experience (M = 4.36, SD = .45); t (143) = 
-.227, p = .821. 

Research Objective 3: The third research objective 
was to determine the best delivery methods for 
volunteer trainings for 4-H volunteer leaders at Penn 
State Extension. Participants were provided five 
options. Participants were able select more than one 
option for their preferred volunteer training delivery 
method. See Table 13.

Discussion

Casteel (2012) found that 4-H volunteer leaders 
need specialized training. The results of this study 
align with Culp’s et al., (2006, 2007) studies wherein 
communication, trust building, teamwork skills, and 
ethical decision-making were rated as most important 
leadership development skills by Penn State 
Extension 4-H youth volunteer leaders. Radhakrishna 
and Ewing (2011) found that 4-H volunteer leaders 
need training related to interpersonal leadership and 
communication skills. Kish et al., (2014) concluded 
that good communication, honesty, trustworthiness, 
and collaboration are desirable characteristics of 4-H 
volunteers. Findings from this study support Fox’s et 

al. (2009) study conclusion that 4 H volunteers were 
most interested in developing leadership skills.

Few studies beyond the 4-H program examined the 
relationship between volunteer leader leadership 
needs and demographic variables. The results of 
our study partially supported Nestor’s et al., (2006) 
research findings, which examined the relationship 
between volunteer occupation, level of education, 
college major, and leadership competencies 
needed to run 4-H programs. The authors found no 
significant relationships between level of education 
and volunteers’ leadership competencies. Previous 
research has shown that 4-H volunteer leaders 
are more highly educated than volunteers in other 
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organizations, which should be taken into 
consideration when developing leadership training 
materials for volunteers (Nestor et al., 2006). Our 
findings are similar to Nestor and colleagues’ (2006) 
findings; high school graduates tend to be the most 
common and doctoral tend to be the least common 
educational attainment level among volunteers. 4-H 
volunteers are now better educated than in previous 
years and better equipped to learn leadership 
development competencies (Nestor et al., 2006). 
More studies should be done to investigate the 
relationship between volunteer demographics and 
leadership development needs. Studies outside 
of 4-H do not confirm our study findings. Posner’s 
(2015) study found a correlation between leadership 
behaviors and demographic variables: gender, 
level of education, age, and employment status. 
Posner (2015) also found that leadership styles vary 
significantly across these demographic variables. 
Other volunteer practitioners, both within and 
outside of the 4-H organization, should replicate 
this study to better determine if these findings 
should impact the design of future volunteer leader 
leadership trainings.

We also investigated preferred leadership 
development delivery methods among volunteer 
leaders. Having advance information on preferred 
delivery methods could help reduce frustration and 
burnout among volunteers (Fuller & Friedel, 2017). 
Nestor et al. (2006) confirmed that volunteers’ 
educational level also informs the selection of 
delivery methods for volunteer training. Several 
Extension studies explored the benefits of new 
modes of technology for Extension training and 
Extension volunteers’ training (Lobley & Oullette, 
2017; Oulette et al., 2014; Stevenson, et. al., 2011). 
However, in our study, volunteer leaders rated 
webinars, online courses, and educational videos 
as lowest and indicated that they would like to have 
series of workshops and in-service trainings, which 
are similar to Conklin and colleagues’ (2002) study 
findings. We find these results surprising when recent 
advances in technology and volunteer receptiveness 
to technology in Stevenson and colleagues’ (2011) 

recent study were preferred. However, age may be a 
point to consider, as the majority of our respondents 
were over the age of 35, and age is negatively related 
to technology use (Hauk et al., 2018). Again, due to 
the possibility of regional differences (Culp et. al., 
2007) and lack of similar studies, our study should be 
replicated with other 4-H and nonprofit organizations.

Finally, a limitation of this study was that we used 
a convenience sample. Our participants were an 
available primary data source during the annual 4-H 
Leaders’ Forum, and we invited them to participate 
in our study without additional requirements. A 
randomized sample of all 4-H volunteers in Penn 
State Extension would have strengthened this study. 
Moreover, volunteer core competencies can vary 
across regions (Culp at. el., 2007), so these results 
cannot be generalized to 4-H volunteers across 
America. Another limitation of this study was the 
data was heavily skewed with female respondents. 
However, this result aligns with previous research 
among 4-H volunteers (Culp et al., 2005). More studies 
should be conducted to determine if this trend is the 
norm.

Implications

This study makes a unique contribution to the research 
in the field of volunteerism and volunteer leadership 
education, specifically in Extension organizations or 
similar organizations. Previous studies reported that 
volunteer leaders need to have strong leadership 
skills to transfer and communicate strong leadership 
skills onto youth (Radhakrishna & Ewing, 2011), and 
4-H Extension educators should teach them how to 
do so. The results of this study revealed that overall 
volunteer leaders indicated needs for leadership skills 
as “important” and “very important” for completing 
their work as 4-H volunteer leaders. The overall mean 
score for leadership skills need was 4.33. Sinasky and 
Bruce (2007) emphasized that 4-H volunteers need 
educational opportunities to help them grow as 
volunteers. Penn State Extension 4-H administration 
should focus on updating and providing training in 
the leadership need areas ranked most important 
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—communication, trust building, teamwork, and 
ethical decision-making. It is important to emphasize 
that self-report data is about individual behaviors, or 
perceptions that are simply unobservable by anyone 
else. Findings from self-reported data should be 
interpreted with caution. However, when assessing 
volunteer leaders’ leadership needs based on self-
reported data, we need to consider the many current 
trends of volunteer management and its contexts. 

There are other implications of this study for 
4-H volunteer program administrators. Another 
implication is that curriculum writers and designers 
of volunteer trainings for Penn State Extension 4-H 
volunteer leaders, and similar organizations, should 
re-evaluate whether their leadership development 
programs are sufficiently strong enough to enhance 
volunteer leaders’ leadership skills and competencies. 
Penn State Extension 4-H volunteer leaders should 
consider the results of this study and the literature 
when updating current curricula or creating new 
curricula for 4-H volunteers related to volunteer 
leadership education. Volunteer leadership education 
can provide benefits for both 4-H volunteers and the 
4-H program, providing personal development for 
volunteers and an opportunity to conduct a program 
evaluation for program administrators. Perhaps, 
state 4-H programs should form a committee to 
specifically look at the existing curriculum, revitalize 
the curriculum by adding contemporary leadership 
skills to reflect the current situation. Volunteers 
should be part of this committee so that they can 
provide valuable input to revising the curriculum.

Culp and Bullock (2017) found that leadership 
trainings for volunteers cause volunteers the desire 
to become more involved. The authors’ work with 
the 4-H Volunteer Continuing Academy found that 
volunteers resolved to promote more leadership 
opportunities in their clubs, encourage other 
volunteer leaders to attend the training, and use new 
activities with their clubs due to their involvement 
in the program. The present study also revealed 
that respondents were predominantly women, 
so curriculum writers and designers of volunteer 
trainings may want to research the best leadership 

training techniques for women volunteers as well. 
Then, writers and program administrators should 
determine if current trainings align with these 
techniques.

Studies beyond the 4-H program may provide 
insight to the leadership education component for 
4-H volunteer leader programs, yet more research 
is needed in this area. Morrison et al. (2019) found 
that volunteers need refresher leadership trainings, 
opportunities to apply the leadership skills they 
are learning to volunteer scenarios, and chances 
to transfer their corporate skills into a volunteer 
setting. Fuller and Friedel (2017) found 76% of female 
participants preferred leadership development 
training. Similarly, volunteers in Fuller and Friedel’s 
(2017) study who held a leadership position 
were more likely to be actively involved in other 
community organizations. The authors also found 
that micromanaging, disorganization by volunteer 
managers, and lack of resources and guidance could 
impede leadership development of volunteers. 
Therefore, teaching and facilitation competence 
on the part of 4-H Extension educators is crucial in 
developing 4-H volunteer leadership education.  Penn 
State Extension 4-H administrators should not only 
focus on developing effective leadership trainings for 
volunteers, but also on empowering 4-H educators to 
deliver leadership trainings more effectively.

Despite the demonstrated importance of leadership 
education for 4-H volunteers, volunteer practitioners 
sometimes struggle to get volunteers to attend 
leadership development programs. Davis et al. (2018) 
found that offering a fee waiver, adding a special 
focus component (such as teen training), bringing 
in community experts to teach sessions, providing 
network opportunities, and using social media 
campaigns can encourage participation in leadership 
development programs. Culp and Bullock (2017) also 
found networking opportunities to be a motivator for 
volunteer attendance of educational sessions. 

It is critical that 4-H and other organizations invest in 
leadership development and education for volunteers 
to help increase the capacity of both volunteers and 
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the organization (Morrison et. al., 2019). Each state 4-H 
program should conduct their own assessment with 
a randomized sample to better determine leadership 
needs and preferred delivery methods of leadership 
education for 4-H volunteer leaders. Moreover, more 
research concerning the effectiveness of leadership 
development programming for volunteer leaders 
needs should continue to be completed if we want 
to gain a better understanding of the best ways to 
reach desirable levels of leadership competencies 
and work outcomes for 4-H volunteers. Continued 
research in the field of volunteer leadership 
education allows us to recognize the tremendously 
nuanced relationships between numerous factors 
and volunteer leadership education, furthering our 
understanding of the changing volunteers’ trends 
and the value of leadership education for volunteers. 
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