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Abstract 
Urban agriculture (UA) has drawn the attention of Malaysian policy makers. University Putra Malaysia (UPM) 
has taken the lead in introducing programmes to urban residents. The university’s strategy is to train student 
volunteers to play the role of change agents serving urban residents to implement the programme. UPM 
programme planners need to build a large population of long-term students who voluntarily participate in the 
programme. Hence the university, specifically the faculty of agriculture, is meeting the challenge to produce 
candidates prepared with the knowledge, skills, and disposition to participate voluntarily in the UA programme. 
This paper reviews the existing literature on factors to predict voluntary participation among young students. The 
authors propose a conceptual model for programme developers to promote youth participation in a voluntary 
programme. Research is recommended to predict factors influencing UPM students’ voluntary participation in 
the UA programme. Further research is also recommended to explore how programme planners can overcome 
potential barriers to students’ participation in the programme. These investigations could help stakeholders 
design a programme that appeals to more students and urban residents. 
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1. Introduction  
UA is defined as growing and distributing fruits, vegetables, herbs, and animal products through cultivation in 
cities and suburbs (Bailkey & Nasr, 2000). The connection between UA and food security has been 
acknowledged for many years (Atkinson, 1994; Gutman, 1987; Sanyal, 1987; FAO, 2010). Studies have shown 
that UA contributes to enhanced urban food security, recycling of nutrients, community development, 
opportunities for leadership development, job opportunities that generate income, a social safety net for poor 
populations and the maintenance of green spaces (Stewart et al., 2013; Brown & Jameton, 2000).  

In Malaysia, rapid urban expansion is driven by economic growth and migration from rural to urban areas. Large 
numbers of youths are immigrating to the cities, resulting in a rural youth population of only about 10% to 15% 
(Duflot, 2012). Aged farmer populations in rural areas, the need for greater food security and the importance of 
agriculture to the economy have all drawn the attention of Malaysian policy makers towards implementing UA 
in urban areas.  

Recently, the University Putra Malaysia (UPM) has taken the lead in introducing UA programmes to people 
living in urban areas. UPM has launched UA in an effort to encourage city dwellers to carry out modern farming 
activities in the limited spaces of their homes as a guaranteed source of food for the nation by 2020. In so doing, 
UPM aims to become a centre for guaranteeing food and maintenance of green spaces for urban areas.  

In order to make this plan a reality, extension education will be used as the main service delivery instrument. 
According to Swanson (1997), extension is a form of non-formal education, which enables advisory services to 
use an educational process to help people in acquiring the knowledge and skills to meet their needs in their own 
socioeconomic contexts. Therefore, UPM aims to play the role of extension agent in providing technical services 
on UA to urban residents who lack the necessary knowledge and skills in production, processing, and marketing. 
UPM’s strategy is to encourage university students to train urban residents implementing UA. UPM involves 
undergraduate students as volunteer extension agents in transferring related knowledge and skills on UA to city 
residents. Youth voluntary participation contributes to the development of the community and the social and 
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psychological development of the young people involved. Hence, UPM programme planners need to build a 
large population of long-term volunteers in order to train urban residents.  

However, prior to encouraging UPM students to participate in the programme it is imperative for programme 
developers to understand the factors that influence youth voluntary participation. This study aims to aid 
programme developers and policy makers in identifying the most important factors related to youth participation 
in a voluntary programme. Results can be used to develop strategies to enhance programme participation. In line 
with this, the current study aims to address the following research question:  

What factors predict youth participation in a voluntary programme? 

2. Literature Review  
2.1 Antecedents of Voluntarism  

Snyder & Omoto (2008) define volunteer work as comprising liberally selected and thoughtful helping actions 
without reward. Verduzco (2010) defined volunteering as unpaid support given to another person who is not a 
family member. Several variables have been linked to volunteerism. Personality traits are one of the factors that 
have been ascribed to volunteerism in several studies. According to Omoto, Snyder, & Hackett (2010) and 
Wilson (2012) extraverts are more likely to volunteer as they are more likely to belong to voluntary associations 
and for this reason are more likely to be engaged for volunteer work. People who suffer from social phobia are 
less likely to participate in a programme as a volunteer (Wilson, 2012).  

Scholars have tried to understand why individuals may share common interests for a cause, yet choose not to 
participate in a programme (Haski-Leventhal & Cnaan, 2009; Koehler & Koontz, 2008). Discussion has emerged 
among volunteerism researchers concerning whether motivation to join and subsequently participate is mostly 
influenced by cognitive, demographic or social factors (Warburton, Terry, Rosenman, & Shapiro, 2001). 
Relevant literatures are mostly uncertain with regard to the effects of demographic factors, including income, 
gender, marital status, education and employment upon volunteer behaviour (Wilson, 2012). Some research on 
volunteering has found strong, positive correlations between demographic variables and volunteer behaviour 
across a wide range of behaviours (Smith, 1994; Wilson & Musick, 1999).  

In addition, neither of these studies found correlations between active participation and marital status, education 
or employment status, whereas Koehler & Koontz (2008) found a significant correlation between participation 
and gender, however, Martinez & McMullin, (2004) did not. Another study conducted by Simpkins, Ripke, 
Huston, & Eccles (2005) reported demographic variables as predictor of youth participation in a number of 
out-of-school programmes. Results showed that there were no differences in participation based on gender and 
that such programmes appeal to both boys and girls.  

Regarding income, Koehler & Koontz (2008) found no significant association to active participation; while 
Martinez & McMullin (2004) found that, active members actually tend to have lower incomes than those who 
are not active participants. Studies showed that people are considerably more likely to volunteer after a personal 
appeal (Martinez & McMullin, 2004; Smith, 1994). In fact, according to Smith (1994) being asked to volunteer 
has been identified as the strongest predictor of volunteer behaviour, above attitudinal, motivational, or 
demographic influences.  

Regarding race, the influence of race on volunteering and the pattern of association vary from study to study. It 
depends on the nature of the sample and the measure of volunteerism (Wilson, 2012). Foster-Bey (2008) found 
that Whites are more likely to volunteer than African Americans regardless of social class, and Hispanics and 
Asians less likely to volunteer than either group (data from the U.S. Current Population Survey). Multivariate 
analyses suggest no racial differences to volunteering (Laurence, 2009).  

However, a factor such as educational achievement is feasibly the most important quality for voluntary work 
(Huang, Maassen van den Brink, & Groot, 2009). This is somewhat related to factors such as highly educated 
people are involved in more organizations and also they have higher levels of cognitive competence, and higher 
status jobs (Gesthuizen, Meer, & Scheepers, 2008; Gesthuizen & Scheepers, 2010). Brand (2010) indicated that 
college achievement has a great impact on volunteering among students compared with those who have not 
completed college.  

Another anticipant of volunteerism is being in work. Einolf (2011) reported that part-time workers are more 
likely to volunteer than full-time workers. Although volunteering is a dedication of a person’s time and it is not 
clear if income would influence it. However, many studies have found that low-income earners volunteer less. It 
is probably because they belong to fewer voluntary groups. Similarly Pho (2008) has concluded that low- to 
medium earners are less likely to volunteer, while Lee & Brudney (2009) report that the effect of income is not 
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linear.  

After school activities, especially in the United States, are an organizational basis for all kinds of extracurricular 
activities. Students and young adults are more likely to volunteer if they have belonged to many clubs and 
associations. Findings showed that young adults volunteer more in activities if they had participated as high 
school students in extracurricular activity that demanded considerable time and commitment (McFarland & 
Thomas, 2006). Mandatory volunteering is another influential factor. Most studies have concluded that 
mandatory programmes improve attitudes towards volunteer work and would encourage later volunteering 
(Bowman, Brandenberger, Lapsley, Hill, & Quaranto, 2010; Griffith, 2009; Henderson, Brown, Pancer, & 
Ellis-Hale, 2007).  

Hypothesis 1: Demographic variables such as age, gender, race, and level of education will affect youth 
participation in UA. 

2.2 The Theory of Planned Behaviour 

According to Warburton et al. (2001) two major theoretical approaches have been applied to predict determinants 
of volunteerism namely; Ajzen’s 1991 theory of planned behaviour and Clary & Snyder’s 1999 functional 
approach. The first most important theoretical approach to understanding volunteer participation is the theory of 
planned behaviour (Greenslade & White, 2005). Similarly, Hauser, Koontz, & Bruskotter (2012) reported that 
the Theory of Planned Behaviour might serve as a useful starting point to understand volunteer participation.  

This theory has been successfully used to predict volunteer behaviour (Greenslade & White, 2005). The theory 
explains that people make decisions logically using existing information. The model hypothesizes that the 
antecedents of behaviour are a sequence of cognitions (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975). Ajzen, (1991) supposed that the 
immediate antecedent of behaviour is the person’s intention to accomplish it. Intentions are function of three 
independent determinants namely; attitude, subjective norm and perceived behavioural control. The person’s 
attitude refers to the degree to which a person has a positive or negative evaluation of the behaviour (Vermeir & 
Verbeke, 2008). The subjective norm reveals perceived social pressure to accomplish or not accomplish the 
behaviour (Ajzen, 1991). The perceived behavioural control reflects the extent to which the person perceives the 
behaviour to be under volitional control. It indicates whether people easily participate or whether participation is 
difficult. Normally it reflects past experience as well as expected problems. According to Vermeir & Verbeke, 
(2008) when people feel that they are lacking the resources or opportunities to accomplish a behaviour, they are 
unlikely to develop intentions to perform the behaviour. Sparks, Guthrie, & Shepherd (1997) have pointed out 
that perceived behavioural control reflects both inner control factors such as self-efficacy and external perceived 
difficulty factors such as perceived obstacles.  

Hypothesis 2: Considering the planned behaviour model, intention to participate in UA will be influenced by 
attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived behavioural control.  

2.3 The Theory of Volunteering Functions 

The second theoretical approach to understanding volunteer participation is the theory of Volunteering Functions. 
Many scholars practise motivational theories to explain volunteering. The Volunteer Function Inventory (VFI) 
identifies a set of motives that volunteer effort can help satisfy. The functional approach is a multi-motivational 
perspective. This approach helps to reveal the fundamental motivations of volunteers. According to this theory, 
for an individual, performing a volunteer activity may fulfil more than one motive (Houle, Sagarin, & Kaplan, 
2005).  

Clary & Snyder (1999) found that volunteerism depends on matching a person’s motivation with the volunteer 
situation. Understanding volunteer motivation would be helpful to both the programme organizer and volunteers 
as it would enable programme organizers to make efforts towards increasing volunteer participation. This is also 
important in recruiting and sustaining volunteers. According to Clary & Snyder (1999) understanding volunteer 
motivations is essential to develop volunteer retention strategies. Similarly, Auld & Cuskelly (2001) and Farrell, 
Johnston, & Twynam (1998) reported that prior to volunteer recruitment we need to understand the motivation of 
volunteers (Cnaan & Goldberg-Glen, 1991).  

Based on the functional analysis of volunteerism, people may have different motivations even though involved 
in the same acts. Clary et al. (1998) listed six functions of volunteerism. The first function is the values function. 
The values function refers to concerns for the benefit of others, and contributions to society. The understanding 
function is the second one in which volunteerism provides an opportunity for understanding and learning. Gidron 
(1978) confirmed the validity of this function, finding that young volunteers such as high school and college 
students view their volunteer work as learning experience. The third function is the career function. Volunteerism 
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might help to enhance one’s career. In line with this, Beale (1984) recommended encouraging students to 
volunteer as a “stepping stone” to employment. A fourth function is the social function in which an individual 
volunteers due to norms, social pressures and to conform with others in his or her reference group. A fifth 
function that might be served by volunteerism is the protective function whereby a person volunteers to lessen 
feelings of guilt about being more fortunate than others, or to escape from one’s own problems. Schwartz (1970) 
showed that individuals had a greater level of commitment to volunteer when the level of personal responsibility 
for others was high. This function is the enhancement function in which volunteerism serves to enhance 
self-esteem and self-confidence. 
Hypothesis 3: In relation to the functional approach, we expected that volunteer functions such as value, social 
pressure, learning experience, enhanced self-esteem, reduced feeling of guilt and job opportunities would predict 
youth voluntary participation in UA. 

2.4 Predictors of Youth Participation in Voluntary Programmes  

The study of why students choose to participate in agricultural activities has a long history (Rayfield, Compton, 
Doerfert, Fraze, & Akers, 2008). Youth might be motivated to participate in a programme for many different 
reasons. Studies have shown factors such as fun and enjoyment, learning purpose, need for relatedness and 
belonging, and future effectiveness, (Eccles & Gootman, 2002; Ferrer-Caja & Weiss, 2000; Fredricks et al., 
2002). Weiss, Little, & Bouffard (2005) identified factors such as personal characteristics, perceptions of family 
or friends about the activity, school/university characteristics, and neighbourhood characteristics for youth 
participation in after-school programmes.  

Marshall, Herring, and Briers (1992) found that Texas (USA) students joined FFA (Future Farmers of America) 
because it enhanced their identity as a person. Talbert & Balschweid (2004) reported that students who joined 
FFA programmes had parents or siblings involved in agricultural education or activities related to agriculture 
such as living on a farm. FFA members believed that the agriculture teacher had an influence on their decision to 
enrol and participate in agricultural activities. In another study conducted by Rayfield et al. (2008) there were a 
few factors that influenced youth participation in FFA; high school Grade Point Average (GPA), participation in 
on-campus activities, agreement with the statement “Leadership activities have made me a more confident 
person,” and which school year the students belong to. According to the Harvard Family Research Project (2004), 
older youth may participate in community programmes only when they are offered a flexible schedule for 
particular days or times.  

Youths report a bigger probability of getting involved if their participation is valued by parents or teachers 
(Camino, 2000; Fogel, 2004; Jarrett, Sullivan, & Watkins, 2005). The receptivity of authority figures can play a 
central role in youth efficacy, their engagement, and their continued involvement in the community. Often, youth 
have not been noticed as important contributors to society, mostly due to misconceptions about their age and 
developmental capacity. The results of a study conducted by Roberts et al. (2009) support that factors such as 
meaningful engagement, peer opinion, personal aspirations, high expectations, and recognition positively 
influence students to participate in agricultural education activities and FFA membership. In line with this 
finding, the views and opinions of older adults can significantly influence younger adults and youth participation 
in society. Zeldin (2002) reported that many adults believe that youth have the potential to contribute to their 
communities. According to Camino (2000) this notion opens the door to long-term youth involvement.  

Sutphin & Newsom-Stewart (1995) report several predictor factors that influence students to participate in an 
educational programme such as: beliefs and attitudes, activities, experiences, and youth development 
opportunities. Similarly, theories of cognitive and social psychology (Ausubel, 1977; Bandura, 1986; Novak, 
1977) support the link between student attitudes and beliefs, and participation in agricultural programmes. 
Ferrari & Turner (2006) studied why adolescents joined and continued to participate in a programme. Their 
findings revealed that youth felt a sense of belonging and safety, they received the academic support they needed, 
and they had fun. They had also developed relationships with adults with fulfilled meaningful roles. Parents’ 
religiosity is partly responsible for how their children become engaged in society. According to Caputo (2009), 
American adolescents whose parents are volunteers are more likely to become volunteers in social activism, 
whereas youths whose parents are religious are more likely to be directed away from social engagement into 
volunteering exclusively.  

2.5 Barriers to Youth Voluntary Participation 

Previous research identified numerous general barriers to students’ participation in a programme. These barriers 
include lack of transportation (Dynarski et al., 2003; Martin & Kitchell, 2014), family responsibility (Borden, 
Perkins, Villarruel, & Stone, 2005; Grossman et al., 2002; Lauver, 2002; Sanderson & Richards, 2010), lack of 
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parental encouragement (Sanderson & Richards, 2010; Simpkins, Davis-Kean, & Eccles, 2005), and concern for 
students’ safety (Sanderson & Richards, 2010), the need to relax with friends and family after school or having 
no interest in the programmes (Halpern, 2000; Weisman & Gottfredson, 2001), the need to work after school 
(Lauver, Little, & Weiss, 2004), and feeling unsafe when travelling to and from after-school activities (Grossman 
et al., 2002; Lauver, 2002). These barriers show influences related to family, friends, and community.  

Other factors such as lack of time (Sherrod, Flanagan, & Youniss, 2002), and not being sure of the benefits of 
their contributions (Israel, Coleman, & Ilvento, 1993) can limit youth participation. Scales & Leffert, (1999) 
reported four barriers that limit youth participation namely; lack of interesting programmes, lack of knowledge 
about programmes, cost, and transportation. Researchers identified that a lack of role models in the FFA 
(LaVergne, Larke, Elbert, & Jones, 2011) could also form barriers to urban students’ FFA participation. 
Furthermore, lack of diversity among agriculture teachers and characteristics of the agriculture programme have 
also been recognized as barriers to urban students’ participation in after school programmes. Obstacles such as 
not being taken seriously, not being asked, and not being assigned with an identifiable role are reported in the 
research literature as significant obstacles that discourage youth from participating in community activities.  

Other obstacles to youth participation in communty activities such as lack of communication and awareness of 
opportunities and youth fears of speaking out are identified by Felix (2003). Research conducted by Thompson 
(1998) and presented by Homan, Dick, & Hedrick (2008), provided three reasons why individuals did not enrol 
in programmes: too busy, having other more important activities, and not enough time. A study was conducted 
by Martine and Kitchel (2014) to investigate barriers to participation in FFA among urban high school 
agriculture students in an urban school district. Results revealed that barriers such as lack of transportation and 
need to care for family members echoed the findings from other educational studies (Sanderson & Richards, 
2010; Simpkins, Davis-Kean, et al., 2005).  

The involvement of youth in the UA programme has many benefits that bring about positive character 
development in general. Volunteerism gives youths valuable experiences that can be used to search for job 
opportunities. Despite the barriers in terms of some adults’ negative attitudes towards youth, lowered sense of 
safety and inadequate provision of the support it merits by political bodies, volunteerism is gaining increased 
recognition as a platform for making a positive contribution towards the improvement of society. Based on two 
related theories and the review of the literature, a conceptual framework was formed for this study. 

Hypothesis 4: Barriers to participation such as lack of time, lack of interest, transport and so on, will affect youth 
participation in UA. 
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 Conceptual Framework 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
       
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3. Conclusions and Recommendations 
Agricultural is an important sector for development. UA is becoming increasingly important for Malaysia. 
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Encouraging voluntary participation in urban agriculture is a new movement. Involving young people in this 
national programme will empower them with the notion that they can translate national goals into tangible reality. 
Integrating students to participate particularly in UA is a long-term investment, as this generation of young 
people will witness the consequences of their voluntary choice. Recognizing young students’ meaningful 
participation will increase their likelihood of a successful transition into responsible citizens and will increase the 
probability of success of the UA development programme in the country.  

In this paper, potentially appropriate theories have been proposed. The review paper highlighted factors 
predicting participation of young students in a voluntary programme. The paper elaborated what scholars have 
published on the factors influencing youth to participate in a programme. The review offers numerous 
psychosocial, motivational, and individual determinants that can be used to predict voluntary participation. This 
study also offers several barriers that students might encounter to participating in a voluntary programme. 
Identified obstacles that inhibit youth participation provide important information for programme planners to 
remove physical and psychological barriers. In order to encourage youth participation in UA programmes, 
strategies should tailor motivational, psychosocial, and individual factors. Strategies should be adapted in order 
to inspire young students to participate in UA dynamically and continuously. Overall, this work suggests that 
great care should be taken when requiring young people to perform an activity of volunteering. One of the 
implications of the functional approach would be for the recruitment, placement, and retention of volunteers. It is 
important to consider the motivation of volunteers when recruiting or selecting volunteers. Furthermore, 
volunteer behaviours do not depend solely on the person or on the situation itself, but rather depend on the 
interaction between person and situational opportunities. Therefore both personal and situational factors should 
be taken into consideration.  

In the context of Malaysian youth, involving in agricultural related volunteer work has several cultural 
connotations. To the young Malaysians, agriculture is associated with uncertainties, unglamorous, and dirty. 
Thus, in relation to the planned behavioral model (sub variables influencing participation include attitudes and 
subjective norms) and functional approach (volunteer functions sub variable iclude value, social pressure, 
enhance self –esteem, reduce feeling of guilt, and job opportunity), the items to be developed in the research 
instrument should be in line with Malaysia scenario as to ensure prediction capability of the variables is 
contextual. To this end it recommended that the following elements to be considered as guides in developing the 
items: Inculcating positive attitude toward agriculture related venture; planned for long term involvement 
through quality youth programs/organizations; eliminating negative perceptions of concerned adults; and doing 
volunteer work in an environment of interdependent between youth and concerned adults. 

Practical recommendations are provided here for administrators of the voluntary programme who seek to 
increase the number of volunteers and to improve their human resource management. 

- It is recommended that UPM inspires students to participate in the UA programme as part of their curriculum of 
studies and even as a condition of graduation. A mandatory volunteerism programme in which university 
students are required to perform at least 30-40 hours of community service over the course of a semester will 
increase the probabilities that students will have higher intentions to volunteer in future. Colleges and faculties 
should also increase the number of courses that require service learning. 

-Effort should be devoted to recruiting and training volunteers to extend the effectiveness of the young 
volunteers. This indicates additional training for youth volunteers. 

-As extension education is being used as the main service delivery instrument by students, efforts should be 
made to strengthen the field of extension education in UPM. 

-Since UA is becoming important in Malaysia, students’ awareness concerning the UA programme must be taken 
into account. UPM should further promote the programme and voluntary participation in the programme. 

-Faculties and research institutes in UPM could support the programme by carrying out research to identify 
which factors most influence Malaysian young students to voluntarily participate in the programme. It is also 
recommended that an investment is made in further research targetting youth from various backgrounds. 

4. Future Research 
Future research may take two directions: (a) to study the interventions and activities of successful youth 
voluntary participation, and (b) to pursue research that predicts Malaysian youth voluntary participation focusing 
exclusively on urban agriculture.  

Research is needed to explore what are the barriers to UPM students’ participation in the voluntary UA 
programme and how to overcome these barriers. These explanations could help stakeholders design a 
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programme that appeals to more students. 

Further research is needed to validate identified factors in the literature that influence Malaysian urban students. 
Research should also be conducted to determine if certain variables are more influential than others. 

Researchers interested in the current study could examine the moderating and mediating effects of demographic 
factors. Additional research is also needed to examine UPM volunteers’ motivation to particiapte in UA. A 
better understanding of volunteer motivation would be helpful to both the programme organizers and 
volunteers as it would enable programme organizers to direct efforts towards enhancing volunteer 
participation. 
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