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Abstract


Digital technologies have inspired a change in volunteering in nonprofit organizations. In this context, the engagement of volunteers is mainly self-organized, through online platforms or apps. It is the aim of this paper to analyze the volunteers’ motives, differentiating between self-interest and other-interest. This is important, since effects on organizational volunteer-related outcomes, such as volunteer engagement, recruitment and retention, are likely to occur. A gift exchange perspective is applied and a case study has been used for investigating an online-based nonprofit organization in Germany, consisting of qualitative interviews with experts and volunteers, documentary analysis and participatory observations as well as an online survey. The results show that the volunteers’ instrumental self-interest in gaining food, and their interests in other factors, such as the reduction of food wastage as a societal goal, occur simultaneously. This leads to paradoxes and problems on the organizational level. This study contributes to understanding volunteer engagement, recruitment and retention in digital nonprofit organizations.
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1. Introduction


Digital technologies have inspired a change in volunteering in nonprofit organizations. In this sense, the engagement of volunteers is mainly self-organized through online platforms or apps. The use of digital technologies exemplifies the ability of the nonprofit sector to create new relationships among different actors to achieve societal goals [1]. It shows differences from other volunteer-based organizations (i.e., less personal contact), and the volunteering opportunities are more suited to a self-interested type of volunteer. This is expected to change the relationship between volunteers and nonprofit organizations [2,3]. In particular, the gift exchange perspective is applicable to understanding this development, since it refers to a reciprocal exchange of two parties considering altruism and egoism [4,5,6]. It is the aim of this paper to analyze the volunteers’ motives, differentiating between self-interest and other-interest.



The empirical data are based on a case study [7] of an online-based nonprofit organization in the German food sector, consisting of qualitative interviews with organizational representatives and volunteers (n = 15), documentary analysis of homepages and internal manuals, participatory observations of food collections as well as an online survey with volunteers (n = 314). The results show that self-interest in gaining food and other interests, such as the reduction of food wastage as a societal goal, are both relevant. This simultaneous occurrence of altruistic and egoistic motives leads to paradoxes and problems on the organizational level.



This paper makes three conceptual contributions: this study (1) emphasizes that altruistic and egoistic motives of volunteers occur simultaneously, and (2) illustrates the interrelation between the individual and the organizational level. Finally, the study (3) contributes to understanding organizing volunteer engagement with the help of digital technologies.



The paper is arranged as follows: in the next chapter, the perspective of volunteering in nonprofit organizations from a gift exchange perspective will be introduced. After presenting the case study approach in the methods section, the results will be outlined. This paper ends with a general discussion, summarizing the findings, explicating the conceptual contributions and practical implications as well as pointing to limitations and outlining perspectives for further research.




2. Conceptual Framework


2.1. Volunteer Work in Nonprofit Organizations from Gift Exchange Perspective


Generally, volunteering is defined as “the unpaid help provided in a structured way to entities or causes [to] whom the worker has no ‘formal’ obligations. Thus, a volunteer contributes with his or her talent, time and energy to help individuals, groups, communities or organizations without financial compensations” [8]. In this definition, it is essential that volunteers do not receive money for their engagement. Thus, volunteering is based on altruism, requiring free will, lack of financial gain, and benefit to others [9]. However, relationships between volunteers and the organization are characterized by reciprocal benefits [10,11]. Obviously, this could also imply egoistic motives, such as competence development, networking or gaining material benefits. McAllum [12] emphasized that individuals weigh up the costs and benefits of volunteering, which is critical to engage and retain volunteers as they make a rational, uncoerced choice to volunteer [13]. Costs include physical resources and time [14], while benefits result from fulfilling interests, and needs [15]. Consequently, the weighing up of costs and benefits is decisive to volunteers and their engagement in nonprofit organizations.



This is especially critical in digital contexts where opportunities for volunteering are based on self-organization [16,17,18,19,20,21,22]. Digitalization in the form of online platforms and apps facilitates the coordination of individual tasks and contributions. In this context, the nature of the relationship between volunteers and nonprofit organizations changes, since contacts are less personal and self-interest is promoted [2]. This also directly affects the nonprofit organizations’ opportunities to recruit and retain volunteers.



To understand relationships between two parties as exchange relationships, Mauss [5] conceptualized the reciprocal giving and taking of people as gift exchange. This perspective is helpful to understand volunteer engagement because it considers both altruism and egoism. A constitutive element of this perspective is that benefits and compensations take place in a voluntary form through gifts although they are basically strictly mandatory. Mandatory means that gifts range between voluntariness and social obligation. In this sense, only the first gift is voluntary as the following gifts are exchanged based on reciprocal norms. Gifts also have a symbolic function, i.e., the gift acquires its meaning through its utility and exchange value as well as through the symbolism attributed to it, which clarifies the relationship between those who exchange as part of the gift exchange. Godbout and Caille [4] further developed Mauss’ approach and locate gifts between a total of four poles. He distinguished between the motives of obligation and freedom as well as self-interest and interest in others. These four dimensions are closely interwoven. “Self-interest” is a rather instrumental, economic interest, e.g., in the disposal of resources; “interest in others” refers to a higher aim and leads to selfless actions.



With regard to nonprofit organizations, already Cnaan and Goldberg-Glen [23] discussed that volunteers have both altruistic and egoistic motives and emphasized that volunteers not only give but they also receive some type of reward or satisfaction. Schervish [11] analyzed the relation of giving and volunteering and revealed the social effects or outcomes of altruism. Moreover, MacNeela [10] investigated the give and take of volunteering and showed that volunteer motives, personal connections to organizations and causes, benefits and challenges arising from volunteering are decisive factors for volunteer work. Further, other-oriented and self-oriented motives can be differentiated in the context of volunteer work [24]. In particular, other-oriented motives were positively correlated with satisfaction and intentions to continue engagement [25]. Others argued that altruism but not utilitarian motives had effects on volunteering [26]. These findings highlight that altruistic as well as non-altruistic motives are relevant for volunteers but, so far, their relationship remains ambiguous. Consequently, regarding the constitutive weighing of costs and benefits of volunteering, the perceptions of those involved of the (balance of) benefits and rewards are central. Against this background, it can be assumed that the reciprocal relationship between giving and taking is essential for understanding volunteer engagement, especially when volunteering is based on self-organization via digital devices.




2.2. Digital Nonprofit Organizations in Food Sector


The use of digital technologies is especially relevant in the context of perishable goods. In this sense, the high amount of food wastage [27] has inspired the use of digital technologies to mobilize volunteers for nonprofit organizations in the food sector. Previous research points to the scalability, flexibility, and potential for high-speed exchange, which makes digital sharing platforms well-suited for the exchange of perishable food items; studies have also analyzed the sustainability and environmental impacts of peer-to-peer food exchanges with regard to, for example, carbon opportunity costs [18]. Digital nonprofit organizations allow the redistribution of surplus food, such as OLIO or Too Good To Go as organizations, who have identified the economic, environmental, societal and political outcomes [19,20]. Harvey, Smith, Goulding and Illodo [17] focused on OLIO to analyze this peer-to-peer technology, which is supporting the prevention of food wastage. The assumption of generalized reciprocity as relevant in the sharing economy is challenged as inadequate [28]. Rather, the donor-recipient reciprocity and balance are rare, and novel social relations have formed between organizations and individuals. Morrow [21] examined the act of self-organizing in community food initiatives to decentralize and democratize the logistics and redistribution of food through peer-to-peer gifting and community fridges. In this sense, governance strategies have developed to manage food as a common area of interest [22]. Davies, Cretella and Franck [16] analyzed food sharing initiatives based on digital technologies as a potential means to enhancing urban food democracy, as participation, the right to food, sustainability, and reorienting control. They argue that initiatives are particularly challenged in the regulated sector of food safety to reach their goals. It is also emphasized how sharing practice is integrated into the market and how this is aligned with other value regime elements, namely governance mechanisms and higher-order values [29,30]. Others investigated in particular the communication between volunteers and emphasize that ecological, social and economic motives are the basis for the individual’s engagement [31]. Rombach and Bitsch [32] analyzed the motivation to participate in food movements. On the basis of the analysis of 25 in-depth interviews, they found out that an economic motivation, such as, for example, material profit or savings, were less relevant. Dominant motivations were instead ecological, such as reducing food wastage, and social, such as the motivation to help others. Adding to this, Schanes and Stagl [33] showed that food sharing volunteers are motivated by different aspects. Besides ecological and social motives, other motives such as reward and social influence are likewise relevant. So far, it remains unclear how motives affect the volunteers’ engagement and the relation between individuals and the organization. In this sense, how these different motives translate into actions and affect organizational volunteer-related outcomes, such as volunteer engagement, recruitment and retention in nonprofit organizations, has not been analyzed yet.



To summarize, the nature of digital nonprofit organizations and self-organized volunteer engagement are of interest because of their striking differences compared to traditional nonprofit organizations that are based on personal contact and obligation. This new type of volunteer organization is expected to change the relationship between individuals and organizations, and, concomitantly, the relevance of different motives. Previous studies pointed to the relation of altruistic and egoistic motives and engagement and it can be expected that volunteer engagement is lower when economic motives are dominant. However, studies also emphasize that ecological, social as well as economic motives are likewise relevant, that altruistic other-interest as well as egoistic self-interest plays a role for volunteers. How this affects the relationship of individuals with nonprofit organizations remains unclear so far. A gift exchange perspective helps in understanding the reciprocal relationship between individuals and organizations in the context of volunteering. In particular, the nonprofit organization selected is an interesting example, since this is a dynamic and fast-growing organization based on self-organization through digital technologies, such as an online platform and an app. Thus, this case provides the basis to analyze volunteering from a gift exchange perspective since volunteers contribute to reducing food wastage through taking and consuming food in return for their engagement. In this context, the self-interest of volunteers as well as their interest in others, i.e., the interest to be involved in a good cause and at the same time receive food for free in return, are essential.





3. Data and Methods


3.1. Case Selection


To analyze the volunteers’ self-interested and other-interested motives, a case study design [7] is used and a mixed-methods study design is applied [34], consisting of qualitative interviews with experts and volunteers in Germany, a documentary analysis and participatory observations as well as an online survey. The online-based nonprofit organization was selected as a case since it targets the reduction of food wastage by regularly collecting food from supermarkets and distributing it to people by using an online platform [35]. In this sense, the nonprofit organization is driven by the new (digital) technologies of platforms, providing the basis for a fast and short-term coordination and self-organization of volunteers to engage in the collection of food [16,19,20,21,22,29,30,31,32,36].




3.2. Interview Study


The qualitative study contains 15 semi-structured interviews conducted in 2016 and 2017, having approached a triangulation of perspectives in order to collect the experiences and the perspectives of the people concerned. Eight representatives of the organization were interviewed as well as seven volunteers from six different cities in Germany. The interviewees were recruited through social networks on the internet (e.g., Facebook.de, Foodsharing.de), as well as a notice hung out at local spots, such as public shelves or refrigerators, where food is deposited to be shared. Subsequently, both gatekeepers and the snowball principle assisted in the recruitment of other interviewees. Of the respondents, eight were male and seven were female; the interviewees were between 25 and 55 years old (see Table A1 and Table A2). The interviewees had to be engaged with the organization for more than six months to be selected for an interview.



The interview guidelines that were used started with a narrative stimulus such as the following: “Perhaps we can start by telling how it happened that you are engaged in the nonprofit organization”. The respondents’ experiences with volunteering and their volunteer engagement were addressed, as well as their cooperation with other volunteers, and there was a particular emphasis on questions about the process of exchanging and sharing food. Finally, the further development of the organization and the related opportunities and risks were of interest. The length of the interviews was between 16 and 140 min, and the average was 48 min. The interviewees had the choice of a face-to-face or telephone interview. Altogether, six interviews were by telephone. All interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed, and anonymized.




3.3. Documentary Analysis


In addition to the interviews, a documentary analysis [37] was undertaken. More concretely, the homepages of Foodsharing.de and local Facebook groups, as well as internal manuals, were analyzed to understand the basic rules and guidelines of the organization, and the responsibilities and duties of different positions and functions. These were also the documents food-savers need to know to pass an initial test.




3.4. Participatory Observations


Moreover, two participatory observations [38] were conducted. The aim was to experience the concrete actions, interactions, and negotiations of volunteers; how and why they collaborate. The two observations of food collections at one supermarket and one marketplace were conducted in two different cities; the time taken to conduct each was about one hour. The observation was participatory, open and unstructured. Thus, the subjectivity of the investigator became an integral part of the research process. The field notes were written directly afterwards, focusing on the social situation, the setting and participants, the interactions between volunteers, conversations and the observer’s own acting, feeling and thinking. The reflections of the researcher about her actions and observations in the field, her impressions, irritations, influences, emotions, etc., are the basis for interpretations.




3.5. Qualitative Data Analysis


The data evaluation relied on qualitative content analysis [39], which is an approach of systematic, rule-guided qualitative text analysis. A deductive application and an inductive development of codes were included. Deductive codes applied to materials were, for example, the organizational structure, the conditions and process of sharing food, and future perspectives. Similarly, inductive categories out of the material were formulated, for example, the creation of structures, regulation of legal matters and compliance with rules. Subsequently, coding rules for the categories were explicated and examples identified. Finally, each code was defined, examples were found, and coding rules were explicated. The coding system was constantly checked and modified, expanded and revised. The final code scheme was applied to all materials and the results were interpreted.




3.6. Online Study


Finally, an online survey among volunteers was conducted. The link was shared within the organization, thus addressing the people that received the respective newsletter. Participation in the study was voluntary, thus self-selection processes are expected. The survey took 15 min and all questions were optional. Questions on the interaction with digital technologies were included and also the autonomy scale of [40]. Moreover, since volunteers emphasized that they find their work intrinsically rewarding in the qualitative study, motivation was included. The scale of Ryan and Deci [41] was applied, and used two items for each motivation type. Finally, besides motivation, work engagement was measured as dependent variable. The scale of Rich, LePine and Crawford [42] was applied and used in a total of six items (two items each for physical, emotional and cognitive engagement). Most constructs were rated with 5-point items of the Likert items type, with scale endpoints ranging from (1) I totally agree to (5) I disagree. The sample group can be specified as follows: respondents (n = 314) were predominantly female (80 %). They were between 20 and 77 years old with a mean of 37 years. Regarding qualification, 56.6 % had an academic degree, 13.5 % graduated from a vocational education, 17.5 % had a high school degree and 12.4 % had other (i.e., lower) degrees. Respondents had volunteered for between one and 128 months, and on average for 28 months. Over 51.5 % carry out their volunteer work several times a week, mostly between three and five hours.





4. Empirical Findings


4.1. The Case


The nonprofit organization of volunteers was established in 2012. In October 2021, 104,961 members were engaged and approximately 57.668 tons of food have been saved in German speaking countries (i.e., Germany, Austria, and Switzerland). Furthermore, 10,310 companies cooperate with the nonprofit organization [35].



The organization shows the following structure. At the base, there are so called food-sharers, i.e., people who offer to collect and pick up food from peer-to-peer through digital food baskets on online platforms. They can also deposit food at local spots (so called Fairteiler). These are public shelves or refrigerators located in public spheres, such as universities or restaurants, offering food to take to everyone interested. Volunteers partly prefer to distribute food through these publicly accessible shelves to avoid time-intensive coordination via social media. Besides the exchanges between individuals, volunteers also pick up surplus food from companies, such as supermarkets. To participate in these food collections, volunteers are required to pass a test on the online platform to make sure that they know the rules (i.e., legal requirements) as well as the organizational philosophy and principles (i.e., refusing money, reliability, and punctuality). After passing the test and having an introductory phase of three food collections at supermarket chains, smaller organic markets, and marketplaces, they are registered as so-called food-savers and can participate, self-organized, at the supermarket food collections. The food collections are planned in such a way that a person responsible posts collection dates on the platform to which food-savers can subscribe to. Then, volunteers go to supermarkets at decreed dates to collect the food that the supermarket has sorted (and would have been wasted), and then they take it home, distribute it among people and institutions interested, or deposit it at local pickup spots. Each supermarket has one person who is responsible for securing the regular food collections. Moreover, ambassadors coordinate regional groups and are responsible for coopting new volunteers and training them. Finally, the organization has a board of directors and an extended board of directors, which are concerned primarily with legal issues, such as contracting with supermarkets, solving problematic situations in local groups and communicating in a corporate manner.




4.2. Volunteering as Gift Exchange–Investigation of Volunteer Motives


In the first step, the volunteers’ motives to participate in the nonprofit organization and the basis for their engagement will be analyzed. Basically, there are ecological, social and economic motives [31,32,33]. This has already been outlined by previous research and can also be found in the present study. The motives were addressed in the quantitative-empirical survey, asking about the reasons why they engaged (Figure 1).



The analysis shows that ecological motives as contributing to societal goals are dominant. Ecological motives refer to the contribution to reducing food wastage, as the following quote illustrates.




“There is the attitude to refuse consumption. And just: We simply cannot accept others do throw food away. It’s all about rescuing food.”



(V3: 39)





Social motives for volunteering focus on meeting people with similar interests, with whom one cooperates to reach a shared goal.




“Of course, you [meet] many like-minded people”



(O5: 99)





However, volunteers also have economic motives. This is particularly related to the fact that the engagement in reducing food wastage implies that volunteers receive food for their own consumption. This has likewise been emphasized by organizational representatives and volunteers.




“I mean you cannot underestimate this, even if we do a lot of things for other people, of course, we also do it for ourselves. You realize the amount of money one saves by consuming food that would have been thrown away. And these things are perfectly fine.”



(O5: 7)






“If these things would have only been thrown away, it is something where you can do something good and still profit from it. This has been a small reason at the beginning. But, during my first food collection, I realized how much food wastage there is. And what you really can take home. Then the money has become an argument as well. If you go to a food collection and take ten mangos and ten avocados home, it’s really worth it. … I am not the type of person who stays ten hours a week somewhere to do something for a good cause. But I think it’s cool when you can say, well, that is also for my own advantage and that is just something that nevertheless pays off.”



(V4: 46ff.)





The relevance of ecological, social, and economic motives is evident. Volunteering contributes not only to the achievement of societal goals, but also creates the possibility of receiving food for free while reducing food wastage. Obviously, different motives are relevant, overlap or are combined. Especially with regard to economic motives, volunteers carefully weigh up and balance their engagement in relation to the food received. The interest in others in the sense of reducing food wastage is weighed against the costs of engagement. Consequently, the occurrence of altruism and egoism impacts volunteer-related outcomes, such as volunteer engagement, recruitment and retention, which condenses into paradoxes and problems on the level of the organization.




4.3. Individual Motives and Organizational Outcomes


4.3.1. Maintenance of Local Spots


Regarding the relationship between individuals and organizations, the first problem in the participation of volunteers becomes obvious when regarding the maintenance of local spots and the different contributions of members required to keep the organization going. The existence of local spots is useful to support the distribution of the food collected. However, during food collections at supermarkets, for instance, food-savers relate their effort to the benefit:




“And I thought we would bring more food to these local spots, where other people could get it. I actually thought that you do not take so much for yourself. Now I have the feeling, that actually the main thing is that volunteers distribute the collected food among themselves. … It is just an extra effort. And it is an effort, of which you definitely have nothing, because you bring it to the local spots and that’s it.”



(V4: 46ff.)





In this sense, the self-interest of volunteers might counteract the basic principles and the organizational goal. Another problem is the cleaning of and caring for local spots. It is difficult to find volunteers for this type of work in each of the cities investigated. However, this contribution is necessary to keep the local spots running.




“Of course, we try to solve this, and that is definitely a huge effort with a cleaning plan and so on. That was an official requirement. It is extremely difficult. It is extremely difficult to find volunteers who want to contribute to it. … If it is not clean, then they shut down the local spots. … I just say it is not my problem. You all have the advantage of a local spots, then please, also bear the disadvantages.”



(O5: 87ff.)





The organization of local spots emphasizes the classic free-rider problem of collective action [43]. It is mentioned that the existence of local spots is an advantage for all, not only because food items can be easily exchanged without time-consuming coordination in advance. It is also the place where large amounts of food can be deposited for collection. In this respect, it would be in the interest of all food-savers to keep the local spots. Their cleaning and care, i.e., removing of food items which have gone off, is critical because of the special requirements of supervisory authorities in some cities and the fact that some local spots have already been closed. The maintenance of local spots calls for the commitment of all, which is perceived as an activity more for the community than for oneself. Here, the extent and type of individual engagement are critical and point to the relevance of balancing self-interest and other-interest to be able to continue and further develop the organization.




4.3.2. Expansion of the Organization


Besides the lack of volunteer engagement as exemplified with regard to the caring for local spots, volunteers complain that they cannot engage in food collections at supermarkets to the extent they would like to. It has been critically noted that there were hardly any possibilities for food collections in some cities, or that the scarce possibilities were relatively quickly staffed. Thus, food-savers can participate and contribute only to a limited extent. The number of food collections is based on the premise that the organization only encourages approaching new companies if there are enough people to ensure long-term, regular and reliable food collections to supermarkets, as the following quote exemplifies.




“They can organize everything themselves and they have to, because you can’t do that in a central way. They need to, before they go to a supermarket or to a bakery or a vegetable merchant, have the staff to guarantee food collections regularly for a long time. Because you can start cooperation with a supermarket, for example, and they abolish their garbage containers, because they throw away much less. And if we show up and don’t show up, this would cause chaos. … Because that was also a great concern of ours to enter this cooperation. And I mean, that is then nationwide, if you pull a large supermarket chain on board, and then it fails in one place, this may mean that it fails for all places, then the management says “no, we do not want to work with this chaotic organization.” But this has gone excellently so far. … By the fact that, basically, we said from the outset, there must be enough people, even in reserve, before such cooperation is initiated, obviously the system works.”



(O2: 177ff.)





Special occasions, such as semester breaks and holiday periods, are considered because fewer food-savers are available and food collections still have to be guaranteed during these periods. The engagement can be abandoned quickly and self-determinedly.




“Because volunteering is fair enough, but nothing can be abandoned as quickly as an honorary office. And I cannot force anyone to work voluntarily.”



(O2: 229)





Food-savers could approach new companies, especially if there are so-called responsible persons who are willing to coordinate the food collections, will try to motivate food-savers to join understaffed food collections, and will stand in when things go wrong. The organization could also expand by winning new members. The presence of a critical mass is, above all, highly relevant for the sharing organization, accompanied by a low-threshold access [44]. In this context, the organization is seen as essential for the volunteers’ decisions to participate, collaborate and contribute, especially considering the costs and benefits of volunteering.




“I could do this food basket thing that is what the people do alone … But to go then to the supermarkets is what people do. And this is why it works in the ballpark. And this is what makes sense to me. So, the other thing is nice, if people want to do it, let them do it. I think that’s good. … But to save two or three bananas from the compost, no, the cost-benefit calculation does not make sense. The organization makes the difference. … They organize how many people are needed and they take care that a car is available and facilitate that newbies participate and are introduced. … Well this means the organization is very important. Because this makes the movement so big that it really makes sense. The other thing is also nice, but I think, does not really change a big thing.”



(V4: 56ff.)





This exemplary quote from a volunteer points to a paradox. The organization is needed as it sets the frame for beneficial volunteer engagement and provides the facilities to collect food. However, the nonprofit organization requires individual engagement not resulting in direct inducements (for example, cleaning of local spots) and this leads to a higher degree of obligations, since they contract with supermarkets and have to secure that there are volunteers to collect the food. The paradoxes and problems result from the co-presence of self-interest and other-interest in volunteer engagement.






5. Discussion


5.1. Summary of Findings


In the context of digitally organized volunteer work, the aim of this paper was to analyze the volunteers’ motives, differentiating between self-interest and other-interest. This is important since it is expected that this affects volunteer-related outcomes, such as volunteer engagement, recruitment and retention. The analysis shows that the volunteers’ instrumental self-interest in gaining food, and interest in other factors, such as the reduction of food wastage, occur simultaneously. Accordingly, volunteering is not only about engagement for the purpose of a societal goal, but, as it is in the case investigated here, this is also a possibility to receive food and save money while reducing food wastage. Consequently, volunteers receive a combination of intangible and tangible benefits from their engagement. To reach the aim of reducing food wastage, thus simultaneously achieving organizational and individual goals, is of special relevance. The case study also revealed that the simultaneous occurrence of self- and other-interests leads to paradoxes and problems on the organizational level. The relationship between volunteers and organizations can be conceptualized as outlined in Figure 2: The organization pursues the societal goal of reducing food wastage [19,31,32,33]. This goal can be realized with the engagement of volunteers. Thus, it is achieved through the volunteers’ engagements, who contribute their time and effort to collect food from supermarkets and distribute it among people. In this sense, their engagement is key to reducing food wastage. Realization also depends on the extent to which the organization is able to recruit and retain volunteers as members. The engagement of volunteers is incentivized through the possibilities to contribute to a societal goal, the belonging to a group of people sharing interests and through receiving food for free in exchange. Previous research on volunteer engagement already emphasizes that volunteers weigh up the costs and benefits of volunteering [12,13,14,15]. As motives, self- and other-interest were, in particular, differentiated; focusing either on altruistic or egoistic motives. The volunteer–organization work relationship is dynamic and stable, so long as the volunteer and organizational perspectives are balanced.




5.2. Conceptual Contributions


This paper makes three conceptual contributions. First and foremost, the study emphasizes that altruistic and egoistic motives of volunteers occur simultaneously. It was striking that it is important to volunteers to gain not only “intangible benefits” [45] such as being part in reducing food wastage and networking but also tangible benefits, such as food. The analysis reveals that volunteers engage in the organization to contribute to the societal goal of reducing food wastage (ecological motive), to meet like-minded people (social motive) and to receive free food (economic motive) [31,32,33]. Ecological and social motives refer to the interest in others [4], i.e., reducing food wastage; economic motives refer especially to the self-interest of receiving food. Consequently, the case selected reveals the simultaneous occurrence of interests [4]. Moreover, egoistic self-interest and altruistic other-interest merge when the consumption of food promotes the reduction of food wastage.



Second, the study illustrates how the individual and the organizational level are interrelated. We already know that volunteers weigh up the costs and benefits of volunteering [12]. More concretely, volunteers participate in the organization to receive food in exchange. As long as they have the opportunity to collect food and to pursue their self-interest, they engage with and for the organization. The relationship between volunteers and organizations can, thus, be understood as exchange relationship based on reciprocity [4,5]. However, the digital mode of organizing engagement resulting in a specific interrelation of the organization and (more or less) self-organized individuals results in paradoxes and problems on the organizational level. This could even endanger the achievement of organizational and societal goals, e.g., when certain tasks are not undertaken, such as tasks necessary for the highly regulated food safety sector, for example, the cleaning of and caring for local spots. As a result, the nonprofit organization depends especially on the simultaneous fulfillment of individual and organizational interests.



Third, the study also contributes to understanding organizing volunteer engagement with the help of digital technologies [16,17,18,19,20,21,22]. The use of online platforms and apps results in the possibility for volunteers to self-organize their engagement. This is successful regarding the large number of volunteers engaged and the amount of achievements. With the help of digital technologies, nonprofit organizations also promote the realization of a new mode of volunteer work. Consequently, a structural change in volunteer work can be observed, which is accompanied by the volunteers’ flexibility and autonomy, e.g., with regard to the amount of time, scheduling and the engagement’s duration [46]. This surely also involves weighing up the costs, such as physical resources and time, and the benefits of volunteering, in terms of meeting interests and needs, as a basis for the decision to volunteer [12,13,14,15].




5.3. Practical Implications


Based on the findings of the case study investigated, practical implications can also be derived. The case investigated reveals that digital nonprofit organizations have the potential to motivate a large number of people to engage for societal aims. This is based on the low-threshold to participate and the autonomous and flexible self-organization that is provided through the use of digital technologies. This could also be relevant for other nonprofit organizations. However, digital nonprofit organizations need to consider the alignment of individual motives and organizational goals. In this sense, they have to make sure that the volunteers’ self-interests are satisfied when they want to recruit and retain them. Thus, to promote the volunteers’ engagement, it is essential that they have the opportunity to self-organize their engagement, with the help of digital technologies providing the flexibility to do so. Moreover, to meet the needs of volunteers, enough possibilities to engage in the good cause and the ability to receive goods in exchange are required to secure the positive effect of following egoistic motives. Finally, it is recommended to explain extensively and vehemently why certain tasks are necessary. Another option could also be to incentivize tasks that do not typically directly benefit individuals, as they are instead addressing altruistic motives and other-interest. It could also be mandatory for volunteers to take over these tasks to stay a member. More positively, volunteers could also be motivated with receiving options for attractive engagements by implementing a gamification approach.




5.4. Limitations and Perspectives for Further Research


The limitations of the study are the following. First, although the case study provides insights into a certain field, the samples of the qualitative as well as the online study are highly specific and comparatively small. The sample could be expanded in future studies, e.g., with regard to the role of consumers or an international comparison, since similar organizations also exist in other countries. Second, by using the case selected as a dynamic and fast-growing organization, the findings relate to a specific field and a certain time. Future studies should attempt to replicate the results in other nondigital nonprofit settings to further investigate the relation of altruistic and egoistic motives in volunteering and also to estimate how technologies change social interactions between individuals. Third, it could be also worth comparing non- and for-profit settings since (a) we find similarly digitally organized for-profit platform organizations [47], and (b) classic organizations are expected to pursue the societal goal of sustainability. In this context, other food initiatives such as OLIO or Too Good to Go are of interest. Eventually, this would help to investigate the relevance of the altruistic other-interests and egoistic self-interests of workers in other fields.
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Table A1. Sample of Organizational Representatives.
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	O1
	O2
	O3
	O4
	O5
	O6
	O7
	O8





	Gender
	F
	M
	M
	F
	M
	F
	M
	F



	Year of birth
	1989
	1963
	1962
	1981
	1968
	1982
	1985
	1991



	Function
	Am-

bassador
	Board

member
	Board member
	Am-

bassador
	Am-

bassador
	Am-

bassador
	Task Force Leader
	Task Force Leader



	Final degree
	Master

degree
	Master

degree
	Master

degree
	Master

degree
	Education
	Education
	Restaurant specialist
	Bachelor



	Occupation
	Student
	Freelance journalist
	Freelance journalist
	Translator and coach
	Un-

employed
	Office worker
	Office worker
	Student



	Engaged since
	2015
	2012
	2012
	2014
	2015
	2014
	2015
	2014










 





Table A2. Sample of Volunteers.






Table A2. Sample of Volunteers.















	
	V1
	V2
	V3
	V4
	V5
	V6
	V7





	Gender
	M
	F
	M
	F
	F
	M
	M



	Year of birth
	1988
	1992
	1987
	1983
	1992
	1990
	1988



	Function
	Food-saver
	Food-sharer
	Food-sharer
	Food-saver
	Food-saver
	Responsible person
	Food-

saver



	Final degree
	Bachelor

degree
	Bachelor

degree
	Bachelor

degree
	Master

degree
	Bachelor

degree
	Bachelor

degree
	Bachelor

degree



	Occupation
	Student
	Student
	Student
	Office worker
	Student
	Student
	Student



	Engaged since
	2016
	2016
	2009
	2016
	2015
	2013
	2015
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Figure 1. Quantitative Results of Volunteer Motives. 
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Figure 2. Volunteer–Organization Work Relationship. 
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