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Anxiety and volunteering

JOHN C. BAREFOOT, Dartmouth College,
Hanover, N.H. 03755

It was suggested that the relationship
between anxiety and volunteering might
best be studied using an anxiety scale which
is not clinically oriented, such as the
Activity Preference Questionnaire (APQ).
Anxiety levels of introductory psychology
students were assessed using the APQ and
the Taylor Manifest Anxiety Scale (TMAS).
APQ scores were significantly related to the
tendency to volunteer for psychological
experiments. High anxious Ss participated in
more experiments than did moderate or low
anxious Ss. TMAS scores were not related to
experimental participation.

Since psychological research is often
based on data obtained from volunteer Ss,
the generality of many studies is dependent
on the representativeness of volunteer
samples. Several studies have investigated
the characteristics of volunteers (Bell, 1962;
Rosenthal, 1965), but the findings have not
always fit into a coherent pattern. Attempts
to discover a relationship between anxiety
and the tendency to volunteer have yielded
particularly confusing results. Scheier
(1959), using the IPAT anxiety scale, found
that volunteers for a study of anxiety were
less anxious than nonvolunteers. Rosen
(1951) and Schubert (1964), using the
MMPI Pt (psychasthenia) scale, found
volunteers to have higher anxiety than
nonvolunteers. Martin & Marcuse (1958)
asked students to volunteer for experiments
on several topics and compared their Taylor
Manifest Anxiety Scale (TMAS) scores with
the scores of nonvolunteers. While they
found no differences between volunteers
and nonvolunteers if the experiments were
concerned with learning or sex attitudes,
volunteers for a personality experiment

Psychon. Sci., 1969, Vol. 16 (6)

were higher in anxiety than nonvolunteers.
Heilizer (1960), Himelstein (1956), Howe
(1960), and Seigman (1956) report no
relationship between TMAS scores and the
tendency to volunteer.

As Bell (1962) has suggested,
clinically-oriented tests may not be the most
relevant measuring instruments for a normal
population. Tests which are not based on the
self-report of pathological symptoms might
therefore be wuseful in studies of
volunteering. Lykken (1957) has devised an
anxiety scale, the Activity Preference
Questionnaire (APQ), which meets this
criterion. The present study was designed to
test the relationship between APQ scores
and the tendency to volunteer.

The short form of the APQ consists of 33
forced-choice items, each listing two rather
unpleasant activities. The S is asked to
choose the activity which he would prefer.
One of the alternatives is unpleasant because
of its anxiety-arousing nature (e.g., “Being
interviewed for a job”), while the other is
not anxiety-arousing, but is unpleasant
because of its onerous nature (e.g., “Washing
the dinner dishes”). Presumably, those
people who are most subject to anxiety
should choose fewer of the anxiety-arousing
alternatives. The APQ has been shown to
predict performance on an avoidance task in
which learning is facilitated by fear
(Lykken, 1957; Schachter & Latané, 1964),
the degree of disturbance of rescue workers
at the scene of a disaster (Latané & Wheeler,
1967), and self-reports of nervousness
during a psychological experiment
(Barefoot, 1967). In addition, the scale has
distinguished sociopathic prisoners from
normals (Lykken, 1957, Schachter &
Latané, 1964). Interestingly, Valins (1967)
has also shown that those Ss identified by
the APQ as low anxious are less likely to
keep appointments to participate in an

experiment than are highly anxious Ss.

In the present study, the volunteering act
was defined so as to be relevant to a wide
variety of laboratory experimentation. APQ
and TMAS scores of introductory
psychology students were compared to the
number of experiments in which each
student participated during the term.

METHOD

Data were obtained from three classes of
introductory  psychology at Dartmouth
College, 1967 Fall term, 1968 Spring term,
and 1969 Winter term. The tendency to
volunteer was defined as the number of
experiments in which each student
participated during the term. At Dartmouth,
introductory psychology students have the
opportunity to participate in a variety of
experiments, but there is no course
requirement that they do so. They can gain
some course credit by their participation,
however. Most students were freshmen or
sophomores, and no females were included
in the samples.

Each student’s score on the Taylor
Manifest Anxiety Scale (Taylor, 1953) was
obtained from his responses to the MMPI,
which is administered to all entering
Dartmouth freshmen. TMAS scores were
available for 95% of the studentsenrolled in
the classes which were studied.

The methods of administering the APQ
(Lykken, 1957) differed between the three
terms. In the Fall term, 1967, all students
were asked to complete the APQ during the
regular class period. Scores were obtained
for 90.8% of the students enrolled in the
course. In the 1968 and 1969 terms,
students did not fill out the scale during the
regular class period, but during a “general
testing session” for which the students
volunteered and received the wusual
experimental credit. Additional scores were
obtained during the 1969 term from
students who participated in two unrelated
experiments. APQ scores were obtained
from 43.7% of those enrolled in the 1968
term and 57.3% of those enrolled during the
1969 term.

RESULTS

The correlation between APQ and TMAS
scores (all samples combined) is —.07, a
result which is in line with previous research
on these scales (Lykken & Katzenmeyer,
1968).

Since the opportunities for volunteering
varied between terms, the three samples
cannot be pooled and they were treated as
replications.

TMAS as a Predictor of Volunteering

Students in each sample were divided into
high-, moderate-, and low-anxiety categories
on the basis of their responses to the TMAS.
High-anxious Ss had scores of 21 or greater
while low-anxious Ss had scores of 7 or less.
These criteria were identified by Taylor
(1953) as the 80th and 20th percentiles of
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Table 1
TMAS Category and Mean Experimental Participation

Anxjety Level

Term High Moderate Low F

1967 3.37(54) 2.75 (179) 2.91 (104) 1.35
1968 4.30 (46) 5.06 (151) 5.01(111) 1.21
1969 4.74 (38) 4.65 ( 95) 4.98 ( 53) .21

Note: Numbers in parentheses indicate the number of Ss on which the mean is based,

Table 2
APQ Category and Mean Experimental Participation

Anxiety Level

Term High Moderate Low F

1967 3.86 (59) 2.88 (154) 2.88 (106) 3.82%

1968 6.63 (48) 6.17( 71D 5.90 ( 20) 1.07

1969 6.85(27) 5.61( 67) 4.90 ( 20) 4.36*%*
* p=.02

** p=.01

Note: Numbers in parentheses indicate the number of Ss on which the mean is based,

normat college populations. In Table 1,Ssin
the three categories are compared on the
mean number of experiments in which they
participated. No significant differences were
observed.

APQ as aPredictor of Volunteering

In the 1968 and 1969 samples, APQ
scores were obtained only from those
students who volunteered to take the test.
One might expect that these Ss would be
more prone to volunteer than those for
whom APQ scores were not obtained.
Confirming this expectation, it was found
that the Ss who took the APQ in the 1968
sample participated in a mean of 6.3
experiments, while those who did not take
the test participated in 3.6 experiments
(t=19.15, df = 330, p < .0001). In the 1969
sample, those who took the APQ
participated in a mean of 5.8 experiments as
contrasted with a mean of 3.25 for those
who did not take the test (t=6.48,
df = 195, p <.0001).

If the APQ is a predictor of volunteering,
the above fact would lead to the prediction
that the mean APQ score of the 1968 and
1969 samples should differ from that of the
1967 sample, which did not take the scale on
a voluntary basis. The data revealed that the
1968 and 1969 samples had significantly
higher anxiety than did the 1967 sample.
The 1968 and 1969 Ss chose a mean of 14.9
onerous alternatives, while the 1967 Ss
chose 16.4 (t=4.34, df = 576, p < .0001).

Students in each sample were divided into
high-, moderate-, and low-anxiety categories
on the basis of their APQ scores.
High-anxiety Ss were those who chose 19 or
more onerous alternatives while low-anxiety
Ss chose 12 or less. These criteria identify
approximately 25% of the Ss on each end of

the distribution. The mean level of
volunteering for each group is presented in
Table 2.1n both the 1967 and 1969 samples,
APQ scores were significantly related to
volunteering.

Further inspection of these data indicates
that the major portion of the effect was
contributed by the high-anxiety Ss. They
volunteered significantly more frequently
than the moderate and low Ss in the 1967
sample (t = 2.8, df =317, p = .006), in the
1969 sample (t = 2.81, df = 112, p = .006),
and nonsignificantly more frequently in the
1968 sample (t = 1.38, df = 143, p = .165).

DISCUSSION

Since there was an underrepresentation of
nonvolunteers in the 1968 and 1969 APQ
samples, the failure to find a significant
effect in the 1968 sample is not surprising.
In view of this fact, the significant result in
the 1969 sample is even more convincing.
The APQ is a good predictor of the tendency
to volunteer for experiments, at least under
the conditions present at Dartmouth.

At least two plausible explanations may
be offered for the greater volunteering of
highly anxious Ss. According to past
research (Lykken & Katzenmeyer, 1968)
and anecdotal evidence, Ss identified by the
APQ as highly anxious are more willing to
comply with societal norms. To the extent
that “helping science” is seen as a relevant
norm, highly anxious Ss should be more
prone tovolunteer for experiments. It is also
possible that the anxieties of these students
include an anxiety about course grades and
that participation in experimentsisseenasa
way to help insure a high grade in the
introductory psychology course. The latter
hypothesis would suggest that the
relationship between APQ scores and

volunteering might not hold if course grades
were unaffected by participation.
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