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• Place  meanings  and  memories  motivated  volunteer  oyster  gardeners  in New  York  City.
• Meanings  included  ecological  and  social  elements  of  oysters,  the  city,  and  estuary.
• Place  meanings  may  be integrated  with  functional  volunteer  motivation  frameworks.
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a  b  s  t  r  a  c  t

We  conducted  an  exploratory  study  to  determine  the motivations  of  volunteer  oyster  gardeners  in New
York  City  (NYC),  and  the  memories,  meanings,  and  sense  of  place  they  associate  with  their  work.  Oyster
gardeners  are  volunteers  who  place  cages  with  young  oysters  at agreed  upon  locations,  and  monitor
the  oysters’  growth  and  survival.  Open-ended  interviews  were  conducted  with  10  oyster  gardeners  and
transcripts  were  coded  to  understand  specific  motivations,  social–ecological  memories  and  meanings,
and  sense  of place,  and  how  these  relate  to  oyster  gardening.  Oyster  gardeners’  social–ecological  memo-
ries of  and  meanings  related  to oysters  and  the  NYC  estuary  were  tightly  intertwined  with  their  sense  of
place  and  motivations.  These  links  suggest  that  whereas  altruistic  concern  related  to improving  the envi-
ronment  is an  important  motivation  for environmental  volunteerism,  the specific  focus  of  environmental
volunteerism  may  be  driven  by social–ecological  memories,  meanings,  and  sense  of place  derived  from
experiences  with  and  the features  of local  places  and  species.  In some  cases,  this  process  may  rise  to  the
level  of creation  or recognition  of iconic  species,  which  implies  additional  motivations  for  environmental
volunteerism,  including  ecological  and  socio-cultural  meanings  attributed  to  species  as  well  as  fascina-
tion  and  related  aspects  of biophilia.  The  results  suggest  that  government  agencies  and  non-profits  might
consider  a broader  suite  of functions  that  environmental  stewardship  serves  for  the  volunteers,  includ-
ing  attachment  and  memories  related  to  particular  species  and  places  and  their  ecological,  historical,  and
cultural values.

©  2014  The  Authors.  Published  by  Elsevier  B.V. This  is  an  open  access  article  under  the  CC  BY-NC-ND
license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/).

1. Introduction

Volunteer environmental stewards play an important role in
the collective management of small plots of land, streams, and
other natural resources. Whether allotment or community gar-
deners, friends of parks or watershed groups removing invasive
species, or urban tree planting communities of practice, these vol-
unteers contribute to the local provision of ecosystem services
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(Andersson, Barthel, & Ahrne, 2007; Connolly, Svendsen, Fisher,
& Campbell, 2013; Haase, Frantzeskaki, & Elmqvist, 2014; NYC
Department of Parks & Recreation, 2011; Pataki et al., 2011; Wolf,
Blahna, Brinkley, & Romolini, 2011), as well as to broader collab-
orations of non-profit organizations and government focused on
resolving environmental problems (Fisher, Campbell, & Svendsen,
2012; Hansell, Hollander, & John, 2009; Sirianni, 2009; Svendsen &
Campbell, 2008). Further, the social–ecological memories (Barthel,
Parker, Folke, & Colding, 2014), memorialization (Tidball, Krasny,
Svendsen, Campbell, & Helphand, 2010), and symbols and rituals
(Tidball, 2014b) associated with tree planting, community garden-
ing, and other community environmental stewardship, or “civic
ecology” practices (Krasny & Tidball, 2012), may become a social
mechanism that contributes to resilience in cities and elsewhere
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(Berkes & Folke, 1998; Tidball, 2014a). Because of these outcomes,
understanding what motivates volunteers to engage in environ-
mental stewardship is critical.

Studies of motivations of environmental volunteers draw from
psychological studies of community service volunteerism (Clary
et al., 1998), which take as their starting point Katz’s (1960) func-
tionalist framework for the study of attitudes. Katz (1960) claims
that the same attitude may  serve different psychological functions
for different people, including instrumental or adaptive (satisfies
utilitarian needs), ego-defensive (aids in handling internal con-
flicts), value-expressive (helps maintain self-identity and enhances
self-image), and knowledge (helps us understand and give mean-
ing to our surroundings). Others expanded on this attitudinal work
to explain behaviors, including volunteerism, and showed how
behaviors serve different functions for different people; thus a sin-
gle observed behavior may  have multiple causes. For example, Clary
et al. (1998) showed how volunteer activities that appear simi-
lar serve multiple functions that address the various psychological
needs of participants, such as to express altruistic or humanitar-
ian values or to improve career chances. Studies of environmental
volunteerism applying functionalist approaches have found that
participants rank wanting to improve the environment as their
most important motivation for volunteering (Asah & Blahna, 2012;
Bruyere & Rappe, 2007; Measham & Barnett, 2008), which is con-
sidered a values-based or altruistic motivation (Clary et al., 1998).
Studies that measured actual engagement in volunteerism over
time found that frequency and duration of volunteer activities may
have different motivations than those for initial volunteering, with
motivations for prolonged volunteerism including personal moti-
vations such as ego defense (e.g., wanting to feel less guilty about
human damage to the environment, Asah & Blahna, 2012) and per-
sonal enhancement (e.g., opportunities to use one’s expertise, Ryan,
Kaplan, & Grese, 2001).

A smaller number of studies have focused on the role of sense
of place in driving or motivating environmental volunteerism
(Amsden, Stedman, & Kruger, 2013; Andersson et al., 2007; Gooch,
2003) or as a predictor of more general pro-environmental behav-
iors (Stedman & Ingalls, 2014; Stedman, 2002), as well as on how
a desire to recreate or memorialize the past (Tidball et al., 2010)
coupled with biophilia (Tidball, 2012) spurs people to collective
tree planting and similar volunteer civic ecology practices partic-
ularly after disturbances or disaster. Other research has explored
the role of individual species or groups of organisms in motivating
environmental volunteerism. These include flagship species, i.e.,
charismatic mega-fauna used to generate broad public support for
conservation (Campbell & Smith, 2005; Campbell & Smith, 2006),
as well as iconic species that carry historic and cultural meanings
specific to a particular place (Maynard et al., 2012; Petter et al.,
2013).

Given the importance of sense of place, social–ecological
and biophilic memories, flagship and iconic species, and other
phenomena specific to environmental volunteerism, we wondered
how a consideration of such factors might add to existing studies
of environmental volunteerism. These factors may  be particu-
larly important in urban and disturbed systems, where people
have strong memories of past, seemingly more positive environ-
ments and a sense of loss that such conditions no longer exist (cf.
Livingston, 1981).

To expand our perspectives on environmental stewardship
volunteerism, we undertook an initial qualitative study of the moti-
vations of oyster gardeners in the New York City (NYC) estuary, and
of the memories, meanings, and sense of place they associate with
their work. We  focused on the oyster gardening program under the
auspices of the non-profit NY/NJ Baykeeper, whose goal is to restore
oyster populations in the NYC estuary thus “allowing this keystone
species to begin playing its natural role in cleansing our waterways”

(NY/NJ Baykeeper, 2012). Similar to live oaks in New Orleans, which
are an important cultural and social–ecological symbol of the city
and play a role in sense of place of local residents (Tidball, 2014b),
oysters played a major role in the cultural, economic, and environ-
mental history and were once iconic of NYC as a place, as detailed in
the popular book The Big Oyster: History on a Half-Shelf (Kurlansky,
2006). Today, a small but committed cadre of volunteers is working
to restore oyster populations decimated by pollution and habi-
tat loss. Volunteer oyster gardeners work with scientists to place
cages with young oysters at locations throughout the estuary, and
to monitor the oysters’ growth and survival. Thus, the case of vol-
unteer oyster gardeners in the NYC estuary holds particular interest
as an example of urban environmental stewardship that potentially
integrates social–ecological memories (Barthel, Folke, & Colding,
2010) and meanings (Tidball, 2014b) with the literature on vol-
unteer motivations (Clary et al., 1998), including motivations of
environmental stewards.

More specifically, this study explores the following questions:
What memories and meanings do volunteer oyster gardeners
attribute to oysters in the NYC estuary? How are these memo-
ries and meanings associated with sense of place? What motivates
oyster gardener volunteers to participate in the oyster gardening
program? In answering these questions, we hope to integrate pre-
vious studies of environmental volunteers using a functionalist
approach, and work that has pointed to the importance of sense
of place in environmental volunteerism.

2. Literature review

2.1. Studies of volunteer motivations

A springboard for many studies of volunteer environmen-
tal steward motivations is functionalism, which is based on the
premise that “people come with needs and motives important
to them and volunteer service tasks do or do not afford oppor-
tunities to fulfill those needs and motives” (Clary et al., 1998,
p. 1529, see also Snyder & Omoto, 2008). Clary et al.’s (1998)
Volunteer Functions Inventory (VFI) focuses on six psychological
categories of purposes or “functions” served by volunteerism: Val-
ues (expressing altruistic concern), Understanding (gaining skills or
knowledge), Social (building relationships), Protective (assuaging
negative feelings), Career (practical experience), and Enhancement
(personal development). While originally developed within the
context of community service, the VFI has been applied and mod-
ified in studies of environmental volunteerism. Importantly, the
Values category has been redefined as expressing concern for the
environment and is the primary motivation found in studies of why
people become engaged in environmental volunteerism (Asah &
Blahna, 2012; Bruyere & Rappe, 2007). Other motivations reported
in the literature include socializing, giving back to and connect-
ing with one’s community, leaving a legacy for future generations,
learning about the natural environment, reflection or escape and
exercise, educating others, attachment to the environment, envi-
ronmental care ethic, and wanting to assuage guilt about human
damage to the environment (Asah & Blahna, 2012; Bruyere &
Rappe, 2007; Gooch, 2003; Liarakou, Kostelou, & Gavrilakis, 2011;
Measham & Barnett, 2008; Warburton & Gooch, 2007).

Bramston, Pretty, and Zammit (2010) formalized earlier efforts
to apply Clary et al.’s (1998) functional approach in environmen-
tal stewardship studies by integrating literature on environmental
attitudes, values, and behavior into a new Environmental Stew-
ardship Motivation Scale (ESMQ). When testing this instrument
with rural residents and university students in Australia, three
dimensions emerged that define the scale: caretaking the envi-
ronment, social belonging, and learning. These dimensions parallel
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