

[image: image1]
Volunteering, Charitable Donation, and Psychological Well-Being of College Students in China












	 
	ORIGINAL RESEARCH
published: 07 January 2022
doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2021.790528





[image: image]

Volunteering, Charitable Donation, and Psychological Well-Being of College Students in China

Yun Geng1, Yafan Chen2*, Chienchung Huang2, Yuanfa Tan3*, Congcong Zhang4 and Shaoming Zhu5

1School of Government, Central University of Finance and Economics, Beijing, China

2School of Social Work, Rutgers, The State University of New Jersey, New Brunswick, NJ, United States

3Research Institute of Social Development, Southwestern University of Finance and Economics, Chengdu, China

4Department of Youth Work Research, China Youth University of Political Studies, Beijing, China

5School of Law, University College Cork, Cork, Ireland

Edited by:
R. David Hayward, Ascension St. John Hospital, United States

Reviewed by:
Concetto Paolo Vinci, University of Salerno, Italy
Luigi Aldieri, University of Salerno, Italy

*Correspondence: Yafan Chen, yafan.chen@rutgers.edu; Yuanfa Tan, tanyf@swufe.edu.cn

Specialty section: This article was submitted to Personality and Social Psychology, a section of the journal Frontiers in Psychology

Received: 07 October 2021
Accepted: 10 December 2021
Published: 07 January 2022

Citation: Geng Y, Chen Y, Huang C, Tan Y, Zhang C and Zhu S (2022) Volunteering, Charitable Donation, and Psychological Well-Being of College Students in China. Front. Psychol. 12:790528. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2021.790528

Psychological well-being indicates individuals’ positive psychological functioning and well-being. A growing body of literature, largely based on adults and old people, suggests that volunteering and charitable donations are related to individuals’ psychological well-being. As emerging adulthood is a vital time for lifespan development, the aim of this study is to examine the effects of volunteering and charitable donation on individuals’ psychological well-being on college students. Relying on theories of altruism and the warm-glow theory, this study estimates the relationships among hours of volunteering, amount of charitable donations, and psychological well-being from 1,871 Chinese college students. The linear regression results indicate that students’ hours of volunteering and the amount of charitable donations in the past year were positively associated with their psychological well-being. Volunteering, compared to charitable donations, had a slightly stronger association with psychological well-being. This study provides a rationale for academic institutions to integrate social service activities into the curriculum as a potential tool to promote students’ psychological well-being.
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INTRODUCTION

Psychological well-being is a critical indicator of individuals’ positive psychological functioning and general well-being (Ryff and Singer, 1996). Multiple aspects compose psychological well-being, including self-acceptance, positive relations with others, autonomy, environmental mastery, purpose in life, and personal growth (Ryff and Singer, 1996). Self-acceptance emphasizes accepting one’s self and one’s past life as well as holding positive attitudes toward oneself. Positive relations with others denotes individuals’ capacity to have strong empathy, friendship, and affection and perception that they have warm, trusting interpersonal relationships with others. Autonomy stresses self-determination, independence, and the regulation of behaviors. Environmental mastery represents individuals’ competence in manipulating and control environments better for their psychological conditions through physical and mental activities. Purpose in life refers to a strong belief in life’s purpose, a sense of directedness, and intentionality. Lastly, personal growth indicates the continued development of one’s potential through growing and expanding (Ryff and Singer, 1996). Psychological well-being has been shown to have close associations with various positive outcomes, including but not limited to better physical and mental wellness (Keyes, 2005; Kubzansky et al., 2018; Pressman et al., 2019), increased life satisfaction (Boyle et al., 2009), and ideal job performance (Wright and Staw, 1999; Lyubomirsky et al., 2013).

Researchers have developed extensive interests in understanding the factors that contribute to psychological well-being (Wardle and Cooke, 2005; Huppert, 2009; Bewick et al., 2010; Tan et al., 2021). Several factors, such as income, social networks, and optimistic attitudes, are related to individuals’ self-report well-being (Kaplan et al., 2008; Burris et al., 2009; Awaworyi Churchill and Mishra, 2017). Another stream of study focuses on the positive effects of volunteer activities and charitable donations on psychological well-being (Morrow-Howell et al., 2003; Choi and Kim, 2011; Appau and Churchill, 2019). Research consistently suggests that individuals giving their time and money tend to report higher life satisfaction, fewer depressive symptoms, and better overall psychological well-being (Morrow-Howell et al., 2003; McMunn et al., 2009; Choi and Kim, 2011).

The positive association between volunteering and psychological well-being could be comprehended as the reward of volunteering. Many people report a good feeling after helping others (Wuthnow, 1991; Musick and Wilson, 2003). Most people adhere to the value of “making the world a better place” and establish a better feeling about self when acting in the light of their values. Helping others grants our lives a sense of mission, purpose, and meaning. Volunteering can also develop interpersonal trust between individuals who provide help and who receive help, as well as create a sense of security and acceptance for the volunteers. Volunteering behaviors promote social interactions, which provide emotional warmth. In many cases, benevolent acts allow us to take pride in our skills and strengths and promote the sense of self (Musick and Wilson, 2003). Drawn data from three waves of the American’s Changing Lives dataset (House, 1995), Musick and Wilson (2003) found that individuals who had done any volunteer work at the first wave had significantly higher levels of self-esteem at the second wave, compared to those who had not volunteered.

Black and Living (2004) conducted a qualitative study to explore the benefits on individuals’ well-being from volunteering. After analyzing 109 sets of questionnaires returned by volunteers, Black and Living found that participants reported a total of 159 benefits of volunteering, among which 90 were about aspects of psychological health and well-being, and 35 were related to social functioning. Participants perceived volunteering as an opportunity to enhance well-being. Many volunteers experienced positive feelings through helping others, such as rewarding, fun, worthwhile, and satisfying. Some denoted that helping others promoted their spirits as it made them push their own worries aside. Others also denoted obtaining self-confidence and a sense of achievement from others’ acceptance and appreciation. Additionally, volunteering contributed to participants’ social contact and support. Volunteers had the opportunities to establish and maintain close social relationships and a sense of community involvement. These benefits of volunteering ultimately advanced individuals’, particularly volunteers’, psychological health and well-being (Black and Living, 2004).

Charitable donations could be viewed as another type of volunteering that the donors actively involve with charitable organizations (Choi and Kim, 2011). Moreover, studies also revealed that volunteering and charitable donation had some motivational factors in common, such as altruism, a sense of social responsibility, sympathy, and social networks (Small et al., 2007; Apinunmahakul and Devlin, 2008; Dickert et al., 2011; Froyum, 2018). Given the shared motivation for both volunteering and charitable donation, the latter might contribute to individuals’ psychological well-being as the former.

Effects of volunteering and charitable donation on the psychological well-being have been documented by empirical studies (Choi and Kim, 2011; Appau and Churchill, 2019). For instance, Choi and Kim (2011) used the first and second waves of Midlife Development in the United States (MIDUS, Brim et al., 2004) to examine the effects of time volunteering and charitable donation on psychological well-being in later life over a period of 9 years. Accounting for psychological well-being and human, cultural, and social capital resources at the first wave, Choi and Kim (2011) found that a moderate amount of time volunteering (no more than 10 h every month), as well as any amount of charitable donations at the first time point, had positive effects on subjects’ psychological well-being at the later time point. Furthermore, charitable donations had stronger effects than time volunteering on psychological well-being at T2. Specifically, the effect sizes for charitable donations between 1 and 100 USD (β = 0.14, p < 0.01) and greater than 100 USD (β = 0.23, p < 0.001) were both larger than the effect size of time volunteering between 1 and 10 h per month (β = 0.11, p < 0.05). Appau and Churchill (2019) investigated the relationships between volunteering/charitable donations, and subjective well-being, measured by life satisfaction. Volunteering and charitable donations were constructed as one variable indicating any volunteering or charitable donation. Using a national representative sample in the United Kingdom, this study found a positive association between individuals’ involvement in volunteering/charitable donations and life satisfaction.

Alongside the evidence from English literature, several studies provide a positive relationship between volunteering and Chinese individuals’ psychological well-being in Chinese literature (Zhang and Zhang, 2020; Zhang et al., 2021). For instance, Zhang and Zhang (2020) examined the effect of volunteer services on college students’ subjective well-being in China. Ninety-one college volunteers completed a survey prior to their volunteer activities as well as 1 year later upon the completion of the volunteer services, providing information about their subjective well-being in four dimensions: pleasant affect, unpleasant affect, life satisfaction, and domain satisfaction (Diener et al., 1999). The results of the t-test indicated that participants reported significantly higher levels of subjective well-being after the volunteer services, particularly in pleasant affect, life satisfaction, and domain satisfaction. In another study, Zhang et al. (2021) examined the relationship between volunteer work and subjective well-being using a representative sample of adults older than 45 years old in China. Participants’ subjective well-being was measured by subjective happiness (Diener, 2000). Among a total of 22,755 cases, 15.80% participated in volunteer work at least once in the past month. After accounting for a range of covariates, such as gender, age, health condition, marital status, the number of family members, and highest educational attainment, volunteer work was positively associated with individuals’ sense of happiness (Zhang et al., 2021). However, the current Chinese literature does not provide sufficient information regarding the relationship between charitable donations and psychological well-being.

In a word, both English and Chinese literature suggest a positive association between volunteering and psychological well-being. Though English literature provides some evidence about the positive association between charitable donations and psychological well-being, the amount of evidence is lacking in Chinese literature. Meanwhile, more studies focused on volunteering and the well-being of adults and older people (e.g., Morrow-Howell et al., 2003; McMunn et al., 2009; Choi and Kim, 2011), less on emerging adulthood (Zhang and Zhang, 2020). Emerging adulthood is the life stage that takes place when individuals are between 19 and 24 years old. The college years have been found to be a particularly important time for lifespan development, as this period is characterized by increasing independence and responsibility (Arnett, 2007; Costa et al., 2013; Marginson, 2017). Thus, the aim of this study is to examine the effects of volunteering and charitable donation on individuals’ psychological well-being on college students in China.

We hypothesize that college students’ psychological well-being is positively associated with their hours of volunteering and the amount of charitable donations. The hypothesis is guided by theories of altruism (Piliavin and Charng, 1990) and the warm-glow theory (Andreoni, 1990). Altruistic behaviors are individuals’ voluntary behaviors, which intentionally aim to benefit others (Bar-Tal, 1986). Altruism is an important factor of volunteering (Burns et al., 2006; Carpenter and Myers, 2010). Furthermore, the literature indicates that altruism has various beneficial effects on individuals (Lozada et al., 2011). Human being’s inherent need for social contact is highly related to altruism. Willingness and act of helping others are positively associated with the empathic ability (Domes et al., 2007), trust (Baumgartner et al., 2008), immune system (Pace et al., 2009), decreased stress level (Barraza and Zak, 2009), and prosocial behaviors (Brown et al., 2009). Therefore, although individuals do not intentionally expect any external rewarding by conducting altruistic behaviors (Bar-Tal, 1986), theories of altruism suggest that volunteer work rewards individuals in various forms, which could ultimately benefit their psychological well-being (Andreoni, 1988, 1990). Additionally, the warm-glow theory suggests that when individuals make charitable donations, they may gain benefits from the act of giving (Andreoni, 1990). Individuals gain internal satisfaction from giving, which promotes overall psychological well-being.



MATERIALS AND METHODS


Data and Sample

Our data came from a web-based anonymous surveys that were administered to college students in China. To ensure a diverse sample, we selected universities that were geographically spread across China. A total of 12 universities from different regions of China (i.e., the north, south, east, west, and middle regions) were selected to participate in the study. In September 2020, we invited 2,229 junior and senior students from departments of social science of each college to participate the survey. Students received three notifications in total, including the initial invitation in late September and two reminders about the survey participation after 3 and 7 days of the initial invitation, respectively. Prior to start the survey, students were informed that the participation was voluntary and that they could choose to terminate their participation at any time during the survey. The survey was anonymous, not collecting any identifiable information from students. Upon completion of the survey, each participant could receive an incentive of 10 RMB (2 USD). The research protocol, including the informed consent process, was reviewed and approved by one of the co-authors’ institution. By early October 2020, 1,881 students completed and returned the survey. After omitting 10 incomplete surveys, our final analytic sample was 1,871 students, yielding a response rate of 84%.



Measures


Dependent Variable

Students’ psychological well-being was measured using the 18-item version of the Psychological Well-being Scale (Ryff and Singer, 1996). This scale assessed six aspects of psychological well-being: autonomy, environmental mastery, personal growth, positive relations with others, purpose in life, and self-acceptance. Each aspect was measured by 3 items. Students indicated how strongly they agreed or disagreed with the statements using a 7-point Likert scale (1 = strongly agree; 7 = strongly disagree). Example items include: “The demands of everyday life often get me down;” “In general, I feel I am in charge of the situation in which I live;” and “I have confidence in my own opinions, even if they are different from the way most other people think.” The English version of the scale was translated into Chinese by two bilingual social work doctoral students and the translation was then verified by one bilingual social work faculty. We reverse-coded 10 opposite items and constructed students’ psychological well-being by adding up the responses to all items. The score of each subscale ranged from 3 to 21, and the scale of the whole scale ranged from 18 to 126. Higher scores indicated higher levels of psychological well-being. The Cronbach’s alpha of the scale was 0.88 in this study.



Independent Variables

Volunteering was measured according to students’ self-report of hours of volunteering in the past year. We first asked whether students had participated in any volunteer activity in the past year. If students provided an affirmative answer, follow-up questions were asked regarding the time they had spent on volunteer activities in hours as well as their frequency of volunteering (how many times). Students’ charitable donations were assessed following the same mechanism—students indicated whether they had made any charitable donations in last year as well as the frequency and total amount of their donations.



Covariates

We accounted for students’ demographic and socioeconomic characteristics in this study by collecting information on their age, gender (female vs. male), ethnicity (Han vs. other), residential status (rural, urban with prior rural, and urban), parents’ marital status (married, divorced, and others), parental level of education (elementary school or below, junior high school, high school, and college or above), number of family members, family income in the past year with log transformation, and social welfare status (yes vs. no). We also included the college-fixed effect to control for differences across universities.




Analytic Plan

First, we undertook descriptive analysis to examine the distribution of main variables and the characteristics of the sample. Next, we conducted ordinary linear square (OLS) regression to estimate the net effects of volunteering and charitable donations on students’ psychological well-being, while accounting for demographic and socioeconomic characteristics. The analytic framework of this study posits that students’ levels of psychological well-being are determined by their hours in volunteering, the amount of charitable donations, as well as demographic and socioeconomic status. In addition, we conducted robust analyses by regressing psychological well-being subscales on the occurrence and frequencies of volunteering and charitable donations, while controlling for demographic and socioeconomic characteristics. All analyses were conducted using STATA software 16.0.




RESULTS

Table 1 displays the descriptive characteristics of the sample. The sample reported an average score of 81.75 on psychological well-being, with a range of 24-121 and a standard deviation (SD) of 12.30. The mean scores of the subscales are as followed: 12.95 (SD = 2.74) for autonomy, 13.83 (SD = 2.73) for environmental mastery, 14.22 (SD = 2.48) for personal growth, 13.87 (SD = 3.07) for positive relations with others, 13.47 (SD = 2.57) for purpose in life, and 13.41 (SD = 3.28) for self-acceptance. Students spent 24.73 h (SD = 32.23) on volunteer activities and 104.73 RMB (SD = 356.94) on charitable donations in the past year, on average. The sample had an average age of 20.62 years and about two-thirds (66.97%) of them were female. The residential status of the students was predominately urban (52.37%), followed by rural status (38.70%) and urban with prior rural status (8.93%). Most of the sample (89.36%) self-identified as Han ethnicity, and about 90% of students reported their parents were married. Close to 40% of students indicated parents’ highest education achievement was college or above, followed by junior high school (28.11%), high school (25.17%), and elementary school or below (6.90%). The average family income was 90,990 RMB (about 13,580 USD) in the past year. A quarter (25.28%) of students’ families had ever received social welfare, such as low-income assistance and food subsidies. The average number of family members of the sample was 3.87. Finally, the result of college composition suggests that each college occupied at least 2.46% of the whole sample with no college more than 11.54%.


TABLE 1. Descriptive statistics of main variables and covariates.
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We then conducted linear regression analyses to examine the net effects of volunteering and charitable donations on psychological well-being. Given the wide range of family income, hours of volunteering, and amount of charitable donations, these variables were transformed into natural log numbers prior to being entered into the regression analyses. Cases with values of 0 were assigned a 0.1 value before log transformation. Standardized coefficients are presented in Table 2. The results suggest that both hours of volunteering and the amount of charitable donations were positively associated with students’ psychological well-being, after controlling for all covariates. Specifically, every additional SD of log hours of volunteering was associated with a 0.10-SD increase in psychological well-being score (p < 0.001), and one SD of log amount of charitable donations was related to 0.08 SD higher psychological well-being score. The regression results support our hypothesis. Family income and the number of family members were related to psychological well-being as well. One SD increase in log family income led to a 0.05-SD increase in psychological well-being score (p < 0.05). On the contrary, one SD increased in the number of family members was associated with 0.06 SD lower psychological well-being score (p < 0.05). The adjusted R-square was 0.05. Additionally, according to results not shown but available upon request, the regression results by the occurrence and frequencies of volunteering and donations were similar to the ones reported here using hours and amount of volunteering and donations.


TABLE 2. Regression analysis of psychological well-being.
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We then conducted robust tests by regressing six psychological well-being subscales on independent and control variables following the same methods to produce the results presented in Table 2. For simplicity, we only present the results of the independent variables in Table 3. The findings are in line with those in Table 2. Both log hours of volunteering and log amount of charitable donations were significantly associated with the scores of psychological well-being subscales. Log hours of volunteering were positively associated with all but one aspects of psychological well-being: environmental mastery (β = 0.11, p < 0.001), positive relations (β = 0.10, p < 0.001), personal growth (β = 0.09, p < 0.001), self-acceptance (β = 0.09, p < 0.001), and purpose in life (β = 0.05, p < 0.05). Similarly, we observed positive associations between log amount of charitable donations and personal growth (β = 0.10, p < 0.001), positive relations (β = 0.06, p < 0.01), self-acceptance (β = 0.06, p < 0.05), autonomy (β = 0.05, p < 0.05), environmental mastery (β = 0.05, p < 0.05), and purpose in life (β = 0.05, p < 0.05).


TABLE 3. Regression analysis of psychological well-being subscales.
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DISCUSSION

This study assessed the relationships between the hours of volunteering and the amount of charitable donations with college students’ psychological well-being in China. Consistent with our hypothesis, the findings suggest that both volunteering and charitable donations had significant associations with students’ psychological well-being. Specifically, students who had more hours of volunteer activities and higher amounts of charitable donations tended to report higher levels of psychological well-being than their counterparts. Further, the positive associations were consistently observed in six individual aspects of psychological well-being. It is noteworthy that the net effects of volunteering and charitable donations on psychological well-being subscales were slightly different. For instance, hours of volunteering had larger effects on environmental mastery and positive relations subscales than other aspects, while the amount of charitable donations had a larger effect on the personal growth subscale compared to others. Choi and Kim (2011) found that charitable donations had a more salient effect on older adults’ psychological well-being than time volunteering, while in our study, the positive association between volunteering with psychological well-being was slightly greater than the one between charitable donations and psychological well-being in college student sample. This discrepancy may be because that older adults, who retired after decades of career, are more financially capable to carry out charitable donations than college students who have not even started their career. Overall, the findings provide empirical evidence to theories of altruism and the warm-glow theory that volunteering and charitable donations could be self-rewarding, observed as increased levels of psychological well-being, for college students.

The findings of our investigation are consistent with the existing studies that found volunteering was positively related to the well-being of students in higher education (Schreier et al., 2013; Kim and Morgul, 2017; Ballard et al., 2018; Williamson et al., 2018). Our sample’s average hours of volunteering were approximately 25 h in the past year, and this number is close to the findings in Handy et al.’s (2010) study. Between 2006 and 2007, Handy et al. (2010) collected data from 9,482 college students in 12 countries, including China, regarding their volunteer activities. At least 600 Chinese college students participated in the study and reported 2.44 h of volunteering per month in the past year, which was equivalent to 29.28 h every year. Meanwhile, Handy et al.’s (2010) study also found that Chinese college students spent more hours volunteering than those in India and Japan.

Considering the positive association between volunteering and students’ well-being, academic institutions should encourage volunteer activities within students and consider integrating volunteering into the curriculum. In the past decades, Chinese universities and colleges have started to require a certain amount of volunteer activities as a part of the curriculum. Some have also provided for-credit service-learning courses. These requirements could strengthen students’ involvement in charitable activities and subsequently advance their overall well-being. Further, volunteering during school time, regardless of whether it is voluntary or required, may predict volunteering activities in adulthood (Hart et al., 2007; Tomkovick et al., 2008; Richard et al., 2016). Therefore, relevant curriculum and requirements may promote students’ well-being over a life course.

The designing of relevant curriculum and requirements should also consider the levels of intensity. While studies suggest volunteering is generally positive to psychological well-being, others also demonstrate that volunteering could be overwhelming sometimes and can decrease volunteers’ psychological well-being conversely (Shang et al., 2009; Choi and Kim, 2011; Feng and Zhao, 2011). By surveying a group of volunteer drivers of Beijing Summer Olympics in 2008, Shang et al. (2009) found that some volunteers experienced anxious and compulsive symptoms during their volunteer services. Additionally, Feng and Zhao (2011) pinpointed that the involvement of volunteer work during natural disasters or tragedies could produce volunteers’ secondary trauma and post-traumatic stress disorders (PTSD). In these cases, volunteer work could dampen volunteers’ mental health and psychological well-being. Thus, both universities and organizations should track students’ psychological and mental health status and provide appropriate counseling and mental health services as needed.

Several limitations to be aware of when interpreting the findings of this study. First, data were collected from students’ self-report, which leaves the data subject to intended and unintended reporting errors, such as social desirability bias. Social desirability bias denotes that study participants provide socially desirable responses rather than the responses that truly reflect their feelings (Grimm, 2010). Students might overreport their levels of psychological well-being to prevent stigma related to mental health issues (Corrigan et al., 2015). This could lead to over-estimated scores of psychological well-being as well as the magnitude of the relationships between volunteering and the amount of charitable donations with psychological well-being. Further research could reduce such reporting error via data triangulation, such as collecting information from peers, teachers, and family members. Second, using cross-sectional data, our study could only estimate associative relationships among variables of interests instead of causal ones. Future studies should utilize longitudinal research design to establish a temporal sequence among volunteering, charitable donations, and psychological well-being. Third, some unobserved variables that could influence psychological well-being were omitted in this study, such as personality traits (Kokko et al., 2013) and academic stressors (Verger et al., 2009). The absence of the omitted variables may affect the reported estimates. Finally, our sample was a group of college students who study social sciences in China. Even though the large sample size, as well as the diversity of universities, increase the generalizability of the findings to some extent, whether the findings could be representative of the college student population in China is unclear and needs further investigation.



CONCLUSION

This study examines the relationships among volunteering, charitable donations, and psychological well-being using a sample of Chinese college students. The finding shows that both volunteering and charitable donations were positively associated with students’ psychological well-being. Volunteering displayed a larger association with students’ psychological well-being than charitable donations. The findings suggest that both volunteering and charitable donations lead to better psychological well-being as a self-rewarding of altruism behaviors. In spite of several limitations, this study provides a rationale for academic institutions to integrate social service activities into the curriculum as a potential tool to promote students’ psychological well-being.
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