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Abstract 

Volunteering experience is believed to provide the potential for the socialisation and interaction of the participants. By 

means of observations, focus group and interviews, the research attempts to analyse the volunteering process and 

attitude shifts in relation to volunteering. Findings of the research confirm that apart from helping the destinations, 

volunteers develop their personalities and attitudes towards life during their journey of helping children in rural China. 

A wide range of interactions and socialisation opportunities take place before, during, and after volunteering. Volunteers 

benefit in the confirmation of self-value, interaction, learning and socialisation. The research concludes that 

volunteering makes notable contribution to youth development and poverty alleviation. 
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1. Introduction  

There is growing volunteering activity throughout the world. Originally a British and European phenomenon, 

volunteering has evolved into a global movement (Wearing & McGehee, 2013). Volunteering in the research is defined 

as “those tourists who, for various reasons, volunteer in an organised way to undertake holidays that might involve 

aiding or alleviating the material poverty of some groups in society, the restoration of certain environments, or research 

into aspects of society or environment” (Wearing, 2001:1). 

Volunteering is labelled as part of the special interest tourism that focuses on experiential learning, education, 

destination development, and interaction (Wearing & Neil, 2001). While volunteer can help poorer region by providing 

external expertise and network, research suggests that volunteering has positive impacts on the participants (Wearing, 

2001; Gray & Campbell, 2007). The involvement and interaction with the destination community in volunteering offers 

the potential to nurture a sense of responsibility and altruism, leading to desirable outcome in youth development.  

Traditionally, volunteering involves youth from rich countries in Europe and North America to work in Asian, South 

America and African countries (Alexander, 2012). However, with growing gap between different regions in China, it 

has been promoted to send college students in affluent urban areas to volunteer in rural China. 

This research undertakes analysis on college students from Jiangsu University, located in Zhenjiang, Jiangsu Province, 

China, volunteering in the Sunflower project. Sunflower is an organisation established in 2009 by students in Jiangsu 

University. It organises students to work as volunteers to raise the awareness of the public by riding bicycles to rural 

China to make publicity of the alarming situation in some disadvantaged areas. Students ride bicycles to rural villages in 

Jiangsu and Anhui Province, working there for one to three weeks teaching primary school children. 

The paper starts from theoretical discussion on volunteering and the social development of the youth. Detailed analysis 

of socialisation and interaction during the volunteering experience is presented. The paper concludes with 

recommendations on improving the quality of volunteering.  

2. Theoretical Background  

There is a wide body of research on volunteers, including their motivation, and the impacts of volunteering after the 

experience (Callanan & Thomas, 2005; Lepp, 2008; McIntosh & Zahra, 2007).  
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2.1 In-depth Interaction 

Volunteering encourages understanding and interaction between volunteers and the locals over an extended length of 

time, providing incentives for the volunteers to explore the connections with not only the locals, but also among the 

volunteers (McGehee, 2002). Volunteering fosters a mutually beneficial and reciprocal interaction between the 

volunteer and the local villagers. The reciprocity encourages the youth to engage with the stakeholders in the 

volunteering process, while and the in-depth interaction may help the youth to re-negotiate their identity and social roles 

(McIntosh & Zahra, 2007). The high frequent interaction with the peers and local community establishes an alliance and 

strong ties. Since volunteers often share food, conversation and riding sessions during excursions, they exchange 

information about life and work, resulting in emotional and professional connections that might continue for the rest of 

their life (McGehee, 2002). 

Volunteering fosters intimate interaction with the local villagers, and even blends the social values between the youth 

and local community (Singh, 2002). Instead of quick and artificial interactions that often occur in other forms of travel, 

volunteering offers more authentic and intense interactions. Some scholar uses such description as non-superficial, 

engaging, lasting, fun, and mutually beneficial to describe this type interaction (McIntosh & Zahra, 2007). Interactions 

and cultural exchange may lead to shifts such as local pride, destination development, landscape renewal, cultural 

hybridity, and youth development (Wen, Lin & Peng, 2018). 

2.2 Socialisation 

Social network provides links of friends and associates who support each other in ideas and pursuits (McGehee & 

Santos, 2005). Individuals exist in the groups instead of independent entities in isolation as they need to interact with 

others (Crompton, 1981). Socialisation presents a complex learning journey that participants come to terms with the 

values, attitudes and norms in the society (Lin & Wen, 2018). Volunteers are more intricately linked with the 

community affairs in the destination, hence they have opportunity for socialisation (Sin, 2009).  

Socialisation requires the establishment of social network and ties. Volunteering fosters socialistion and networking 

during three stages, which are pre-trip, during the trip and post-trip. Volunteers describe the experience as „enlightening‟, 

„ever-lasting‟ and „life changing‟ (McGehee & Santos, 2005). Volunteers understand their normal social life and 

networks differently after volunteering, and they feel like a new person, with more strength to jump out of the comfort 

zone (Desforges, 1998). 

The networks and the consciousness-raising experience may improve the satisfaction of volunteers (McGehee & 

Norman, 2002; McGehee & Santos, 2005). Volunteering fosters positive effects on “openness, civic attitudes, and 

wisdom of the college participants” (Bailey & Russell, 2010). Volunteers have access to activities that promote 

socialization and enlightenment (Matthews, 2008; Sin, 2009; Wearing, 2002). “The self of volunteers can be better 

identified when they encounter other volunteers, locals, and other members who did not have the volunteer experience” 

(Sin, 2009). In volunteering, travelling together encourages still development and “may perform a desired identity 

which will in turn secure entry to the privileges of work, housing and lifestyle” (Desforges,1998:177). 

When people work and live together “on jobs of social significance, they develop understanding and friendships that are 

more important to them than the physical construction” (Clark, 1978:13). Volunteering provides nutritious life 

experiences in the rich natural and cultural environment, filled with deep contact with the destination, negotiation of 

identity, novel networking and youth development. Indeed, socialisation co-exists with the volunteering experiences.  

2.3 Volunteering and Youth Development  

As part of the niche and alternative tourism, volunteering offers direct interaction with the destination over an extended 

period of time (Singh, 2004). Some participants travel around in small teams, and there are intense interactions among 

the group members. Volunteering may initiate value shifts and changed consciousness, influencing both the volunteer 

and the local community in the process of interactions (Stoddart & Rogerson, 2004). Researchers believe there exists 

“intrinsic growth and satisfaction among hosts and guests through interactions in volunteering” (Uriely, Reichel & Ron, 

2003).  

Wearing (2001) identified four main categories of personal development in volunteering, including “personal awareness 

and learning, interpersonal awareness and learning, confidence and self-contentment”. All these outcomes are essential 

in fostering positive worldview for the youth. 

Recreation activities within the group cover social components, and construct meanings for the youth via interaction 

and share activities (Wearing, 2001). When volunteers interact with their colleagues, the dynamic diverts from what 

occurs with the villagers. “Individual and group interaction will impact upon the volunteer‟s sense of self and identity” 

(Wearing, 2001). Interactionism may explain characteristics across various cultural settings, and assist with 

cross-cultural awareness and appreciation (Wen, Lin & Peng, 2018). 
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3. Research Method 

3.1 Research Design 

Researchers applied the observation methods when working with the correspondent at Taicang, Jiangsu Province, in order 

to collect data on site. Photos were taken with permission. During five days with the volunteers, researchers collected data 

from focus group discussions, in-depth interviews and personal observation. Further interviews were conducted after 

volunteers returned to Jiangsu University in late October 2019. Thematic analysis was used in the analysis of data. 

3.2 Populations and Sampling 

Convenience sampling method was applied for the recruitment of interview and focus group. Around 31 volunteers 

were involved in the focus groups and interviews. The researchers joined Sunflower in early October 2019 to experience 

the volunteering process.  

4. Research Findings and Discussions 

Volunteering serves as the eye opening opportunity to help the youth in recognising their value from the trust and 

appreciation of the villagers. Volunteers learn from the experience, and benefit from the interaction and socialisation 

from the whole process. 

4.1 Value Recognised 

Values relate to “perception, understanding, judgement and choice of a person based on the perception” (Chen & Chen, 

2011). The volunteers are full time students, and very few of them have worked before. Since the local students and 

parents deeply appreciate what the volunteers do, and the local principals and teaching staff promote the new 

technology and teaching methods offered by Sunflower project, volunteers feel proud of what they can really deliver, 

and become more confident of their capability.  

The impacts associated with the volunteering program is apparent. Villagers practice their mandarin with volunteers and 

bring home cooked food. Parents of the local students appreciate the dedication of the young volunteering teachers so 

much that they often expand the family budget on their children‟s schooling requirement. Village children have more 

dreams about studying hard and attending universities in a big city. One volunteer comments with tears in her eyes: 

Never did I know that I could change people‟s life until today. My students promised me  they will visit me in 

Zhenjiang, and will get into universities. I have more knowledge and  experience about the education in rural China, 

and I found my compassion and value for life. 

Confidence delivers the faith one person carries with completing a challenging assignment. There appears to be a 

general consent that volunteering improves the sense of competency and self-contentment from the research.  

Volunteering helps the youth to learn what they can and what they cannot achieve, and come to terms with the 

consciousness of limits. The focus group confirms that the volunteers enjoy sharing their experience on how to accept 

the limits and move on during the activity. They form a clearer idea that both volunteer activity and individual personal 

development are important. They also realise that it is not detrimental if volunteers cannot give a new life to the poor 

village. It takes long and consorted work to improve the world, and as long as they make some contribution, they should 

be proud of themselves. 

4.2 Learning in Volunteering 

Cooperation is important when interact with different stakeholders, including new recruitment, veteran participant, 

program manager, village teacher, local principal, local students and their family, and the village residents.  

Sunflower provides the platform for volunteers to learn new skills through training course before the riding starts. 

Knowledge sharing sessions are organised between seniors and new volunteers of the program. Communication is 

constant between village teachers in the local school and volunteering teachers. One respondent makes this comment: 

We learn from each other to improve our work. For example, members have learning sessions in the evening to compare 

different ways to work with the village students and how to make them more interested in learning. The local principal gives 

us tips on how to control students. I also learn the local dialect and wear the local clothes to get closer to the villagers. 

4.3 Interactions during Volunteering 

There is complex interaction within and outside the volunteering group. Sunflower expands quickly and new volunteer 

members constantly recruited by the program. The relationship of team members is complicated as a result of the quick 

expansion and diversification across teams. Small groups within one group exist, allowing some members to interact more 

intensely.  

There are two-way interactions between and among the stakeholders. There are also frequent interactions between 
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volunteers and the school principal, since the principal supports the volunteer activities and appreciates Sunflower. 

Interactions with diverse stakeholders helps in supporting close relationship and obtaining improved communication 

skills, with enrichment in the interpersonal conceptions. During the focus group discussions, respondents agree that rich 

interaction context during volunteering prepares the youth to become better communicators and calmer actors in life. 

4.4 The Socialisation of the Volunteers 

The youth are in search of identity and meaning of life. Volunteers live and work with other people during challenging 

time, and this experience contributes to the socialisation of the young people, including personal consciousness, 

learning, interpersonal relationship, confidence, self-value and sense of achievement. Volunteers are taken out of the 

routines to act in a new role set to deal with unfamiliar social situations. They are granted the mission to explore their 

new roles for self-development and individual identity.  

Volunteering presents the challenge to understand the reality in the disadvantaged regions of China, where young children 

are often separated from parents for months when the adults have to work in big cities like Shanghai and Nanjing to earn 

an income. Grand-parents do not have a good education background, hence there is little support from the family for the 

primary education. Volunteers move out of their „ivory tower‟ to face the society, as one male respondent comments:  

I thought I was tough guy ready to deal with life. However, when the poor family here is struggling to make the ends 

meet, I complain about the amount of financial help my parents provide. I feel so guilty. I realised that I was a weak 

parasite who lived on the kindness of my parents. I have to change and grow up now. 

5. Conclusion 

Volunteers have the potential to make contribution to poverty alleviation, professional development and identity 

confirmation. They are offered life changing experience during young adult life, leading to the achievement personal 

growth and new social circles. They learn to prepare for the reality and build a meaningful future. The young people 

learn to negotiate with stakeholders and deal with conflict. They experience eye opening events and become better 

prepared for a brighter future. 

Volunteering is normally a voluntary option and only a small number of college students take this task during their 

vacations. Since it is proven to be such a rewarding experience, the research recommends adoption of volunteering 

arrangement in the mainstream of tertiary syllabus. It is needed for the public policy to support this type of youth 

development program, providing legal framework and financial incentives to encourage the activity. 

There is also concern that volunteers work for a few weeks and then leave, and there is no guarantee of the consistency 

of arrangement. It is suggested that educational bodies work more with different levels of governance, encouraging a 

sustainable dialogue among stakeholders, to connect the local school with long term volunteering program. 

The research is not able to contact the village residents or primary school children due to the requirement of ethics and 

resources. Future work on the reflection of the local community would strengthen the validity of the research. 
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