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future development of civil society in China. The findings illustrate: first, spontaneous participants with rewarding experiences who volunteer through grassroots,
issue-based VSOs are most likely to have a positive attitude toward volunteering
and believe that volunteering can make contributions to the development of civil
society. Second, participants in grassroots and community-based VSOs are most
likely to have an enthusiastic attitude toward volunteering, but they tend to be
indifferent about the idea of civil society. However, they tend to contribute to the
development of volunteering and civil society when given the opportunity,
because participation in voluntary services enhances their participatory abilities
and their sense of self-organization and mutual collaboration. Last but not least,
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Introduction
Formal volunteering is a process in which an individual chooses to act through
an organization in recognition of a need and without concern for monetary profit
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(Cnaan, Femida and Margaret 1996; Bekkers 2008). In socialist China, formal
volunteering only began to appear in the mid-1990s when the government
endorsed the “socialization of social welfare” policy (Tian 2004). It is estimated
that the volunteer rate in Chinese cities is about 3% (Pan 2005). Compared to the
average rate of about 20–40% in developed countries, China’s volunteering rate
is very low (Anheier and Salamon 1999; U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2009;
Taniguchi 2010). To encourage people to volunteer, the Chinese government has
organized various activities (e.g., Chinese Youth Volunteers Movement,
Graduates Volunteering in Western China, etc.) at both local and national levels
since the 1990s (Xu 2012a, 2012c).
Volunteers in Western countries have played an important role in shaping a
functioning civil society since the seventeenth century by enhancing public
participation, which helps people who might not otherwise be involved in
politics to pursue freedom and social justice (Walter and Dimaggio 1983;
Heiderich 1990; White, Howell, and Shang 1996). In applying Anheier’s (2004)
Civil Society Index (CSI) for assessment, however, Jia and Pan (2006) found that
the structure and macro-environment of civil society – such as the intensity of
citizen participation, the development and cooperation of voluntary organizations, the presence of international links, the resources, and the legal environment – are obviously weak in China.
Thus, the potential contributions of volunteers toward promoting the development of civil society in China deserve a specific investigation. The qualitative
method was used to conduct a case study of the city of Jinan, with the following
objectives: (1) to explore the main types of voluntary services, (2) to describe
how volunteers perceive their volunteering experiences, and (3) to discuss how
volunteering experiences affect the volunteers’ attitudes toward the act of
volunteering and the development of civil society.

Theoretical discourses and the
Chinese context
There is no real consensus among scholars regarding the relationships between
volunteering and civil society, although there are basic civic values and core
elements that have brought scholars together to develop theoretical discourses
(Arendt 1958; Habermas 1989; Cohen and Arato 1992; Young 2000). First, at the
macro-ideological level, some scholars believe that volunteering is one of the
fundamental building blocks of civil society, because voluntary actions and civil
society share basic civic values such as altruism, public participation, and autonomy
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(IAVE 2001). In other words, volunteering can contribute to the development of civil
society, which itself addresses “the sphere of voluntary action between the market
and state” that may foster civic values (Heinrich 2004, 1). Meanwhile, from a
cultural-ideological perspective, others argue that both volunteering and civil
society are Western concepts. Thus, it would be impossible to build a Westernstyle civil society in China (Deng and Jing 1992). Moreover, Jiang (1993) advocates the
development of a Chinese-style civil society based on Confucianism that emphasizes
a society ruled by an elite class that provides limited freedom and equality to the
masses with a reasonable degree of hierarchy.
Second, at the meso-institutional level, Taylor (1995) argued that a society
can be regarded as a civil society when it can spontaneously organize voluntary
services “that are not under tutelage of state power” (p. 208). The reasoning for
this is that a non-political volunteer group is more likely to be an enclave that
enjoys autonomy, while other social organizations (e.g., religious or political
associations) remain under systemic pressure (Xu and Ngai 2011). In a relatively
conservative, non-Western society, volunteers are more likely to be active participants serving the public good to foster a sense of civil society (Trentmann
2000). With respect to the diversity of organizations, however, scholars have
also argued that not all voluntary services enhance an individual’s sense of
social responsibility or promote the development of civil society. This is thought
to be the case, because some volunteer groups might emphasize the economic,
religious, or ethical interests of specific interest groups, pressure groups, or
professional organizations – further dividing the society (Geller 1996; Barber
1998; Wagner 2004).
Third, from a micro-individual perspective, many studies reveal that volunteers might contribute to the development of civil society because their service
participation facilitates the integration of volunteers with the social-institutional
sphere, enhancing the self-assurance and self-efficacy that helps them to
become responsible citizens (NaKano 2000; Cheung and Ngai 2004; McFarland
and Thomas 2006; Ngai et al. 2008; Pick, Holmes, and Brueckner 2011).
However, some studies have also indicated that volunteering is not necessarily
a positive causal factor in the development of civil society at the micro-individual level. The results of many surveys reveal that the outcomes of volunteering
can be influenced positively as well as negatively by the management styles and
specific participatory experiences of each volunteer (Ellis 1986; McCurley and
Lynch 2006; Hager and Brudney 2008; Brudney and Meijs 2009; Eisner et al.
2009; Hustinx 2010). For example, the problematic management of volunteers in
hierarchical relationships and the lack of support and autonomy might discourage volunteers’ enthusiasm and reduce their potential to become active citizens
(Milligan and Fyfe 2005; Adams 2006).
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Indeed, the connections between volunteer participation and the development of civil society are complex. An understanding of indigenous factors and
the social context are necessary for the success of studies that focus on volunteering and civil society in non-Western countries such as China. Historically,
China features a centralized political tradition that is very different from the
modern liberal Western traditions in which voluntary service organizations
emerge spontaneously to address issues related to helping the poor in industrialized societies. Traditional Chinese Confucians believe that the government
should be the primary welfare provider. In the early days of Communist China,
the government also criticized charity as “a fraudulent instrument of imperialism,” and banned grassroots voluntary organizations (Tian 2004). However, the
opening-up policy has begun to create opportunities for non-political grassroots
associations to offer services to the poor or aggrieved since the late 1990s (Tian
2004; Kennedy 2008). Thus, in theory, the state has drawn on a variety of
opportunities for promoting volunteering: from mandated forms of participation
through government-organized organizations to spontaneous volunteering via
grassroots associations. Optimists believe that the development of grassroots
associations and spontaneous volunteering could potentially emerge as a generational process that helps to promote civil society in China (Watson 2008).
Nevertheless, because most of the major associations in China are founded and
supported by the state and remain under the control of the agencies of the
Chinese Communist Party (CCP) (Unger and Chan 2008), scholars also argued
that it is not uncommon for the government-organized organizations to use local
communities as a means of implementing policies or distributing resources
rather than to promote active citizenship or civil society (Srinivas 2009).
Moreover, researchers have found that top-to-bottom projects are less likely
to satisfy the original goals of volunteer promotion (Brudney and Meijs 2009).
For instance, Wang (2003) observed that “people’s willingness to participate in
services and the moral values of the voluntary service are under the shadow of
the organizational power…The volunteers…lack… internal motivation and the
ability to participate in the services positively, actively, creatively… Even though
they have participated in the services, they are blind and passive” (p. 23). Tan
(2001) also noted that “the motives of the volunteers have little effect on the
service organizations; on the contrary, the environment of the organization has
[a] significant impact on the volunteers’ motivation during the voluntary services” (p. 55).
Taken together, these studies of the links between volunteers, civil society,
and the socio-political context suggest that the connections between volunteering and the development of civil society in China quickly become more complex
than the theoretical discourses based on the history of Western countries.

Volunteer Participation in China

143

Method
The research site
This study applies qualitative methods by using semi-structured, in-depth
interviews to collect data in Jinan, which is the capital of Shandong
Province and one of China’s “National Heritage Cities.” This research site
was chosen for two main reasons. First, the Jinan Municipal Government
responded positively to the call of the Central Committee of the Communist
Youth League (CYL) and started the “Youth Volunteer Movement” in the early
1990s (Jinan Daily 2009). It was the first city to legislate volunteering in
Shandong Province by promulgating the Jinan Volunteering Administration
Regulations on October 1, 2006 (Jinan Development and Reform Commission
2006). Second, Jinan is a Chinese “Middletown” (Lynd and Lynd 1929), which
is considered to be more representative of Chinese cities than metropolises
such as Beijing, Shanghai, and Tianjin. Jinan has most of the characteristics
of contemporary Chinese cities, such as the average population size and a
less-developed economy and technology.

Sampling, data collection, and analysis
A total of 30 interviewees participated in the study. The data have two parts. (1) The
interview data draw from a case study undertaken in Jinan between 2006 and 2008,
including 3 officials, 6 organizers, and 20 volunteers of the voluntary service
organizations (VSOs) (Xu 2012b; Xu and Ngai 2011). (2) The data which were
collected during a follow-up field trip in Jinan and Beijing in July 2012 through a
second interview with the organizer of VSO-C and a volunteer from VSO-D in Jinan
and a new interview with the director of the Department of Youth Volunteer Work
of the Central CYL, who is in charge of the national annual project “Graduates
Volunteering in Western China” (GVWC) in Beijing.
The study applied a stratified purposive sampling strategy to select the VSOs
and organizers, snowball sampling to select the volunteers, and purposive
sampling to select the officials. The stratified purposive sampling process
included an extensive review of local newspapers and websites to collect information on 34 VSOs in Jinan, such as their organizational missions and latest
activities. Based on a two-dimensional coordinating system, which classified the
VSOs into four quadrants (i.e., issue-based grassroots VSOs, issue-based (quasi-)
governmental-organized VSOs, community-based grassroots VSOs, and

144

Y. Xu

community-based (quasi-)governmental-organized VSOs),1 a total of six VSOs
were selected for the study (see Table 2 in Appendix, see also Xu and Ngai 2011).
One senior organizer from each VSO was chosen to participate in the interviews.
Internal publications and the reports regarding the VSOs were also collected.
A total of 20 volunteers were selected through snowball sampling: each
organizer was asked at the end of the interview to recommend three to four core
volunteers who have actively participated in the VSO’s volunteering activities. The
volunteers have 1 to 9 years voluntary service experience (see Table 3 in Appendix).
Through a purposive sampling, three officials in Jinan and one official in
Beijing who were in charge of the volunteering programs at the community, city,
provincial, or national level were interviewed. Each interviewee was interviewed
face-to-face at least once.
All the interviews were audio-taped with the interviewees’ consent.
Communication between the author and the interviewees also continued via
phone or email to clarify the accuracy of the interview data and to gain a better
understanding of the recent development of volunteering in China. The transcription was made with word-by-word accuracy. The qualitative data analysis
software Nvivo 9.0 was applied to assist the data analysis.

Findings
The findings reveal first, as summarized in Table 1, that there are two major
categories of volunteer participation for voluntary service in China: compulsory
and spontaneous. Second, the spontaneous volunteers are more likely to have
rewarding experiences and have positive attitudes toward volunteering and civil
society. In other words, all three compulsory participants from the governmentorganized non-governmental organization (GONGO) VSO-A, who had gained
non-rewarding volunteering experience, were pessimistic toward volunteering

1 According to Pickert (2003), community-based voluntary service organizations have three
features: (1) members are limited to a certain local geographic area (e.g., a neighborhood or a
school district); (2) the organization engages in a wide range of services for the people who live
in that district; and (3) the organization has a relatively close connection with local government
with the aim of community development. Issue-based organizations also have three main
characteristics: (1) the membership comes from a larger geographical area (e.g., from a city, a
nation, or even the whole world); (2) the organization engages in a relatively specific set of
activities according to its particular mission (e.g., environmental protection, medical aid, legal
rights); and (3) the organization usually has a more distant, contract-based relationship with the
governments (see also Xu and Ngai 2011).
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and civil society, while 17 spontaneous participants from VSO-B, C, D, E, and F
reported that they had rewarding volunteering experiences. Among the spontaneous volunteers, 10 participants who volunteer through the grassroots, issuebased VSO-B, C, and D have positive attitudes toward both volunteering and
civil society; and seven volunteers from the grassroots and community-based
VSO-F and E were enthusiastic about volunteering but felt indifferent toward
civil society. The following sections will elaborate these findings.

Table 1: Types of volunteer participation, volunteering experiences, and volunteers’ attitudes
toward volunteering and civil society
Types of participation

Volunteering
experience

Attitudes
Toward
volunteering

Toward civil
society

Compulsory participation (3) Rewarding (0)
Non-rewarding (3)

Nil
Pessimistic (3)

Nil
Pessimistic (3)

Spontaneous
participation (17)

Positive (10)
Enthusiastic (7)
Nil

Positive (10)
Indifference (7)
Nil

Rewarding (17)
Non-rewarding2 (1)

Two types of volunteer participation: compulsory and
spontaneous
Usually, voluntary service is undertaken freely (Dunn 1995). However, according
to the data, both compulsory and spontaneous volunteer participation are
common in China. Compulsory participation is a top-to-bottom volunteering
approach organized by the government, the CCP, or party-like organizations
(e.g., the CYL). People volunteer in response to the government or the CCP’s
mobilization and request. Spontaneous participation is a bottom-up volunteering approach often initiated by grassroots VSOs. In situations of spontaneous
participation, people volunteer for various personal reasons such as filling idle
time, helping others, and trying something different.

2 One volunteer, who has joined both the quasi-governmental VSO-B and the grassroots VSO-C,
reported that the volunteering experience in VSO-B was non-rewarding, yet the experience in
VSO-C is rewarding.
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Compulsory participation in volunteering
The government-led service program is neither new nor originated in China. For
example, the U.S. government leads the Peace Corps, which aims to encourage
college students to serve their country in the cause of peace by living and
working in developing countries (Gerdes 2011). Promoting volunteering may
not only help government officials earn moral superiority but also improve
their record of achievement (Xu 2012a). Nevertheless, Chinese people are more
likely to volunteer under pressure than the citizens in democratic countries.
Because each individual has a personal file (dang an) managed by the personnel
department under the CCP committee, s/he may earn a better political record in
her/his file if s/he actively participates in the government-organized volunteering, and it may lead to a bad record if s/he refuses to respond to the call on
volunteerism by the government.
For instance, Mr. Chen expressed that he was pressured to volunteer for the
annual project GVWC in 2005, which is jointly organized by the Central
Committee of the CYL, the Ministry of Education, the Ministry of Finance and
the Ministry of Personnel:
I achieved outstanding school performance. I joined the [Chinese Communist] Party earlier
than my classmates in the university. I was the class monitor for four consecutive years,
and I had been the Chairman of the Student Union. The University organized some
mobilization activities and asked me to go to Xinjiang (an autonomous region in
Western China). I thought about how the university had cultivated me for four years and
how I had a good record in various areas, including politics. It would not be good if I
refused to go to Xinjiang at that time … Therefore, I gave up a job offer and went to
Xinjiang.(February 15, 2007)

Actually, both the officials and the volunteers admitted that compulsory volunteer participation is prevalent in China. For example, officer-1 of the CYL, who
was responsible for coordinating and mobilizing voluntary services in Shandong
Province, also admitted that sometimes, government-organized volunteering
was mandatory. He said:
Now, all youth volunteer activities in China are governed by the Central Committee of the
CYL. The Central Committee issues announcements and sends them to our province, and
then we send the announcements to the CYL at the city level, and from the city to the
district level, step by step, from the central to the local levels…Our governmental institutions initiate [the work] as usual, asking people to clean the streets, to visit elderly people.
(February 12, 2007)

Moreover, the latest official documents The Implication Plan of Establishing Jinan
a National Civilized City (2013–2014) (Committee for the Building of Spiritual
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Civilization of Jinan, March 19, 2013) set the goals of promoting volunteerism as
follows: “more than 90% citizens should support the voluntary activities” (p. 23)
and “the participation rate of tree planting and green-protecting should reach to
70%” (p. 24). Under such circumstance, the party members and CYL members
were asked to be volunteers. For instance, Officer-3, an officer of a street office
(jiedao banshichu), described in an email,
I am also a “volunteer” now. I have to do some cleaning as early as six every morning…We are
the most grass-roots level of government. We have to support the upper level government. It
will incur deductions on our salary if we refuse to do the “voluntary work.”(May 14, 2013)

Spontaneous participation in volunteering
Apart from this top-to-bottom compulsory volunteering model, there is also a bottomup spontaneous volunteering participation model, which is very similar to the
structure of volunteer participation in the West. In the study, the participation of 17
volunteers’ met this definition (i.e., spontaneous participation). They informed that
their volunteer participation was a personal choice and they have gained psychological satisfaction from the volunteering experience. With little doubt, the bottom-up,
spontaneous volunteers are driven by both egoistic (e.g., psychological satisfaction)
and altruistic motives (e.g., helping people in need or promoting the welfare of
society as a whole) (Gaskin and Smith 1995). Just as Organizer-F, the administrator
who was also one of the founders of VSO-F, claimed:
Volunteering is a lifestyle for many people.… Volunteering for them is a path to self-actualization, it is spiritually, it is a personal choice. People are not asked to be noble…They join
volunteering because they like it, or the service is in line with their interests (Dec. 19, 2006)…
We won’t force anybody to do a service they do not want to do … (February 12, 2007)

Likewise, the volunteers for VSO-F expressed:
Mr. Zhu: Voluntary service should be based on free will. It is not to get money…I am willing
to help others…It also proves that I have the ability to help others. (December 21, 2006)
Ms. Liu: I enrich my spare time through volunteering. I am very happy. Volunteering
provides me an opportunity to obtain self-fulfillment. (December 22, 2006)

In addition, three volunteers and the administrator of VSO-E also mentioned the
social need for volunteering services. VSO-E is a typical, community-based
voluntary association that is spontaneously organized by residents to address
various social problems. Most of VSO-E’s volunteers are retired individuals or
laid-off workers from state-owned enterprises. Along with market-oriented
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economic reform, the old “unit-based” (danwei zhi) welfare system – the unit
(e.g., the State-owned-enterprise and various institutions) responsible for
employees’ welfare from birth to the grave – was abolished. The new social
security system, however, has not been fully set up. As a result, no one is
directly responsible for serving unit-based communities once the “units” have
given up their responsibility. Thus, there is a need for people in the same
neighborhood community to organize themselves to deal with community
needs and problems. One of VSO-E’s founders, Organizer-E, described the reasons behind the formation of the organization:
In the days when our dorm-yard belonged to our unit, there was a gatekeeper who was
paid by our enterprise. After the reforms, the unit fired the gatekeeper and a thief came to
our yard…Thus, we voluntarily organized ourselves to serve as gatekeepers for security…
About 20 volunteers take turns to serve about 100 families of our yard from then on.
(December 14, 2006)

The volunteering experience: rewarding and
non-rewarding
According to the data from the seven female and 13 male volunteers, there are
no gender differences regarding the levels of satisfaction. However, volunteer
satisfaction is highly related to the types of volunteering (i.e., compulsory or
spontaneous): the volunteers who participated in bottom-up spontaneous volunteering generally felt happier than those who participated in top-to-bottom
compulsory volunteering.

Rewarding volunteering experiences: happiness in helping others and in
gaining self-development
All of the volunteers who participated in bottom-up spontaneous voluntary
service felt that the volunteering process was rewarding. Much like volunteers in the West, the spontaneous volunteers regarded their services as
beneficial – both in helping others and in achieving self-development
(Youniss, Yates, and Su 1997). For example, Organizer-E, a retired woman,
said:
I feel doing good deeds [is] better than eating healthy food. When the people are happy
because of my help, I feel that I am happier than them. I think the meaning of life is
helping others. (February 15, 2007)
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Miss Li, a VSO-D volunteer, also opined:
In addition to gaining knowledge that we cannot learn from textbooks, I feel happy when I
am serving others. I am happy even though I don’t get anything. (December 30, 2006)

Moreover, many volunteers claimed that they had improved their communication and management skills through volunteering. For example, Miss Tian, a
leader of VSO-F’s service group stated:
Several years ago, I never spoke to strangers…Since I joined VSO-F, I found that my communication skills have improved…I learnt much through volunteering…To put it plainly, I never
knew how to organize a team before I joined and served as a volunteer. (December 23, 2006)

Mr. Su, a postgraduate student who volunteered through VSO-D, also greatly
valued his volunteering experience:
I gained a lot of valuable experience. Firstly, I learnt the operations of a small
organization, including organizational cooperation skills and the common rules, for
example, the constitution, financial regulations, project regulations and the secretariat
and personnel structure…I felt that I grew up through my service with VSO-D.
(December 30, 2006)

Non-rewarding volunteering experiences: service failure and
poor management
According to the volunteers who participated in the government-organized GVWC
project, the top-to-bottom volunteering was poorly managed and did not meet social
needs. These volunteers felt that they were wasting their time while volunteering for
the project. For instance, Ms. Sun, a GVWC volunteer who participated in the project
in 2003 and became a primary school teacher after she returned to Jinan, complained:
When I signed the service contract, I did not know where I would go to carry out service, and I
didn’t know what I will do. They changed the assignment several times…When we arrived there,
we hoped that we could express our opinions about the volunteering program, but we did not
have such an opportunity … The four ministries of this program were not well coordinated. Each
ministry said that you should contact another ministry…
Maybe the intentions of the volunteering program are nice. However, the fact is that the
local government does not know what we can do for them. Some volunteers who majored
in computer science were assigned to the areas that actually do not have any computers. It
was clear that these volunteers could not use their computer skills in the areas without
computers at all…As a kind of government-organized voluntary activity it is propagandistically effective, but its effect is very little. I think the contribution of volunteering is quite
limited. (February 20, 2007)

150

Y. Xu

Similarly Mr. Yang, a graduate student who volunteered through the GVWC
project in 2005, was also dissatisfied with his volunteering experience:
The volunteering experience is not important. Even if I didn’t participate in the GVWC
project as a volunteer, I would have had another work experience somewhere else…Maybe
it was helpful to me to adapt to society. However, I don’t think that volunteers can help
society much. (February 16, 2007)

Moreover, Mr. Yang, who has often served in both quasi-governmental organization VSO-B and the grassroots organization VSO-C, told us that he has more than
6 years’ volunteering experiences, yet his volunteer experience in VSO-B was
non-rewarding, since the management is poor. Thus, he prefers to volunteer in
VSO-C, because VSO-C’s management is much better than VSO-B. He explained
the story as follows:
They (VSO-B) planted trees, yet [did] not [take] care of the trees. About 80% of the trees
were dead…VSO-C’s activities are much better than VSO-B. Before planting the trees, VSOC will choose the right place for planting and take good care of the trees after the trees are
planted (December 31, 2006)… I think that VSO-B depends on the government, because its
president is the retired governor… I would not donate to them again since their management is poor. And I seldom participate in the activities organized by VSO-B now, but I will
continue to volunteer in VSO-C. (February 10, 2007)

Possible impacts of volunteer experience: the participants’
attitudes toward volunteering and civil society
Given the relatively long time period of participation, the volunteers have had
(i.e., 40% of them have volunteered for more than 4 years, 80% has volunteered
for more than 2 years, and 100% has volunteered for more than 1 year) (see
Table 2 in Appendix), this study also explores how the VSO’s characteristics and
management styles shape the volunteers’ service experiences and attitudes
toward the act of volunteering and the future development of civil society in
China. The findings illustrate that the participants’ volunteering experiences
have elicited the following general attitudes toward volunteering and the development of civil society in China: (1) Positive – volunteers who have successful
volunteer-participation experiences not only devote themselves to volunteering,
they also believe that their service contributes to the development of civil society
by advocating for institutional change; (2) Enthusiastic – volunteers with this
attitude enjoy volunteering but do not care about the development of civil
society; and (3) Pessimistic – this type of volunteer thinks that volunteering
cannot contribute to the creation of a civil society.
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Positive attitudes on both volunteering and civil society
Both the organizers and the volunteers from the bottom-up, issue-based VSOs
(i.e., VSO-C and VSO-D) were confident in their attitudes toward the development of volunteering and civil society in China. For instance, Organizer-C
and Organizer-D, the founders of VSO-C and VSO-D, respectively, had a clear
vision of how a civil society might be achieved. They not only actively
promoted voluntary service projects but also made conscious efforts to promote institutional change by advocating law reform to create a civil society.
For example, Organizer-C often wrote letters to the relevant officials to
suggest changes to the policies on volunteering and environmental protection. He believes in volunteering from a civil rights perspective and questioned the operability and legitimacy of the existing environmental laws. Even
though his suggestions were seldom accepted by the authorities in Jinan, he
felt confident in his organization and the development of civil society. He
said:
In my opinion, voluntary service is the right to know, the right to participate, and the efforts
to care for vulnerable groups in society. Voluntary service will enhance public participation
on public policy…(Dec. 16, 2006)…Even though sometimes the governor doesn’t understand or would not support our advocates and services, we…work for a better environment,
not for ourselves. If we cannot conduct the activities in Jinan one day, we can continue our
work and get understanding and support in other places, for example, Maguan county of
Yunnan Province. (July 24, 2012)

The VSO-D’s founder and the volunteers were also confident that they were
fostering civil society values such as democracy, equality, and participation
through their service. They said:
Organizer-D: I grew up in Hong Kong. As an intellectual, I feel responsibility to my
country…As I gain a better understanding of China, I’d like to do something to
promote the development of civil society inside China rather than advocate it outside…I found a student association in the social work department. I am hoping and
waiting for a policy change in the country. (April 3, 2007; see also Xu and Ngai
2011, 255)
Volunteer-Miss Li: [Civil society] is democracy, equality and full participation…
Volunteering is a process of public participation. Volunteering may promote progress
with policies and reform. It will definitely contribute to the development of democracy.
(December 23, 2006; see also Xu and Ngai 2011, 255)
Volunteer-Mr. Su: Civil society means democracy and participation. The work we are
doing is from the bottom up. It is a sort of democratic representation. And we are
involved [in civil society]. (December 23, 2006; see also Xu and Ngai 2011, 255)
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Enthusiastic attitudes on volunteering with indifferent attitudes toward
civil society
The volunteers from VSO-E and VSO-F manifested a strong enthusiasm for
volunteering. However, they were indifferent to the development of civil society.
As previously mentioned, the VSO-E volunteers were largely retired individuals
and laid-off workers from a state-owned enterprise who were once part of the
ruling class in the early days of socialist China. They organized themselves
spontaneously to improve the quality of living at the community level, but
they were pessimistic about the volunteers’ contribution to the development of
civil society. For example, Organizer-E said:
I only want to serve our community. I don’t think the voluntary services will contribute to
the development of civil society…The officials can do anything they want…Maybe just a
few officials are extremely corrupt. However, many officials are grey (lack integrity)…Social
harmony can be achieved only if the leaders make an effort. (December 14, 2006)

Moreover, though some of the VSO-F volunteers also enjoyed participating in
voluntary service, they were not concerned about the development of civil
society. Unlike Organizer-E, who felt upset because she could not reverse the
decline in her income and living conditions that occurred after marketoriented economic reform, the VSO-F volunteers were satisfied with their
lives and did not want to pursue social change. They only regarded volunteering as a personal choice that contributed to their happiness or selfdevelopment, allowing them to improve their quality of life. Ms. Liu, a
VSO-F volunteer, explained:
I don’t have a clear idea about civil society. Now, I am very satisfied with my life and I am
very happy. I have become a senior nurse, and I am only at middle age…I feel happy that I
can enrich my spare time by participating in volunteering through VSO-F. (December 22,
2006)

Although both Ms. Liu and Miss Tian seemed indifferent to the pursuit of a civil
society, they both sought to experience autonomy and self-governance as part of
their voluntary service. Because self-governance is actually an important element of civil society (Taylor 1995), their actions actually embody the value and
spirit of a civil society. In fact, in the interview, Ms. Liu offered suggestions for
expanding autonomy in volunteering. She said:
I think that VSO-F is just at its infancy. In the future, I suggest that volunteers be involved in
the management. In other words, volunteers may organize activities by themselves. Thus, we
can organize service by ourselves and reduce the VSO-F workload. (December 22, 2006)
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In fact, some VSO-F volunteers had set up and managed a Bulletin Board System
(BBS) and eight QQ (a real-time chat program) groups that allowed Web users to
get service information and register and discuss services via the Internet.
Interestingly, seven sub-groups of the VSO-F used the BBS to offer services
every Sunday. Miss Tian, the VSO-F volunteer who said that she did not care
about civil society, is a group leader who organizes weekly voluntary service
opportunities via the BBS. Clearly, the enthusiasm generated by volunteering
helps people achieve the autonomy to create public spheres that support the
exchange of ideas regarding the management, administration, and development
of volunteering services.

Pessimistic attitudes toward both volunteering and civil society
The GVWC volunteers from VSO-A were unhappy with the way the project was
managed and felt that volunteering made little contribution to the development
of civil society or policy change. Mr. Chen, currently a civil servant who once
volunteered in Xinjiang for a year, said:
When I recalled the experience in Xinjiang, I felt sad. It seems the work was a holdover
from the days when China had a planned economic system that just worked to complete a
target, not for the people…Some volunteers have remained unemployed since they came
back…The four departments asked us to volunteer in Western China to ease unemployment
pressure on university students. This is not a long-term solution. We feel hurt. We feel we
have been cheated…Civil society, I think, is just a sales pitch! Voluntary service is nasty…I
did not consider…volunteering after I came back from Xinjiang. (February 15, 2007)

Ms. Sun, the volunteer who joined the GVWC project in 2003, also noted the
limitations of volunteers’ influence on policy change:
I felt that the capacity of the voluntary services was quite limited. I hoped to offer my
suggestions, but there were no channels that let me communicate to the relevant departments…I hoped to offer my services, but there were no places that let me do that…
Volunteering cannot contribute at the policy level. (February 20, 2007)

This view was reinforced by another GVWC volunteer, Mr. Yang. He commented
on the social constraints impeding the development of civil society in China:
There are few grassroots voluntary associations in China…In my opinion, there will be a
very long, very difficult road ahead if we expect Chinese voluntary services to be as
effective as in Western countries. Frankly speaking, under one-party dictatorship,
the CCP might feel threatened if the voluntary services are too influential… (February 16,
2007)
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Discussion and implications
This study aims to provide a systematic understanding of Chinese volunteers’
motives for volunteer participation and how the differed voluntary service
experiences affect their attitudes toward volunteering and the future development of civil society. The findings illustrate the following: first, spontaneous
participants with rewarding experiences who volunteer through grassroots,
issue-based VSOs are most likely to have a positive attitude toward volunteering
and believe that volunteering can make contributions to the development of civil
society. Second, participants in grassroots and community-based VSOs are most
likely to have an enthusiastic attitude toward volunteering, but they tend to be
indifferent about the idea of civil society. However, they do tend to contribute to
the development of volunteering and civil society when given the opportunity,
because participation in voluntary services enhances their participatory abilities
and their sense of self-organization and mutual collaboration. Last but not least,
volunteers who participate in a poorly managed volunteering organization and
have a dissatisfactory, non-rewarding volunteering experience are most likely to
have a pessimistic attitude toward volunteering and civil society. Thus, there are
multiple possibilities for volunteers to be involved in promoting the development of civil society. The key issue is whether the voluntary activities can
facilitate the positive engagement of the volunteers. These details help inform
the relationship between volunteering and civil society in China and simultaneously elicit new insights into the implications of the development of volunteering and civil society.

The top-to-bottom, compulsory volunteer participation
and the civil society
The compulsory volunteer participation often occurs in top-to-bottom volunteering, which is normally organized by relatively formal, larger institutions.
Bottom-up volunteering is often initiated by relatively informal and smaller
grassroots organizations. It is not uncommon that both top-to-bottom and bottom-up volunteering can be found elsewhere outside China, yet the uniqueness
displayed by the top-to-bottom volunteering lies in the knowledge that the
Chinese government or quasi-governmental organizations usually take the leadership roles that might otherwise belong to the service organizer (Xu 2012a).
Therefore, it is worth addressing a unique question in the Chinese context: can
government-led volunteering be defined as a part of civil society?
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The findings reveal that it is not the organizers’ political background but the
VSOs’ characteristics and management styles that ultimately shape a volunteer’s
experience, which significantly affects a volunteer’s willingness to promote the
development of civil society. Yet, the compulsory volunteer participation, which
was often led by the government, can hardly be defined as a part of civil society.
Given the fact that China is a one-party state with a centralized power system,
sometimes the organizer may exercise the power to ask some people (e.g.,
Communist Party Members) to be “volunteers.” As a result, at the macro-ideological level, there is little room for the compulsory volunteering to develop the
basic values of a civil society such as altruism, democracy, and autonomy. At
the meso-institutional level, the Chinese government or quasi-governmental
organizations usually direct the compulsory volunteer programs, which do not
meet with the requirements of a civil society in which there is a self-organizing
or self-coordinating space, which is not dominated by state power (Taylor 1995).
At the micro-individual level, the compulsory volunteering could hardly foster a
sense of civil society, since it is likely to result in those volunteers feeling as if
they volunteered under pressure.
Moreover, volunteers who participate in a poorly managed volunteering project
and have a non-rewarding or even dissatisfactory volunteering experience are most
likely to be pessimistic toward both volunteering and the development of civil
society. This finding echoes previous research that supports the belief that the
environment of the organization has a significant impact on volunteer motivation
and ability (Tan 2001; Wang 2003; Milligan and Fyfe 2005; Brudney and Meijs 2009).
For example, the VSO-A’s volunteers’ experience has served as a cautionary tale of
the extreme results that can occur in mandatory volunteering: if the compulsory
volunteer project is poorly managed, the dissatisfactory volunteering experience
may not only upset the volunteers but also produce a negative effect on the government’s credit in volunteering as well as the political realm.
Furthermore, it is worthy to be noted that the government-organized volunteering activities are not bound to take the form of compulsory participation or
to be poorly managed. For example, quasi-governmental, environmental VSO-B
allowed the volunteers to spontaneously join or leave the organization. One of
the four volunteers we interviewed has withdrawn from the organization
(Interview: VSO-B & C-Mr. Yang, February 10, 2007), and the other three volunteers did not rely on VSO-B but sometimes organized environmental activities by
themselves (Interview: VSO-B – Mr. Ma; VSO-B – Mr. Qu; VSO-B – Mr. Wang,
January 4, 2007).
Therefore, based on the findings we discussed above, implications for
improving the management of the top-to-bottom volunteer programs can be
generated as follows:

156

(1)

(2)

Y. Xu

Matching volunteers’ skills and experience with appropriate assignments.
Screening and matching the volunteers to the appropriate tasks may
enhance the satisfaction of the volunteering experience and improve the
retention of the volunteers (Hager and Brudney 2008; Eisner et al. 2009).
Unfortunately, however, it was found that volunteers were often assigned
to do jobs un-related to their skills in the top-to-bottom volunteer programs
in China. For example, 85.37% GVWC volunteers were assigned to do jobs
unrelated to their major (Xue, Jia, and Fang 2010), and 63.7% volunteers
were disappointed since they thought that the work places where they
served actually did not need them (Yv and Ma 2010).
Reducing bureaucratic barriers to improve the communication between the
volunteers and the organization. As elsewhere, if an organization is too
bureaucratic to allow for effective communication, the volunteers find
themselves in an unpleasantly passive position (Milligan and Fyfe 2005).
They easily lose heart, and their confidence in the service organizer (i.e.,
the government) decreases (Hustinx 2010). Therefore, the governmentbased organizations must be refined and improved by providing sufficient
communication channels for volunteers to express their views, making sure
that volunteers feel needed, respected, and valued. To date, new technologies allow the organizers or administrators to remove the bureaucratic
barriers and communicate with volunteers conveniently and economically.
In other words, to reduce this possible negative impact on governance, the
structural and administrative weaknesses that lead to negative volunteering experiences should be reduced as much as possible. This would foster
in volunteers a sense of active and positive civic-mindedness, a selfconsciousness that might instill in them the capacity to be responsible
citizens who promote the development of civil society in particular social/
historical contexts (Habermas 1989).

The bottom-up, spontaneous volunteer participation and
the development of civil society
The findings reveal that, generally, volunteers who participated in bottom-up
spontaneous volunteering were more likely to have a rewarding service experience than those who participated in top-to-bottom compulsory volunteering.
This was because the grassroots VSOs did not have the kind of power exercised
by government authorities to require people to support and participate in
volunteer activities. In other words, the bottom-up service organizer can only
use its virtue to entice people to participate (Habermas 1989). In addition,
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spontaneous volunteers may withdraw their participation if they regard their
service experience as non-rewarding.
Normally, an individual who participates spontaneously in volunteering is
making a personal choice regardless of whether they join an issue-based VSO or
a community-based VSO. Yet, evidence showed, for one thing, individuals who
volunteer through a grassroots, issue-based VSO (especially those VSOs that
include promoting civil society as one of its missions) are most likely to think
and act positively regarding both volunteering and civil society. With little
doubt, when volunteers choose a VSO and participate in its specific voluntary
activities, it means that they also support the VSO’s mission and values (Xu and
Ngai 2011). The volunteers who continue to stay in an issue-based VSO not only
report relatively pleasant service experiences but also agree with the VSO’s
mission (Hustinx 2010; Taniguchi 2010). Therefore, if volunteers choose a grassroots VSO with a clear mission to promote the development of civil society, their
service will be more likely to influence social policy for the public good and
consciously promote the development of civil society (Fisher 1998).
For another thing, the volunteers who participate in grassroots, communitybased VSOs are most likely to be enthusiastic volunteers even if they are
indifferent toward the concept of civil society. Usually, the membership of a
community-based VSO is restricted to the local geographic area, and its volunteers will emphasize their interest in the community over the promotion of
institutional change or the development of civil society (Pickert 2003; Wagner
2004). Because these volunteers come from a relatively small and confined local
area with a shared culture, they are typically able to organize themselves, enjoy
autonomy in their service, and quickly respond to community needs (Putnam
1995). According to Taylor (1995), a civil society exists if “there are free associations that are not under tutelage of state power” (p. 208). Therefore, these
volunteers who have pursued and enjoyed autonomy in their service also foster
minimal civil society “whereby engagement in the accepted dimensions of
associational life generates the habits, practices, and values that contribute to
the growth of civil society as a whole” (Watson 2008, 47), even if they do not
intend to do so.
In addition, it is worthy to point out, though the development of grassroots
NGOs is being constrained to some extent as the party-state wants to maintain
political stability (Ma 2002; Qi 2004; Cooper 2006), that the grassroots VSOs are
not willing to confront the State. On the contrary, the VSOs expect to get the
government’s understanding and support. For example, the administrator of
VSO-C Organizer-C said, “I have many suggestions about voluntary service and
environmental protection. However, the government doesn’t give me the opportunity to express my views” (December 16, 2006; see also Xu and Ngai 2011, 257).
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Mr. Li, a volunteer from the grassroots environmental VSO-C, also explained, “I
expect that the government can give more support to us. And I hope a better
understanding could be built between the government and us” (December 20,
2006). Thus, specifically, the policy implications of the development of bottomup volunteering and civil society can be generated as follows:
(1) Promote better communication channels between the government and the
grassroots, issue-based VSOs. With growing economic and social freedom
since the late 1970s, the Chinese government has cautiously welcomed
VSOs to play an increasingly important role in the welfare provision. In
this study, most of the volunteers are well-educated individuals with regular jobs who were satisfied with their current incomes. Eighty percent of
the interviewees had a college diploma or above. With little doubt, the
majority of the spontaneous participants of the issue-based VSOs are
professionals or middle class with specific skills. There is much to be
gained if participants of those relevant VSOs will be consulted during the
policy-making process.
(2) Provide financial support to the grassroots, community-based VSOs. Since
the grassroots, community-based VSOs may know their communities’
needs, as well as the underlying challenges, better than any outsiders,
the government will benefit much by funding certain grassroots, community-based VSOs to conduct the service projects, in contrast to taking the
welfare burden themselves (Xu 2012b).

Limitations and further research
As an exploratory study, this study has limitations, and it raises many interesting questions that require further research. A major limitation lies in the current
availability of the sample. First, because there is no complete record of either the
volunteers or the VSOs in China, random sampling is impossible. Though a lot of
valuable first-hand information was collected, the findings were based on nonrandom, relatively small-sized samples, and thus the representativeness of this
study could be challenged.
Second, given the fact that China is in a period of transition, further
researches should be conducted in the near future. For example, the GVWC
project has been launched for 10 years (i.e., 2003–2012). The project will continue in a more competitive environment because of the recent creation of
similar government-organized projects. As Mr. Zhu, the director of Department
of Youth Volunteer Work of the Central CYL, pointed out, “Today, we are facing
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challenges. For instance, the Program of Graduate Village Leader (Daxuesheng
Cunguan) organized by the Ministry of Human Resources and Social Security of
China, or the Special Teacher (Tegang Jiaoshi) organized by the Ministry of
Education, also recruit graduates every year. And the paid allowances of these
new programs are much higher than the GVWC project” (Interview: July 11,
2012). What’s the difference between these similar programs? Do these government-organized service programs have similar strengths and weaknesses?
Moreover, if we refer to a broader global vision, questions arise as to why the
state-led volunteering programs exist in both authoritarian and democratic
regimes. An example for the latter is the AmeriCorps, which aims to expand
opportunities for Americans of all ages to serve their communities (Gerdes 2011).
Thus, it seems that all the state-led programs have similar goals in encouraging
people to serve their country and promoting the core values of a certain nation.
Yet, can the state-led volunteering programs be the panacea that advances the
very different values of different states? In a word, many such deeper questions
remain unknown and more studies are needed.
In addition, this study has illustrated a wide age distribution (between 20
and 68) of the volunteer participants, and more than 80% of them had a college
diploma or above. However, the relatively small sample size limits further
analyzing the interesting questions such as: To what extent is volunteer participation related to the emerging middle-class social status in China? Does being in
the middle class, such as having a stable retirement pension for recent retirees,
or having dual-income urban parents as college graduates correlate with their
volunteering participation and thus volunteering satisfaction, and eventually,
civil consciousness? In certain types of volunteering activities, such as maintaining security for the local community, do men feel more rewarded than
women? In short, to further explore the variation of social class or gender
differences in volunteer participation, the future researchers may narrow down
the research question and choose a relatively large volunteer program, which
has a complete population, to perform random sampling, and use inferential
statistics to make inferences in the data analysis. And the sociological perspectives such as the social class theory, demographic, or life-course perspective
may provide insights into the volunteers’ motivations and satisfactions of their
volunteer activities. Thus, we may get more specific knowledge of the volunteer
participation rather than a comprehensive understanding of the development of
the civil society of China.

VSO-B

VSO-A

VSOs

Characteristics

Status of
registration

Mission: What is taken from the people is used in the
interests of the people. Protect the environment and
benefit mankind.

An issue-based, quasi-governmental, environmental
protection oriented VSO in the Shandong Province,
which is registered with the Province’s Department of
Civil Affairs.

Mission: The organization is led by the CYL, and works in
line with the reform, development, and stability of
Shandong Province by organizing programs to support
the CCP in political, economic, cultural, and other
activities.
Provincial level

Exempt from
A typical GONGO that is organized by the Chinese
Communist Youth League (CYL). It organizes both annual registration
national volunteer programs and community-based
volunteering activities.

Background and missions

Table 2: Characteristics of the six voluntary service organizations (VSOs)

Appendix

Shandong
Province

Western China

Scope of
services

College students in
Jinan

CYL or CCP
members in
Shandong Province

Volunteers
recruited from
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VSO-D

VSO-C

Mission: Caring, empowerment, propriety, competency.

An issue-based, grassroots, student-based VSO, which
provides social services for certain communities.

Mission: The gradual establishment of public
participation in and mechanisms of monitoring
environmental protection.

An issue-based, grassroots, environmental protection
oriented VSO in Jinan that is registered with the city’s
Department of Civil Affairs.

Jinan in
Shandong
Province and
Maguan County
in Yunnan
Province

Supported by a Jinan
local university’s
Department of
Social Work

Municipal level

(continued )

Undergraduate and
Postgraduate
students of
Department of
Social Work in Jinan

Citizens in Jinan
and Maguan County
in Yunnan Province
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VSO-F

VSO-E

VSOs

Characteristics

Table 2: (Continued )

In the certain
community

Unregistered

A community-based, grassroots VSO organized by
several journalists of a newspaper publishing company
in Jinan.

Jinan

Scope of
services

Status of
registration

Liaison Stations
under the
auspices of the
Committee of
Mission: Treat people fairly; serve people with heart and
CYL of Jinan
soul; work with might and main.

Mission: Adhering to the purpose of “with selfless
dedication, serve for society and together build the
shared civilized life,” and the call of “offering social with
love and touching people through heartwarming
actions.”

A community-based, grassroots VSO that is supported
by the Residents’ Committee.

Background and missions

Citizens in Jinan

Residents in the
certain community

Volunteers
recruited from
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5
3
3
4
6

9 Male

VSO-A-Ms. Sun
VSO-B-Mr. Qu
VSO-B-Mr. Wang
VSO-B-Mr. Ma
VSO-C&B-Mr. Yang3

VSO-C-Mr. Meng

University Diploma
Undergraduate student
Undergraduate student
Undergraduate student
Junior middle School

1956 Bachelor

1980
1986
1986
1985
1971

1981 Bachelors
1980 Master’s student

Year of Education
birth

Position

(continued )

Public servant
Unemployment when first
interviewed;
Master student when second
interviewed
CPC
Primary school teacher
CYL
Student
CYL
Student
CYL
Student
Have been a member Businessman
of CYL
CPC
Businessman

CPC
CYL

Political affiliation

3 VSO-C & B-Mr. Yang was a registered volunteer of both VSO-C and VSO-B. However, he self-reported that he was a “core volunteer” of VSO-C and
close friends of organizer-C. In addition, the interviewee self-reported he was a member of CYL; however, he might not be a member of CYL, as his
age exceeded 28 years.

Female
Male
Male
Male
Male

3 Male
3 Male

Service years Gender
(by first
interview date)

VSO-A-Mr. Chen
VSO-A-Mr. Yang

Volunteer

Table 3: Biographical information of the volunteers

Volunteer Participation in China

163

4 Female

2 Male
1 Female

2 Female
2 Male

VSO-E-Ms. Dai

VSO-F-Mr. Zhang
VSO-F-Miss Tian

VSO-F-Ms. Liu
VSO-F-Mr. Zhu

University Diploma
Undergraduate student
Master’s student
Master’s student
Undergraduate student
High School Diploma

1964
1974

1976
1982

Non-partisan

CYL
CYL
CPC
CPC
CYL
CPC

Political affiliation

Didn’t give the
answer
University Diploma
Non-partisan
Technical Secondary School CYL
Diploma
University Diploma
Non-partisan
Bachelor
Democratic party

1938 Primary School

1944 High School Diploma

1978
1986
1982
1983
1985
1949

Year of Education
birth

Nurse
Lawyer

Technician
Student
Student
Student
Student
Retired cadre of state-owned
enterprise
Retired worker of state-owned
enterprise
Retired worker of state-owned
enterprise
Businessman
Clerk

Position

4 VSO-C & F-Mr. Li was a registered volunteer of both VSO-C and VSO-F. However, he self-reported that he was a “core volunteer” of VSO-C and close
friends of organizer-C.

1 Female

VSO-E-Ms. Guo

Male
Male
Male
Female
Female
Female

5
2
4
4
1
1

Service years Gender
(by first
interview date)

VSO-C&F-Mr. Li4
VSO-C-Mr. Ding
VSO-D-Mr. Su
VSO-D–Miss Zhang
VSO-D–Miss Li
VSO-E-Ms. Liu

Volunteer

Table 3: (Continued )
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