The Impact of Volunteerism on Generativity Scores Among Young Adults: A Cross-Sectional Study
Abstract
Generativity, a concept deeply rooted in developmental psychology, refers to the concern for establishing and guiding the next generation. It is a critical construct that influences individual well-being and contributes to societal progress (Erikson, 1950; McAdams & de St. Aubin, 1992). While traditionally associated with middle adulthood, emerging research suggests that generative concerns may begin manifesting during young adulthood (Lawford et al., 2005; Bradley, 1997). This cross-sectional study aims to investigate the impact of volunteerism on generativity scores among young adults. A sample of 250 individuals, aged 18-29, was assessed using the Loyola Generativity Scale (LGS) to measure their generative concern (McAdams & de St. Aubin, 1992). Participants also completed surveys detailing their involvement in volunteer activities, employing the Volunteer Functions Inventory (VFI) to gather data on the frequency and nature of their volunteering (Clary et al., 1998). Statistical analyses, including correlational and regression techniques, were used to explore the relationship between volunteer participation and generativity scores. The findings indicate that young adults who engage in regular volunteerism exhibit significantly higher generativity scores compared to their non-volunteering counterparts. This suggests that volunteer activities may foster generative development during the early adult years. In essence, these insights highlight the potential of volunteerism as a developmental catalyst, promoting prosocial values and community engagement among young adults. The positive correlation found between the frequency of volunteer activities and generative concern provides compelling evidence for encouraging volunteerism as a means to enhance developmental trajectories in early adulthood.
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1. Introduction
Background
Generativity, as conceptualized by Erikson's (1950) theory of psychosocial development, represents an individual's concern for and commitment to supporting and guiding future generations. This developmental stage emphasizes the importance of contributing to society through nurturing behaviors and creative endeavors, serving as a critical counter to stagnation and self-absorption (Erikson, 1963). Traditionally, generativity has been primarily associated with middle adulthood, a period in which individuals are often focused on family, career, and community involvement. However, recent studies have begun to challenge this notion, suggesting that generative concerns may begin to emerge much earlier, during young adulthood (Lawford et al., 2005; McAdams, 2001). For example, Lawford et al. (2005) demonstrated that adolescents and young adults involved in activities aimed at benefiting others reported higher levels of psychological well-being and prosocial values, indicating an early onset of generative tendencies.
Contemporary young adults are increasingly participating in roles that provide avenues for expressing generative concerns. These include activities such as mentoring programs, community service, and social activism (Reinders & Youniss, 2006). Such engagements not only benefit society at large but also contribute significantly to the psychological development and identity formation of young adults (Arnett, 2000; Damon, 2004). Arnett (2000), in his theory of emerging adulthood, highlights the exploration of various life possibilities and the development of a stable identity during this period, suggesting that engaging in activities that contribute to the broader community can play a pivotal role.
Volunteerism, in particular, serves as a practical and effective avenue for young adults to express their generative concerns. Participation in volunteer activities has been empirically linked to numerous psychological benefits, including enhanced self-esteem, increased life satisfaction, and the development of empathy (Musick & Wilson, 2003; Omoto & Snyder, 2002). For instance, Musick and Wilson (2003), in their extensive review, found that volunteering was associated with better mental and physical health outcomes. Moreover, such activities provide young adults with valuable opportunities to engage in prosocial behaviors that facilitate their psychological and social development (Pancer & Pratt, 1999). Pancer and Pratt (1999) emphasize that volunteering can foster a sense of civic responsibility and personal growth, contributing to a smoother transition into adulthood.
Rationale for Study
Despite the recognized benefits of volunteerism, the specific relationship between volunteerism and generativity in young adults remains relatively underexplored in the literature. While it is widely acknowledged that volunteerism fosters social responsibility and community engagement (Yates & Youniss, 1996; Hart et al., 2007), the precise impact of such activities on the development of generative concern during young adulthood has received limited empirical attention. Yates and Youniss (1996) found that participation in community service projects during adolescence was positively associated with a sense of social responsibility and political awareness, suggesting a potential link to early generative concerns. Understanding this relationship is crucial as fostering generativity at a younger age may have long-term benefits for both individuals and society at large (Damon, 2004). Damon (2004) argues that nurturing generative concerns early on can lead to more engaged and responsible citizens, contributing to a stronger social fabric.
Furthermore, recognizing the specific factors that support the promotion of generativity in younger populations can inform the design and implementation of educational and community programs aimed at encouraging positive developmental trajectories (Scales et al., 2000; Serow, 1991). Scales et al. (2000) suggest that developmental assets, including positive values and social competencies developed through community involvement, can significantly impact youth development. Therefore, this study seeks to fill a critical gap in the existing literature by systematically investigating how volunteer activities influence the development of generative concern among young adults.
Objectives
The primary objective of this study is to investigate the link between volunteerism and generativity scores among young adults. Specifically, the study aims to:
· Assess the relationship between the frequency and type of volunteer activities and generativity scores. This involves examining whether higher frequencies of volunteering are associated with greater levels of generative concern. It also aims to identify if particular types of volunteer activities (e.g., mentoring, environmental projects) have a more significant impact on generativity than others.
· Determine whether young adults who engage in volunteerism exhibit higher levels of generative concern compared to those who do not. This comparison will help establish if volunteering is a distinguishing factor in the development of generativity among young adults.
· Provide insights into how volunteerism may serve as a mechanism for promoting generative development in young adulthood. By understanding the specific ways in which volunteering contributes to generativity, the study seeks to offer practical recommendations for fostering this developmental outcome.
2. Literature Review
Overview of Generativity
Generativity, as a central concept in Erik Erikson's (1950) theory of psychosocial development, is characterized by a focus on nurturing and guiding others, contributing to societal growth, and creating lasting positive impacts. Erikson (1950) posited that during the seventh stage of life, adults face the challenge of generativity versus stagnation, where successful resolution leads to a sense of purpose and contribution. McAdams and de St. Aubin (1992) expanded on Erikson's work by proposing a multi-dimensional model of generativity that encompasses several components, including cultural demand, inner desire, concern, belief in the species, commitment, action, and narration. This model provides a more comprehensive framework for understanding the complexities of generativity beyond a simple concern for the next generation.
Research indicates that generative concerns can be present and influential in young adults, contributing significantly to their identity formation and moral development (McAdams, 2001; Peterson & Duncan, 2007). McAdams (2001), in his narrative theory of personality, emphasizes that stories of generativity can begin to emerge in young adulthood, reflecting a growing concern for contributing to others. Lawford et al. (2005) found that adolescents and young adults who engaged in generative activities reported higher levels of well-being and prosocial values. Similarly, Pratt et al. (2001) demonstrated that generative concerns in youth are linked to increased civic engagement and social responsibility. These studies suggest that the roots of generativity can be observed early in life and are intertwined with positive psychosocial development.
Volunteerism and Development
Volunteerism, defined as a form of prosocial behavior characterized by voluntary actions intended to help others without the expectation of external rewards, has been extensively studied for its developmental benefits (Penner, 2002). Penner (2002) provides a comprehensive overview of prosocial behaviors, highlighting the distinction between volunteerism and other forms of helping behaviors driven by external pressures. It has been associated with various positive outcomes, including enhanced psychological well-being, social integration, and moral development (Wilson & Musick, 1999; Piliavin et al., 2002). Wilson and Musick (1999) found that volunteering offers substantial benefits for individuals' mental and physical health, suggesting that helping others can also enhance one's well-being.
For young adults specifically, volunteerism offers unique opportunities for personal growth, skill development, and expanding social networks (Astin & Sax, 1998; Snyder & Omoto, 2008). Astin and Sax (1998) highlight how college students who engage in volunteer activities develop leadership skills, enhance their understanding of social issues, and form meaningful connections with diverse groups. Participation in community service during adolescence and young adulthood has been linked to increased civic engagement and social responsibility later in life (Hart et al., 2007; Youniss & Yates, 1997). Hart et al. (2007) conducted a longitudinal study showing that early volunteering experiences predict sustained civic engagement and community involvement throughout adulthood, emphasizing the long-term developmental benefits of early volunteering.
Studies by Metz and Youniss (2005) and Grönlund (2011) further suggest that volunteerism can foster a sense of purpose and identity among young adults, aligning with the development of generative concerns. These activities provide opportunities for young adults to identify with roles that are meaningful beyond their personal needs, reinforcing values related to caring for others and contributing to the greater good, which are essential components of generativity (Damon, 2004). Metz and Youniss (2005) emphasize the role of community service in shaping adolescents' political and civic identities, suggesting that these experiences contribute to a more developed sense of social responsibility. Grönlund (2011) supports this by highlighting how volunteering can be a source of personal meaning and identity construction for young adults, contributing to their overall well-being and sense of purpose.
Challenges in Measuring Volunteerism and Generativity
Assessing generativity and volunteerism quantitatively involves several methodological challenges. Generativity is a complex construct that encompasses a range of attitudes, motivations, and behaviors (McAdams & de St. Aubin, 1992). While instruments like the Loyola Generativity Scale (LGS) provide a standardized measure, they may not fully capture all dimensions of generativity or account for cultural variations in its expression (Bradley, 1997). Cultural and contextual factors can significantly influence how generativity is understood and expressed, making it challenging to develop measures that are universally applicable (de St. Aubin et al., 2013).
Measuring volunteerism also presents difficulties, as it requires accounting for variations in the types of activities, motivations for volunteering, and levels of commitment (Clary et al., 1998). Self-report measures, often used in volunteerism research, may be subject to social desirability bias, where respondents may over-report their involvement to present a more favorable image (Stukas et al., 1999). Distinguishing between genuine voluntary actions and obligatory service, such as mandatory community service programs, is also essential for accurately assessing the impact of volunteering on generativity (Stukas et al., 1999). Furthermore, understanding the quality and depth of volunteer experiences, rather than just the frequency, is critical for assessing their impact on developmental outcomes (Eley, 2003). Eley (2003) emphasizes the importance of qualitative approaches to understand the subjective experiences of volunteers, which can provide rich insights into the developmental processes facilitated by volunteering.
3. Methods
Participants
The study recruited a sample of young adults aged 18 to 29 years from diverse settings, including university campuses, community organizations, and online platforms. A total of 250 participants were included in the final analysis. This sample size was deemed sufficient to achieve adequate statistical power for the planned analyses, based on prior studies examining similar constructs (e.g., Lawford et al., 2005). The sample consisted of 150 females (60%) and 100 males (40%), reflecting a slight overrepresentation of females, which is consistent with trends observed in volunteerism participation rates across various studies (Musick & Wilson, 2003). The mean age of participants was 23.5 years, with a standard deviation of 3.2, indicating a relatively homogenous age distribution within the specified range. Demographic information collected from participants included age, gender, ethnicity, educational attainment, and previous experience with volunteer activities. This data was gathered to control for potential confounding variables in the analyses and to ensure a diverse representation within the study. Inclusion criteria required participants to be within the specified age range and to have no reported cognitive impairments that would preclude their ability to comprehend the survey materials. This was essential to ensure the validity and reliability of the data collected.
Volunteerism Assessment
Participants completed a comprehensive survey based on the Volunteer Functions Inventory (VFI), developed by Clary et al. (1998). The VFI is a widely recognized and validated instrument designed to assess individuals' engagement in volunteer activities over a specific period, in this case, the past 12 months. The survey collected detailed data on several key aspects of volunteerism:
· Frequency of Volunteering: Participants were asked to report how often they had engaged in volunteer activities, with response options including weekly (60 participants, 24%), monthly (90 participants, 36%), occasionally (50 participants, 20%), and not at all (50 participants, 20%). This categorization allowed for a clear differentiation of volunteering patterns, ranging from regular to infrequent involvement.
· Duration of Involvement: Participants reported the average number of hours spent per volunteering session and the total number of months they had been involved in volunteer work. This data provided insights into the intensity and sustained nature of their volunteer commitment.
· Types of Activities: Participants indicated the specific domains of volunteer work they had engaged in, such as mentoring (80 participants, 32%), environmental conservation (70 participants, 28%), community service (100 participants, 40%), health and wellness programs, and social activism. This information allowed for the examination of whether different types of volunteer activities were associated with varying levels of generativity.
· Motivations for Volunteering: The survey assessed participants' motivations for volunteering using the six functional scales of the VFI: values, understanding, social, career, protective, and enhancement functions. This provided a comprehensive understanding of the underlying reasons driving volunteer engagement, which could be crucial in interpreting the relationship between volunteering and generativity.
Measures
Loyola Generativity Scale (LGS): The primary measure of generativity was the Loyola Generativity Scale (LGS), developed by McAdams and de St. Aubin (1992). The LGS is a 20-item self-report questionnaire designed to measure generative concern, which is the subjective feeling of being productive and contributing to the next generation. Participants rated each item on a 4-point Likert scale, ranging from 0 ("Never applies to me") to 3 ("Very often applies to me"). The scale includes statements such as "I try to pass along the knowledge I have gained through my experiences" and "I have a responsibility to improve the neighborhood in which I live." These items tap into various aspects of generative concern, including personal productivity, societal contribution, and a desire to leave a positive legacy. The LGS has demonstrated good internal consistency and validity across diverse cultural contexts, making it a reliable instrument for measuring generativity in different populations (Jones & McAdams, 2013; Hofer et al., 2008). In this study, the LGS demonstrated strong internal consistency, with a Cronbach's alpha of .82, indicating that the items reliably measure the same underlying construct.
Procedure
Participants were recruited through a variety of methods, including flyers posted on university campuses, emails sent to student and community organizations, and posts on social media platforms targeting young adults. Interested individuals were directed to an online survey platform or invited to attend scheduled in-person data collection sessions. Prior to participating, all individuals were provided with detailed information about the study and asked to provide informed consent, following the guidelines of the Institutional Review Board (IRB). This ensured ethical compliance and protected the rights of the participants. Participants completed the survey materials in a standardized manner, starting with the demographic questionnaire, followed by the VFI-based Volunteer Activity Survey, and finally, the LGS.
Data collection procedures adhered strictly to the ethical guidelines outlined by the American Psychological Association (APA, 2017). Confidentiality was maintained throughout the study, and all data were anonymized to protect participants' identities. Participants were informed of their right to withdraw from the study at any time without penalty. This was crucial to ensure that participation was entirely voluntary and that participants felt comfortable with the process. Upon completion of the survey, participants were offered a small incentive, such as a gift card or course credit, where appropriate. This helped to increase participation rates and acknowledge the time and effort contributed by the participants.
Data Analysis
Data were analyzed using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS, Version 26). Descriptive statistics, including means, standard deviations, frequencies, and percentages, were calculated to summarize the demographic characteristics of the sample, volunteerism variables, and generativity scores. This provided a comprehensive overview of the data collected. Pearson correlation coefficients were used to examine the relationships between various volunteerism measures (frequency, duration, type, and motivations) and generativity scores. Correlation analyses allowed for the assessment of the strength and direction of the associations between these variables.
Multiple regression analyses were conducted to determine the predictive value of volunteerism on generativity scores while controlling for potential confounding variables such as age, gender, and educational level. This analytical approach helped to isolate the specific impact of volunteering on generativity, net of other demographic factors. Independent samples t-tests and one-way analyses of variance (ANOVAs) were employed to assess differences in generativity scores across subgroups defined by various volunteerism characteristics. For instance, t-tests were used to compare generativity scores between volunteers and non-volunteers, while ANOVAs were used to compare scores across different frequencies of volunteering (e.g., weekly, monthly, occasional). These analyses helped to identify specific patterns and differences in generativity based on varying levels of volunteer engagement. Effect sizes were calculated for all significant findings to quantify the magnitude of the observed relationships.
4. Results
Descriptive Analysis
The sample comprised 250 young adults, with a majority (60%) identifying as female and 40% as male. The mean age was 23.5 years (SD = 3.2). A substantial proportion of the sample, 200 participants (80%), reported participating in volunteer activities within the past year. Of those who volunteered:
· Frequency of Volunteering: 30% (60 participants) volunteered weekly, 45% (90 participants) volunteered monthly, and 25% (50 participants) volunteered occasionally. The remaining 20% (50 participants) reported no volunteer activity within the last year.
Participants engaged in a variety of volunteer activities:
· Mentoring or tutoring youth: 80 participants (40% of volunteers)
· Environmental conservation projects: 70 participants (35% of volunteers)
· Community service (e.g., food banks, shelters): 100 participants (50% of volunteers)
· Health and wellness programs: 40 participants (20% of volunteers)
· Social activism and advocacy: 30 participants (15% of volunteers)
Generativity scores, as measured by the LGS, ranged from 15 to 55, with a mean score of 35.7 (SD = 8.5). This distribution indicates a moderate level of generative concern among the participants. The Cronbach's alpha for the LGS was .82, demonstrating good internal consistency.
Correlation Between Volunteerism and Generativity
Pearson correlation analyses revealed several significant relationships:
· Frequency of Volunteering: A strong positive correlation was observed between the frequency of volunteering and generativity scores (r = .45, p < .001). This finding indicates that participants who volunteered more frequently tended to report higher levels of generative concern.
· Duration of Involvement: A positive correlation was also found between the duration of volunteer involvement and generativity scores (r = .38, p < .001), suggesting that sustained engagement in volunteer activities may be associated with greater generative concern.
Types of Activities and Generativity
Analyses examining the relationship between specific types of volunteer activities and generativity revealed:
· Mentoring: Participants involved in mentoring demonstrated significantly higher generativity scores (M = 40.2, SD = 7.5) compared to those not involved in mentoring (M = 33.1, SD = 8.1), t (248) = 7.20, p < .001. This suggests that mentoring may be a particularly potent activity for fostering generative development.
· Community Service: Participants involved in community service also exhibited slightly higher generativity scores (M = 37.0, SD = 8.2) than those not involved (M = 34.2, SD = 8.7), t (248) = 2.50, p < .05. While statistically significant, this difference was smaller than that observed for mentoring.
· Environmental Projects: No significant difference in generativity scores was observed between participants involved in environmental projects and those not involved (p > .05).
Motivations for Volunteering and Generativity
A multiple regression analysis using the VFI motivation subscales as predictors of generativity scores revealed:
· Values Motivation: A significant positive predictor of generativity (β = .40, p < .001). This indicates that individuals who volunteer because of their personal values tend to exhibit higher levels of generative concern.
· Understanding Motivation: Also, a positive predictor of generativity (β = .25, p < .01), suggesting that the desire to learn and understand through volunteering experiences contributes to generative development.
· Career and Social Motivations: Neither career motivation (β = .05, p > .05) nor social motivation (β = .08, p > .05) were significant predictors of generativity.
The overall model, including all four motivation subscales, explained 30% of the variance in generativity scores (R² = .30, F (4, 195) = 21.07, p < .001).
Generativity and Subgroup Differences
An ANOVA examining generativity scores across different frequencies of volunteering revealed significant differences among the groups (F (3, 246) = 28.45, p < .001). Post-hoc Tukey tests indicated that weekly volunteers (M = 41.5, SD = 7.0) had significantly higher generativity scores than monthly volunteers (M = 37.0, SD = 7.5), occasional volunteers (M = 33.5, SD = 8.0), and non-volunteers (M = 28.0, SD = 7.5). All pairwise comparisons between these groups were significant (p < .05), with the exception of the comparison between occasional volunteers and non-volunteers (p > .05). This suggests a dose-response relationship between volunteering frequency and generativity, with more frequent volunteering associated with higher generativity.
5. Discussion
Summary of Main Findings
This study's primary finding is a positive association between volunteerism and generativity among young adults. More frequent and longer durations of volunteer activities were linked to higher levels of generative concern. Specifically, participation in mentoring and community service roles was associated with elevated generativity scores. Furthermore, intrinsic motivations for volunteering, particularly values and understanding, were significant predictors of generativity.
Interpretation
The observed positive relationship between volunteerism and generativity aligns with prominent theories of prosocial development, which posit that engaging in altruistic activities promotes generative concerns (Damon, 2004; McAdams & Logan, 2004). Volunteerism offers young adults' concrete opportunities to make meaningful contributions to society, fostering a sense of purpose, responsibility, and connection to something larger than themselves (Grönlund, 2011).
The particularly strong association between mentoring and generativity highlights the potential importance of direct interpersonal engagement in fostering generative development. Mentoring allows young adults to actively guide and influence others, embodying the core principle of generativity as conceptualized by Erikson (1950). This aligns with existing research suggesting that mentorship roles enhance prosocial development and facilitate the development of generative concern (Eley, 2003; Raposa et al., 2013).
The finding that values-driven and understanding-seeking motivations predict generativity underscores the role of intrinsic motivation in driving this developmental process (Clary et al., 1998; Omoto & Snyder, 1995). When young adults engage in volunteering out of a genuine concern for others and a desire to learn and grow, these experiences appear to facilitate the internalization of generative values, leading to more sustained prosocial engagement (Stukas et al., 2016).
Implications for Practice
These findings have significant implications for educational institutions, community organizations, and policymakers seeking to promote positive youth development. Encouraging young adults to participate in volunteer activities, particularly those involving mentorship, can be a valuable strategy for fostering generative concern and contributing to positive developmental outcomes (Scales et al., 2000; Hart et al., 2007). Programs designed to promote volunteerism should emphasize the personal and societal benefits of such engagement, focusing on cultivating intrinsic motivations rather than relying solely on external incentives.
Integrating service-learning components into educational curricula can create opportunities for students to connect academic learning with community service, further enhancing their generative development (Eyler & Giles, 1999; Astin et al., 2000). Such initiatives can provide structured and supportive environments for young adults to explore and express their generative concerns.
Limitations
This study's cross-sectional design limits the ability to draw causal inferences about the relationship between volunteerism and generativity. While the findings suggest a strong association, it is possible that pre-existing individual differences or other unmeasured factors contribute to both volunteerism and generativity. Furthermore, the reliance on self-reported measures introduces the potential for response biases, particularly social desirability bias, which could inflate the reported frequency or impact of volunteer activities (Nederhof, 1985). Finally, the sample, primarily drawn from university settings, may not be fully representative of all young adults, limiting the generalizability of the findings to other populations.
Recommendations for Future Research
Future research should employ longitudinal designs to examine the dynamic interplay between volunteerism and generativity over time. This would allow for stronger causal inferences and a clearer understanding of how these constructs influence each other across developmental trajectories. Experimental interventions designed to promote specific types of volunteer activities could provide more robust evidence regarding their causal impact on generative development. Furthermore, expanding research to include more diverse populations, considering factors such as socioeconomic status, cultural background, and geographic location, would enhance the generalizability and ecological validity of future findings. Finally, incorporating qualitative methodologies, such as in-depth interviews or focus groups, could provide richer insights into the nuanced experiences and motivations underlying young adults' engagement in volunteerism and its contribution to generative development.
6. Conclusion
This study provides compelling evidence for a significant positive association between volunteerism and generativity among young adults. The findings suggest that engaging in volunteer activities, particularly those involving mentorship and driven by intrinsic motivations such as values and the pursuit of understanding, can be a powerful catalyst for fostering generative concern during a crucial period of development. Promoting volunteerism among young adults through targeted programs and educational initiatives holds considerable promise for enhancing prosocial values, strengthening communities, and contributing to positive societal change. These insights contribute to our understanding of how early adult experiences can shape developmental trajectories and offer practical guidance for designing interventions that support the development of generativity.
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