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Abstract: 
This study explores whether and in what ways immigrant volunteering may serve as a conduit for immigrant integration into the
host society. Using a conceptual approach, I examine several social theories explaining the process's dynamics. I find that while
existing social theories may explain ways volunteer activities positively influence the relationship between immigrants and
nonimmigrants, they do not account for additional barriers newcomers experience during resettlement. Using insights from
sociology, an intersectional approach expands knowledge in the area of immigrant-nonimmigrant relations by exploring
volunteering as a means to support and improve immigrant integration.

Keywords: immigrant volunteering; immigrant integration; conceptual research; intersectionality

Acknowledgments

I thank Roberta Iversen for her mentorship and guidance while writing this paper. I appreciate comments by peers at the
ARNOVA Doctoral Workshop session—especially Itay Greenspan and Rebecca Nesbit. I also thank the anonymous reviewers
and the journal editors for valuable comments on the paper's prior version.

As global immigration remains at an all-time high (Esses and Abelson, 2017; National Academies Press, 2015), immigrant
integration has become an urgent and contended topic across the world. Literature defines integration as the extent to which
immigrants have the capacity and knowledge to live a successful and fulfilling life in the host society (Harder et al., 2018)—with
capacity consisting of immigrants' social capital, relationships, and networks; and knowledge reflecting a fluency of language and
ability to navigate political and social institutions in the host country (Harder et al., 2018). The quantity and quality of newcomer
interactions and social ties with nonimmigrants comprise measures of social integration (Harder et al., 2018; Wang and Handy,
2014). One activity that encourages social integration is voluntary work, as volunteer settings provide a space for goal-oriented
relationship-building (Handy and Greenspan, 2009; Oliver, 2010; Ruiz Sportmann and Greenspan, 2019).

Research on immigrant volunteering is nascent (Handy and Greenspan, 2009; Sinha, Greenspan, and Handy, 2011; Wang and
Handy, 2014). While some studies have explored the benefits of voluntary work, few papers analyze the benefits of volunteering
for immigrants (Baert and Vujic, 2016; Ruiz Sportmann and Greenspan, 2019). Literature reveals that the benefits and
drawbacks of immigrant volunteering depend strongly on social exchanges between newcomers and nonimmigrants (Oliver,
2010; Ruiz Sportmann and Greenspan, 2019). Essentially, beneficial effects require certain inter-ethnic conditions. For example,
a mutually beneficial setting guarantees that both immigrants and nonimmigrants have a similar or equal status, shared goals
and are able to maintain regular interactions over time (Pettigrew, 1998; Oliver, 2010). Literature also suggests that ethnic strife
can be prevented when people of different ethnic backgrounds participate in multiethnic volunteer associations (Oliver, 2010;
Ruiz Sportmann and Greenspan, 2019; Yap et al., 2011). However, existing studies rarely apply explicit social theories when
analyzing interactions between immigrant volunteers and their native-born counterparts.

This study adds to the literature by applying a conceptual approach that integrates existing constructs and theories (Corley and
Gioia, 2011; Gilson and Goldberg, 2015; Marek, 2015) to explore whether and in what ways immigrant volunteering enhances
social integration into the host country. In addition, I ask how immigrant volunteering influences integration into the host society.
The paper proceeds as follows: First, I review existing studies on volunteering and integration and outline the theoretical
concepts underlying my exploration; then, I present a method to explore the process of moving from immigrant volunteering to
immigrant integration. Lastly, I discuss my findings and the limitations of the research and offer recommendations for future
studies.

Background and Significance

Immigrant Integration. Harder et al. (2018) define integration as an immigrant’s capacity and knowledge to build a fulfilling and
successful life while maintaining their own culture. The definition emphasizes the immigrant’s ability to achieve their vision and
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life goals and realize their potential in the host society (Anthias, 2012; Harder et al., 2018) - while being careful not to equate
integration with assimilation, as the latter requires immigrants to discard their home country’s culture (Anthias, 2012; Danso and
Lum, 2013; Esses and Abelson, 2017). Scholars argue that immigrants can increase their capacity and knowledge by becoming
civic participants and engaging in voluntary work (Handy and Greenspan, 2009; Sinha et al., 2011; Wang and Handy, 2014),
implying that volunteering can improve newcomer integration into the host society (Baert and Vujić, 2016; Manatschal and
Stadelmann-steffen, 2014; Ruiz Sportmann and Greenspan, 2019). 

Immigrant Volunteering. Research defines immigrant volunteering as volunteer work conducted by foreign-born individuals for
causes or individuals without expectations of rewards (Sinha et al., 2011; Wilson, 2000; 2019; Qvist, 2018). The last few years
have presented a noteworthy increase in research on the social benefits newcomers acquire through volunteering (Handy and
Wang, 2014; Manatschal and Stadelmann-steffen, 2014; Weisinger and Slipante, 2005). For instance, recent studies explore
immigrant volunteering as a tool for self-improvement and a means to build networks and obtain job-related skills (Baert and
Vujić, 2016; Raza et al., 2013; Sali, 2021; Yap et al., 2011). Research also shows that volunteering cultivates mutual trust
between immigrants and nonimmigrants through exchanges of mutually valued services (Handy and Greenspan, 2009; Sinha et
al., 2011; Ruiz Sportmann and Greenspan, 2019). This paper investigates the association between immigrant volunteering and
integration through the following theoretical and conceptual frameworks.

Theory

Theoretical Framework

A theoretical framework consists of a single theory that is the primary means by which the research question is understood and
investigated (Ravitch and Carl, 2019; Ravitch and Riggan, 2016). The present study’s theoretical framework is social exchange
theory, which argues that relationships and mutual exchanges between individuals and groups are created through a cost-
benefit analysis (Cook, 2015; Stryker, 2001). The theory explains that individuals will opt for an action if they believe they will
extract a reward greater than the cost of performing the action. (Cook, 2015; Jonason and Middleton, 2015; Stryker, 2001). For
example, current research on immigrant volunteering shows that immigrants choose to volunteer expecting intangible rewards,
such as improved language skills or networking opportunities, social capital, and personal empowerment in exchange for their
time and effort (Khvorostianov and Remennick, 2017; Wilson, 2000). On the other hand, nonimmigrants will accrue “costs” such
as training resources catered explicitly to immigrants who are invited and wish to join the volunteer force (Handy and
Greenspan, 2009; Ruiz Sportmann and Greenspan, 2019). However, the main benefit for nonimmigrants would be accessing a
previously untapped volunteer power (Couton and Gaudet, 2008; Ruiz Sportmann and Greenspan, 2019). If we understand
volunteering as a service that helps immigrants and nonimmigrants increase benefits over costs on both ends, we can presume
that their interpersonal attraction will grow (Lott and Lott, 2019; Oliver, 2010).

Conceptual Framework

A conceptual framework comprises several formal theories that capture the studied phenomena holistically. This framework
shows existing relationships between ideas and how they relate to the research question (Corley and Gioia, 2011; Ravitch and
Carl, 2019; Ravitch and Riggan, 2016). The conceptual framework of this study includes: 1) Crenshaw’s intersectionality, 2)
Bourdieu’s social capital, 3) Coleman’s trust and social networks, and 4) Blau’s social integration.

Crenshaw’s Intersectionality. Intersectionality originally described how policies and traditional feminist notions excluded Black
women due to multiple forms of discrimination (e.g., based on gender and race) they experience (Choo and Ferre, 2010;
Crenshaw, 1990; Daftary, 2020). Crenshaw (1990) examines how social categorizations (e.g., class, ethnicity, gender, etc.) act
as interdependent categories of disadvantage (Duran and Jones, 2020). For instance, a Christian, U.S.-born, Black woman will
experience different disadvantages than a Muslim, non-U.S.-born, Black woman. Existing literature describes intersectionality as
an analytic tool to capture the complexity of group experiences more than a theory, per se (Cho et al., 2013; Daftary, 2020;
Stasiulis et al., 2020). Applying intersectionality to the case of immigrants allows for a detailed view of how particularly
marginalized groups experience the cumulative effects of various forms of discrimination. Intersectionality may also enhance the
understanding of how immigrants volunteer to find shared interests with nonimmigrants (Anthias, 2014; Wilson-Forsberg and
Sethi, 2015). Based on intersectionality’s central principles, we should examine immigrant experiences through the intersecting
social categories shown in their lives (Daftary, 2020; Davis, 2008; Hankivsky and Cornier, 2009). Immigrants are likely to endure
identity-based inequalities related to immigration status, age, gender, class, ethnicity, and religion, among others (Crenshaw,
1990; Duran and Jones, 2020; Wilson-Forsberg and Sethi, 2015). Yet, studies on immigrants rarely account for the
comprehensive range of identity issues newcomers experience as they resettle and strive to integrate (Kaushik and Walsh,
2018; Stasiulis et al., 2020). Therefore, intersectionality is an attractive proposition, as it invites debate addressing injustices that
emerge from multiple categories of difference (Anthias, 2010; Daftary, 2020; Duran and Jones, 2020). While intersectionality
may help explain the difficulties immigrants encounter when resettling, the concept of social capital may assist in mitigating
these difficulties, as described by Bourdieu (2001).
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Bourdieu’s Social Capital. Bourdieu’s (2001) objective was to reveal the dynamics and tensions of societal power relations. He
defines social capital as a set of obligations between parties, such as social exchanges, reciprocity, shared norms, and trust
(Bourdieu, 2001). Social capital is particularly instructive when analyzing how volunteering impacts structural constraints and
unequal access to organizational resources based on ethnicity, gender, and class. We may apply Bourdieu’s theory to the
discussion of immigrant volunteering as means to understand how newcomers access actual and potential capital through
volunteering (Handy and Greenspan, 2009; Oliver, 2010; Ruiz Sportmann and Greenspan, 2019).

Research reveals that civically active immigrants access social capital through genuine relationships with people in their
networks (Nakhaie and Kazemipur, 2012; Raza et al., 2012; Wang & Handy, 2014). Such relationships require personal
investment, reciprocity, and continuous maintenance (Bourdieu, 2001; Oliver, 2010; Sali, 2021). Bourdieu (2001) argues that
increased social capital is more significant for those in lower echelons of the social hierarchy, threatened by economic or social
decline—a distinguishing feature of most immigrants. Conversely, voluntary settings offer environments where mutual
recognition is prevalent (Handy and Greenspan, 2009; Raza, Beaujot, and Woldemicael, 2012). Participation in a joint interest
group allows for a trust-based transfer of social capital between immigrants and nonimmigrants.

Coleman’s Trust and Social Networks. In line with Bourdieu, Coleman (1988) states that social capital constitutes all the
resources individuals can use to realize their interests in society (e.g., trust, networks, etc.). Coleman (1988) also argues that
social structures, such as networks and norms, facilitate trust as a form of social credit. This argument stresses that most trust
relations are not unilateral and that reciprocal trust relations are mutually reinforcing (Coleman, 1988; Handy and Mook, 2011;
Luiz Coradini, 2010). Coleman would describe social capital in terms of social networks and their phenomena, such as
dependency, consultation, obligations, and access to information (Coleman, 1988; Luiz Coradini, 2010; Dahinden, 2013). Such
aspects of social capital are all benefits that may be acquired through volunteering (Handy and Greenspan, 2009; Sinha et al.,
2011; Wang and Handy, 2014). However, Coleman would also argue that since social capital is less liquid than other forms of
capital, social structures that generate social capital are only helpful for specific objectives (Coleman, 1988; Dahinden, 2013;
Sobel, 2002). In other words, volunteering in certain organizations may generate social capital for particular goals (Sobel, 2002;
Nesbit, 2017). For instance, Nesbit (2017) finds that an immigrant volunteering in a political nonprofit gains knowledge,
experience, and contacts from political networks. However, while this type of volunteering may facilitate the immigrant’s political
integration (Handy and Greenspan, 2009; Nesbit, 2017), it does not necessarily lead to increased feelings of, say, social
integration. Conversely, volunteering for people in need and community-centered initiatives have been shown to improve
perceptions of social integration (Ruiz, Wang, and Handy, 2021; Khvorostianov and Remennick, 2017).

Blau’s Social Integration. Harder et al.’s (2018) definition of immigrant integration complements Blau’s definition (2008): social
integration as the bonds of attraction that unite group members into a single unit. Literature also describes social integration as
the process of agreeing on a shared system of meaning, language, and culture (Björkman et al., 2007; Blau, 2008). This
definition implies that increased social incorporation reduces cultural conflict and increases perceptions of integration (Dahinden,
2013; Björkman et al., 2007; Oliver, 2010). Essentially, intergroup tensions diminish when minority group members engage in
activities that make them more “attractive” to the dominant group (Blau, 2008; Ruiz Sportmann and Greenspan, 2019). This
attractiveness can be enhanced by sharing and providing services valued by the host society—such as volunteering (Blau, 2008;
Handy and Greenspan, 2009; Yap et al., 2010). For example, suppose specific individuals share their resources and talents with
others (e.g., when immigrants volunteer where their language and cultural knowledge is needed). In that case, the dominant
group may lower their defenses and feel attracted to immigrant volunteers, perhaps even resulting in social integration.

Methods 

The methodology used for this paper is conceptual research, undertaken by collecting and analyzing information on immigrant
volunteering (Corley and Gioia, 2011; Marek, 2015; Weick, 1989). A conceptual paper differs from a theoretical paper in that
instead of reporting on a specific theory; it maps the conceptual terrain of a phenomenon (e.g., immigrant volunteering) by
identifying and integrating disparate concepts (e.g., intersectionality and social exchange theory) into a new framework from
which to generate new ideas and theories (McGregor, 2018).

As with other conceptual papers, the present research does not suggest a new theory at a construct level. Instead, it bridges
existing theories, linking research across disciplines to broaden the scope of thinking (Corley and Gioia, 2011; Gilson and
Goldberg, 2015). In other words, this conceptual study integrates and proposes new associations among known constructs to
develop a logical and complete argument for the relationship between immigrant integration and volunteer activities (Marek,
2015; Weick, 1989). I present propositions that link to testable hypotheses, offering a bridge between usefulness and validation
of existing realities (Gilson and Goldberg, 2015; Weick, 1989) while aiming to explain if and how civic participation impacts
immigrant integration as defined by Harder et al. (2018).
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First, a literature review lists external and internal influences; second, a reflective analysis adds influences not found in
mainstream literature. I then analyze impacts and group them into factors I integrate into a conceptual model, showing external
and internal factors. I follow up with a revised model, visualized in an instructional figure. Lastly, I develop recommendations for
future research. Overall, I limit the analysis to a discussion of social theories closely related to volunteering and integration.
While the list of theories is not exhaustive, this paper’s objective is to emphasize critical aspects of how these two areas are
connected and how minority-sensitive approaches benefit immigrants and the host society.

Figure 1

Frameworks and Methodology

Discussion

When applying the theories by Bourdieu, Coleman, and Blau, I aim to uncover how immigrant volunteering may lead to general
immigrant integration. An immigrant’s story begins when a foreign-born individual emigrates to a host country. There are several
reasons a person may decide or have to relocate. Significant reasons for immigration are to (a) find better job opportunities, (b)
secure better living conditions, (c) access better education, (d) join American family members, and (e) escape a troubled country
(Esses and Abelson, 2017; Kunz, 2003; National Academies Press, 2015). However, while seeking these benefits, immigrants
often struggle to acclimate (National Academies Press, 2015; Wang and Handy, 2014), with power relations in the host society
as a significant barrier (Daftary, 2020; Oliver, 2010).  

Many nonimmigrants enjoy easy access to resources through a durable network of institutionalized relationships. By contrast,
newcomers often lack connections and visibility in the host society (Erel, 2010; Kunz, 2003; Yap et al., 2010). Yet, this type of
social capital is necessary for immigrants to integrate (Kunz, 2003; Raza et al., 2012; Nakhaie and Kazemipur, 2012). However,
the creation of social capital also tends to reproduce status, and power relations (Bourdieu, 2001; Erel, 2010; Sobel, 2002),
which is why Bourdieu emphasizes that access to social capital depends on structural constraints related to class, gender, and
ethnicity (Bourdieu, 2001; Luiz Coradini, 2010). This suggests that the creation of social capital is highly reliant on the context of
specific social spaces (Coleman, 1988; Luiz Coradini, 2010), prompting the question: Where can immigrants accrue resources
and capital, despite preexisting societal power relations? Volunteering venues offer social settings with few entry barriers where
immigrants can gain material and immaterial capital (e.g., reference letters, networking, and job referrals) (Handy and
Greenspan, 2009; Oliver, 2010; Ruiz Sportmann and Greenspan, 2019).

Furthermore, generating social capital is most effective in environments of mutual recognition (Bourdieu, 2001; Luiz Coradini,
2010; Oliver, 2010)—which is typical in voluntary settings. Research shows that volunteering towards a common goal acts as an
equalizer between volunteers, reducing power inequalities (Erel, 2010; Oliver, 2010; Ruiz Sportmann and Greenspan, 2019).
Immigrants with active volunteer networks have easier access to social capital through relationships with nonimmigrant
volunteers (Handy and Greenspan, 2009; National Academies Press, 2015; Weisinger and Slipante, 2005). Literature also
indicates that immigrants’ most valuable sources of social capital are their contacts with established nonimmigrants (Oliver,
2010; National Academies Press, 2015; Weisinger and Slipante, 2005). Therefore, capital derived from volunteering may be of
greater value to those not economically or socially established.
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I expand this suggestion with Crenshaw’s (1990) theory on intersectionality. Networks provide different values to different people
for various purposes, depending on their location in the host society’s hierarchy (Anthias, 2012; Luiz Coradini, 2010). The social
value of identity categories (e.g., “immigrant,” “widow,” etc.) and their interrelation (e.g., “immigrant widows”) can affect the value
of an individual’s relational resources, as well as their ability to use them to create capital (Anthias, 2012; Erel, 2010; Bastia,
2014). I propose that volunteering mitigates immigrants’ interrelated categories of disadvantage and creates an environment
where they might access the resources they need to integrate. Furthermore, I suggest that newcomers minimize their outsider
status by volunteering and building mutually reinforcing relationships with nonimmigrants (Russel and White, 2001). I summarize
this path in Proposition 1.

            Proposition 1 (P1): Immigrant volunteering alongside nonimmigrants can lead to mutual relationship-building within the
host society.

Proposition 1 speaks to the interdependence developed when immigrants successfully build relationships with nonimmigrants
through volunteering (Oliver, 2010; Ruiz Sportmann and Greenspan, 2019). Social structures, such as volunteering networks,
allow for the creation of mutual trust as a form of social credit (Coleman, 1988; Handy and Greenspan, 2009). The social capital
that immigrants accrue consists of network-related phenomena such as information exchange, mutual obligations, consultation
networks, and, ultimately, interdependence (Coleman, 1988; Luiz Coradini, 2010; Erel, 2010). Considering the duality of these
actions, relationships between immigrants and nonimmigrants become reciprocal and mutually reinforcing (Coleman, 1988;
Russell and White, 2001; Weisinger and Slipante, 2005). Furthermore, literature implies that social capital is also beneficial to
those individuals who do not produce it (Coleman, 1988), which explains why immigrant volunteering is advantageous to
nonimmigrants as well (Ruiz Sportmann and Greenspan, 2019; Yap et al., 2010). For example, voluntary initiatives can better
achieve minority-sensitive social change when immigrants join the volunteer force. Therefore, volunteer settings are generally
more inclusive since client needs are prioritized over differences between volunteer group members (Oliver, 2010; Ruiz
Sportmann and Greenspan, 2019; Russel and White, 2001).

Intersectionality can also be a powerful tool in creating inclusive spaces (Bailey, 2009; Daftary, 2020; Lu et al., 2001). This
framework provides education for all groups in all settings, from the underserved to the wealthy and from immigrants to
nonimmigrants (Anthias, 2014; Daftary, 2020; Kaushik and Walsh, 2018). Intersectionality can help individuals focus on
commonalities rather than differences (Bailey, 2009; Harris and Leonardo, 2018; Lu et al., 2001) between immigrants and
nonimmigrants. Individuals can apply intersectionality by building knowledge while remaining curious about both identity
differences and shared commonalities (being volunteers), experiences (volunteering), and concerns (the needs of the clients)
(Harris and Leonardo, 2018; Oliver, 2010; Ruiz Sportmann and Greenspan, 2019). Through these commonalities, native-born
volunteers may learn to understand and celebrate differences in the volunteer space and beyond. The direct cause of immigrant
integration in the model connects to the consequences of building relationships with nonimmigrants. I summarize this path in
proposition 2.

            Proposition 2 (P2): Mutual relationship-building in the host society can create interdependence between immigrants and
nonimmigrants.

In addition to the effects suggested in propositions 1 and 2, the model indicates that interdependence in the volunteer setting
can lead to immigrant integration in the long term. As immigrants serve as volunteers and become integral to the organization
structure, nonimmigrants may comprehend these individuals' true value and indispensability (Anthias, 2014; Björkman et al.,
2007; Handy and Mook, 2011). Teamwork towards a common goal, such as solving societal issues, also creates bonds of
attraction that unite immigrants and nonimmigrants beyond the voluntary settings (Anthias, 2014; Danso and Lum, 2013; Harris
and Leonardo, 2018). As these two groups agree on a shared system of meaning (e.g., prioritizing the needs of the
underserved), they experience Blau’s (2008) social integration. Immigrants thus work alongside nonimmigrants to improve the
host society and showcase their talents and resourcefulness (Danso and Lum, 2013; Handy and Greenspan, 2009; Yap et al.,
2010). Literature also reveals that nonimmigrant fears toward newcomers diminish when they regularly interact with immigrants
in positive settings (Björkman et al., 2007; Oliver, 2010; Ruiz Sportmann and Greenspan, 2019).

This approach leverages intersectionality as a force for good. Instead of focusing on cultural differences, the host society should
apply intersectionality to uncover inequalities adversely affecting immigrants. This approach allows the host society to move
beyond biases to address struggles over resources, including social capital (Anthias, 2014; Eler, 2010; Harris and Leonardo,
2018). Voluntary settings are often safe places for dialogue between social identities, thus providing a basis focusing on
marginality (e.g., social inequality) instead of immigrant status (e.g., green card holder) (Anthias, 2014; Oliver, 2010; Stasiulis et
al., 2020). As immigrants proactively learn from nonimmigrants and vice versa, these interactions increase value (Danso and
Lym, 2013; Garg, 2021; Oliver, 2010). Native-born volunteers may start to perceive immigrant talents and resourcefulness as
indispensable to their mutual volunteer mission. Through shared experiences and an agreed-upon system of norms and values
—such as assisting the recipients of the volunteer services—immigrants and nonimmigrants could recognize each other as
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essential on the road to shaping and improving the host society. I encapsulate this idea in proposition 3.

            Proposition 3 (P3): Interdependence between immigrants and nonimmigrants can result in integration beyond the
voluntary setting.

The following instructional figure depicts the model’s final path from immigrant volunteering to immigrant integration. This
conceptual model shows external and internal factors that may impact the newcomer's trajectory from volunteering to integration.

Figure 2

Conceptual path from immigrant volunteering to immigrant integration

Discussion

I argue that this conceptual model’s sustainability is based on an ongoing win-win exchange between immigrants and
nonimmigrants. Volunteering can be a tradable good or service to gain networks and resources from nonimmigrants, thereby
enhancing immigrant integration (Handy and Greenspan, 2009; Wand and Handy, 2014; Sinha et al., 2011). Conversely,
nonimmigrants can strike a deal by partnering with newcomers as volunteers, thereby increasing the volunteer organization’s
diversity and resourcefulness when addressing community needs (Handy and Greenspan, 2009; Oliver, 2010). When
immigrants volunteer, they can exchange their talents for resources and connections with nonimmigrant volunteers (Handy and
Greenspan, 2009; Ruiz Sportmann and Greenspan, 2019). In addition, research shows that immigrants often volunteer to
improve their credentials (Sinha et al., 2011; Putnam, 2000; Weisinger and Salipante, 2005). For example, volunteering can
provide newcomers with experience, knowledge, and skills to enhance their success in the job market (Baert and Vujić, 2016;
Nakhaie and Kazemipur, 2013; Oliver, 2010).

As immigrants work alongside nonimmigrants, the repeated interactions build mutual trust. This trust, in turn, becomes a
currency that immigrants can exchange for intangible goods, such as professional networks or personal relationships (Handy
and Greenspan, 2009; Putnam, 2000). By sharing voluntary tasks, immigrants learn skills ranging from the ability to navigate the
system’s bureaucracy to gaining knowledge about the host country’s culture and social norms (Baert and Vujić, 2016; Nesbit,
2017). Nonimmigrants may grow in appreciation for immigrant volunteers and gain friendships that extend beyond professional
interactions (Putnam, 2000; Ruiz Sportmann and Greenspan, 2019).

These types of trade between immigrants and nonimmigrants fall in line with social exchange theory. This paper suggests that at
its most elemental level, immigrants offer their volunteer services in exchange for improved integration. On the other hand,
nonimmigrants may offer their volunteer networks and resources for additional volunteer members. However, it must be noted
that immigrants and nonimmigrants will articulate the costs and benefits of volunteer labor differently (Femida and Mook, 2011;
Ruiz Sportmann and Greenspan, 2019). Additionally, to recruit, manage and retain immigrant volunteers, the host society must
understand the conceptual level of the costs and benefits of both perspectives. Social exchange theory allows us to examine
immigrant volunteering from the viewpoint of both immigrants and nonimmigrants.
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At the outset, I apply this theoretical framework with the assumption that for a win-win situation between immigrants and
nonimmigrants, the benefits must exceed the costs for both groups (Cook, 2015; Jonason and Middleton, 2015; Stryker, 2001).
Due to the subjective nature of the valuation of benefits and costs, both perspectives will remain conceptual while exploring the
effects on intersectional social capital, trust, and networks. 

The Immigrant Perspective. The cost of volunteering to an immigrant can range from missed job income to direct expenses,
such as a bus fare to the volunteer facility (Handy and Mook, 2011; Lee and Brudney, 2009). This might be too high of a cost for
immigrants struggling to gain financial stability (Couton and Gaudet, 2008; Qvist, 2018). On the other hand - for those who can
afford to put time and energy into the volunteer activity - a significant cost may also come about with the learning curve; From
entering the volunteer system in a language foreign to their own, acclimatizing to the work environment, adopting unspoken
norms and values, to studying the methods with which the volunteer services are implemented – technological or not – the
learning curve can be perceived as too steep to climb (Couton and Gaudet, 2008; Qvist, 2018). On the other hand, even if the
immigrants are willing to incur those costs, there is a chance that they will not reap a reward that is greater than their investment.

As per our conceptual framework theories (intersectionality, social capital, trust, social networks, social integration), immigrants
may choose to risk the costs for the sake of reaping benefits accrued through volunteering. Depending on the volunteer function,
immigrants may turn their intersectional characteristics into a strength and become a valuable “asset” to the volunteer
organization. For instance, an Albanian immigrant,å familiar with both culture and traditions of the Balkan region, can help
translate vital information for a nonprofit that alleviates food insecurities in underprivileged non-English-speaking families (Sali,
2021). This, in turn, creates a win-win exchange in social capital (Adongo et al., 2019; Drollinger, 2010; Lee and Brudney, 2009).
The volunteer body gains a member with the unique skills necessary to serve the clients effectively, and the immigrant receives
trust from their volunteer colleagues and a potential network with invaluable relational links (Adongo et al., 2019; Putnam, 2000).
These network connections may help the immigrant overcome structural constraints such as the inability to get a job due to an
uncertified degree (Handy and Greenspan, 2009; Ruiz Sportmann and Greenspan, 2019). As these professional relationships
blend into personal relationships, bonds of attraction start stabilizing among immigrants and nonimmigrants, thereby building a
bridge toward social integration, where conflicts diminish and perceptions of connectedness grow (Björkman et al., 2007; Blau,
2008; Ruiz, Wang and Handy, 2021; Khvorostianov and Remennick, 2017).

Figure 3

The Immigrant Perspective: Costs and Benefits of Immigrant Volunteering

The Nonimmigrant Perspective. Nonimmigrants may measure the cost of immigrant volunteering differently than the
immigrants themselves. For instance, nonimmigrant volunteers and volunteer managers may have to accommodate by investing
additional time and energy in building efficient communication and teamwork with their immigrant peers (Handy and Greenspan,
2009; Ruiz Sportmann and Greenspan, 2019). This may be perceived as a high cost, depending on how familiar immigrant
volunteers are with the norms and values of the host society, the organizational culture, and even the language (Ruiz, Wang,
and Handy, 2021; Wang and Handy, 2014). Similarly, accepting immigrant volunteers into an organization may require additional
training resources, such as bilingual guideline pamphlets or training workshops catered to a specific culture (Lee et al., 2018;
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Ruiz Sportmann and Greenspan, 2019). Even if the nonimmigrant volunteer body decides to risk these “costs” for the sake of
new members, there is a chance of no rewards due to, for instance, failed retention strategies leading to a loss of recruited
immigrant volunteers (Lee et al., 2018).

On the other hand, by building genuine relationships with immigrant volunteers, the volunteer body can benefit from invaluable
social capital exchanges that would not occur amongst nonimmigrants. For instance, if a nonprofit wishes to expand its voluntary
services into ethnic neighborhoods, it will benefit from partnering with immigrants in the enclave. Moreover, as nonimmigrants
build trust with immigrant volunteers, they expand organizational, professional, and personal networks into this population (Ruiz
Sportmann and Greenspan, 2019).

Therefore, immigrants’ intersecting characteristics, knowledge, experience, and skills can create multiple benefits for the
volunteer body. By working with immigrants towards a common goal, nonimmigrants can share norms and values, build
interpersonal trust, collaborate in the volunteer body’s mission, experience reciprocal exchanges of social capital, and share a
sense of identity by supporting each other (Adongo et al., 2019; Drollinger, 2010). This type of relationship-building, in turn,
creates trust-based social networks that lead to perceived and experienced social integration on the immigrant side and a
sustainable, new volunteer force for nonimmigrant volunteer bodies (Lee et al., 2018; Ruiz Sportmann and Greenspan, 2019).

Figure 4

The Nonimmigrant Perspective: Costs and Benefits of Immigrant Volunteering

It must be noted that simple contact between immigrants and nonimmigrants may not necessarily build interracial understanding
and integration; in some cases, it may even worsen racial tensions (Oliver, 2010; Pettigrew, 1998). However, voluntary settings
are unique in that the members choose to participate out of their own free will and according to their preferences. Therefore,
volunteer settings provide a space of repeated, positive interactions where immigrants and nonimmigrants proactively work on
shared goals of their own choice, a common language, and equal status (National Academies Press, 2015; Oliver, 2010; Sinha,
Greenspan, and Handy, 2011). Once immigrants and nonimmigrants partner to maximize each others’ benefits, the resulting
interdependence can spill beyond the voluntary setting (Handy and Greenspan, 2009; Putnam, 2000). The ensuing immigrant-
nonimmigrant relationships suggest that newcomers can engage in voluntary work to experience enhanced integration in the
host country (Pettigrew, 1998; Ruiz Sportmann and Greenspan, 2019; Ruiz, Wang, and Handy, 2021).

Implications for the Study of Immigrant Volunteering and Integration

Understanding the influence of identity categories (e.g., immigrant status, ethnicity, gender, religion, etc.) in shaping immigrant
integration is a highly complex task (Choo and Ferree, 2010; Kaushik and Walsh, 2018; Stasiulis et al., 2020). The challenge for
research on immigrant volunteering and integration is the expectation of exploring various categories of difference
simultaneously. It is pragmatically difficult to conduct intersectional studies accurately (Daftary, 2020; Cho et al., 2013; Lutz et
al., 2011). Due to the lack of consensus on intersectionality, the framework proves more helpful for marking ground for analysis
than performing an analysis (Bailey, 2009; Harris and Leonardo, 2018; Stasiulis, Jinnah, and Rutherford, 2020). Bastia (2014)
states that intersectionality as an approach offers only vague terminology and lacks a specific methodology. Additionally, it is
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mainly used by (feminist) researchers in the US and Europe, thus limiting its generalizability in other cultural locations (Choo and
Feree, 2010; Hankivsky and Cormier, 2011; Lutz et al., 2011). When applying intersectionality to immigrant integration,
researchers must communicate the context-specific meanings of gender, ethnicity, race, etc. (Bailey, 2009; Bastia, 2014; Davis,
2008). Intersectionality typically appears in qualitative research with smaller populations, again implying a possible lack of
generalizability (Ravitch and Carl, 2019; Ravitch and Riggan, 2016). Therefore, I suggest that statistical explorations must find
ways to include intersectionality into methodological approaches to longitudinal data on immigrants.

Following Cho et al. (2013), rather than dwelling on what intersectionality is, this conceptual paper focuses on what
intersectionality does to enrich the understanding of integration. I n line with Bastia (2014), intersectionality can open new
inquiries into immigrant integration studies while maintaining a solid preoccupation with social equality. This paper shows that
studies should draw from other theories that complement concepts already included in intersectionality (Daftary, 2020; Bailey,
2009; Garg, 2021; Hankivsky and Cormier, 2011; Lutz et al., 2011). I offer that an intersectional approach is necessary for
immigrant integration research and its connection to civic participation. I also encourage researchers to study and promote
volunteer settings that actively engage and partner with immigrants in a culturally informed way (Lee et al., 2018). Finally,
researchers can apply intersectionality as a tool of analytic and political sensibility to understand interlinking sources of
integration barriers so as to transform or abolish them (Daftary, 2020; Garg, 2021; Kaushik and Walsh, 2018; Stasiulis, Jinnah
and Rutherford, 2020).

Additionally, future studies on immigrant volunteering should consider that immigrants may consciously or subconsciously
subject themselves to the meta-discourse of the “good citizen” (Wilson-Forsberg and Sethi, 2015; Yap et al., 2010). Immigrants
may feel pressured to volunteer in order to “fit in,” portraying themselves as autonomous to conveniently feed into the neo-
liberalist, Western discourse (Kaushik and Walsh, 2018; Yap et al., 2010). Governments and policymakers may be tempted to
promote integration strategies that shape vulnerable immigrants into “governable citizens.” Therefore, researchers should avoid
exploring and promoting volunteering and other types of civic participation as political tools that create “good citizens” that are
considered “worthy” of integration (Kaushik and Walsh, 2018; Wilson-Forsberg and Sethi, 2015; Yap et al., 2010). Academia
should actively deconstruct any abuse of power by the host society (Manatschal and Stadelmann-Steffen, 2013). Instead,
researchers should explore volunteering as a win-win situation that can help immigrants and nonimmigrants create mutual
benefits —which is why social exchange theory was chosen for this analysis.

The lack of social theories in immigrant volunteering calls for an exploration of relevant theoretical approaches and a rediscovery
of those theories implicitly mentioned in related research. The use of theory will not necessarily result in methodological
changes. What limited research exists already presents a wide range of relevant quantitative and qualitative methodologies in
the field of immigrant volunteering. The addition of theory will allow researchers to conduct their investigations from an
academically informed place, thus simplifying the weeding out of weak or faulty assumptions and hypotheses on immigrant
integration. Social theory insights expand the body of knowledge by interpreting immigrant volunteering and its implications for
immigrants as a more comprehensive endeavor.

Conclusion

This study explores whether immigrant volunteering can act as a conduit for immigrants’ social integration into their host society.
Using a conceptual approach, I examine Bourdieu’s theory on social capital, Coleman’s theory on trust and social networks, and
Blau’s theory on social integration. While these social theories help explain why volunteering may lead to enhanced integration,
they do not account for the disadvantages newcomers face when settling into the host country. By applying an intersectional
approach, I emphasize the limitations our model might face. I also explore immigrant volunteering from a social exchange
perspective to elucidate how newcomers might engage in voluntary services in exchange for improved integration. By creating a
win-win situation for immigrants and nonimmigrants, immigrant integration can succeed in the voluntary setting and positively
influence spillover effects that may lead to integration-related advancement outside the realm of volunteering.

A. Stefanie Ruiz is an international doctoral candidate in the Social Welfare program at the School of Social Policy and Practice
at the University of Pennsylvania. She conducts research on nonprofits and volunteerism, specifically immigrant volunteering,
with a focus on how their participation affects immigrants’ integration into host societies. Prior to seeking a doctorate, Stefanie
earned an MA in Nonprofit Management and Leadership from the Rothberg International School at Hebrew University, as well as
a Bachelor of Science in International Business at the ESB Business School in Germany.
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