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A B S T R A C T   

Immigrants usually live under oppressive settings and experience social suffering because of the 
unjust socio-cultural conditions of host societies. Community participation can be particularly 
beneficial for them as it leads to positive outcomes and the ability to resist oppression. In this 
article we argue that volunteerism—a specific form of community participation rooted in gen-
erativity—not only helps immigrants in handling oppression and social suffering but also leads to 
positive psychological changes. Combining the liberation psychology and generativity ap-
proaches, a qualitative study was implemented based on in-depth interviews (N = 27) with 
immigrant volunteers of migrant community-based organizations settled in Milan, Italy. The re-
sults highlight how the process of immigrant volunteerism operates. Some immigrants cope with 
nostalgia for their countries of origin while others cope with social suffering in Italian society. In 
both cases, their coping is “generative” when connected to volunteerism, that allows immigrants 
to enact their social responsibility and care for future generations both in their country of origin 
and in host societies. The sense of mattering (i.e., feeling useful) and psychological sense of 
community (i.e., the sense of belonging to a group where solidarity is expressed) experienced 
within this type of organizations are related to paths of personal growth. Practical implications 
are presented.   

When immigrants arrive in a new country their acculturation process is challenged by many factors, such as ethnicity, cultural 
similarity between their country of origin and the host country and discrimination that can characterize the context of reception 
(Schwartz et al., 2010). According to the liberation psychology approach (LPA; García-Ramírez et al., 2011) immigrants usually face 
conditions of asymmetrical intergroup relations and experience oppression because of the unjust socio-cultural conditions of host 
societies. Worldwide data suggest that immigrants experience poorer working conditions and occupational health than native workers 
(Sterud et al., 2018). In Europe, they experience occupational apartheid even when they do find jobs aligned with their education 
(Mpofu & Hocking, 2013), experience inequalities in access to healthcare services (Lebano et al., 2020) and report lower life satis-
faction compared to locals (Arpino & de Valk, 2018). This is the case of Italy, an unfavorable context of reception for immigrants. 

Exclusion and discriminatory policies—examples of oppression—result in a type of suffering among immigrants that can therefore 
be defined as “social” (Anderson, 2015; Kleinman, 1997). Nevertheless, despite or rather because of these conditions, LPA suggests that 
immigrants can develop strengths and use them for community betterment (Paloma et al., 2020). Community participation has been 
defined as a “fundamental orientation towards reciprocity” (Amnå, 2012, p. 613) and as a way “to improve conditions for others or to 
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help shape the community’s future” (Adler & Goggin, 2005, p. 241). Community participation can support well-being as it provides 
immigrants with the opportunity to access community resources of value within a group context (Aceros et al., 2021; Buckingham 
et al., 2021; Paloma et al., 2010; Marzana, Martinez-Damia et al., 2020; Montero & Sonn, 2009). Indeed, literature suggests that 
immigrant participation within community-based organizations is connected to sense of belonginess (Guo, 2014), feelings of accep-
tance (Sonn & Fisher, 1996) and psychological well-being (Martinez-Damia, Paloma, et al., 2023). Nowadays, participation of im-
migrants is considered as a key aspect for their inclusion in host societies and is becoming increasingly prominent in the legal and 
political debate around immigration in Europe (European Commission, 2020). 

In this study, we combine the literature on liberation with that on generativity. The former suggests that the dynamics of cultural 
differences are not sufficient to develop respectful immigrant policies because of the asymmetries of power in contexts of reception 
(García-Ramírez et al., 2011). It also pinpoints the fact that every human group has the capacity to resist oppression (Paloma et al., 
2010). The latter frames volunteerism—a specific form of community participation (Omoto & Snyder, 2002)—as a generative social 
process as it refers to “the human experience of contributing to and promoting lives of others and oneself” (Kim et al., 2017, p. 8). This 
study fits into the new branch of positive psychology of immigrants that looks at the immigrants’ strategies for coping and thriving 
vis-à-vis the challenges of adapting to new homelands (Cobb et al., 2019). 

In this article we focus on immigrants migrating from developing countries with a low and medium Human Development Index 
(HDI)1 who settled in receiving societies with a very high HDI (UNDP, 2018) and with discriminatory policies and attitudes, such as 
Italy, who volunteer within Migrant Community Based Organizations (MCBOs). The choice of focusing on this group of immigrants and 
resistance settings was determined by using LPA and its interest in the experience of oppressed people as our theoretical approach. 
However, we recognize that LPA is not necessarily applicable to all migratory journeys. The present study aims to understand the 
process of volunteerism among immigrants living in Italy, meaning the antecedents, experiences and generative consequences of 
participation within a type of organization that is managed and run by immigrants. 

Oppression and social suffering of immigrants in Italy 

From the LPA point of view, oppression in receiving societies can be defined as a process in which locals use their power to maintain 
their privileges and to restrict the access of resources to immigrants (Garcia-Ramirez et al., 2011; Martin- Baró, 1996). It operates on 
multiple levels (Buckingham et al., 2021). The psychological consequence or outcome of this oppression is usually immigrants’ 
suffering. According to Kleinman (1997), suffering is social “because social institutions respond with assistance to certain categories of 
sufferers (categories that institutions have constructed as authorized objects for giving help), while denying others or treating them 
with bureaucratic indifference” (p. 321). In the case of immigrants targeted by our research, discrimination, social exclusion, poverty 
and treatment as “second-class citizens” can be defined as examples of oppression that are responsible of their social suffering 
(Anderson, 2015). The LPA indicates that social justice and immigrant well-being are interrelated (Paloma et al., 2014; Prilleltensky, 
2008). Indeed, immigrants’ expectations on how their life satisfaction in host societies can be improved are not always met (de Jong 
et al., 2002; Hendriks, 2015), especially in receiving societies with high level of social injustice that relegate immigrants to lower 
positions of power, restrict their access to resources and ultimately undermine societal “livability” for them (Paloma et al., 2014). 

This is the case of Italy, where immigrants have easy access to manual jobs (Fullin & Reyneri, 2011), have less access to health care 
services compared to locals (Di Napoli et al., 2022) and face barriers when trying to access other social benefits (Ambrosini, 2013a; 
Caneva, 2014; Mantovan, 2018; Mazzara et al., 2020). Immigrants also experience self-perceived workplace discrimination—mostly 
due to being foreigners, their way of speaking Italian and their skin colour—which has a role in their mental health conditions (Di 
Napoli et al., 2021). Finally, in Italy the effect of self-perceived discrimination on well-being was found to be even more pronounced 
from one generation to another (Giuliani et al., 2018). This data helps to understand why Italy is an unfavorable context of reception 
that creates social suffering in the lives of immigrants living in this country. 

Community participation as a source of well-being for immigrants 

Recently, scholars described that community participation among immigrants can be a way for building resilience (Marzana et al., 
2020) in the face of the hardships of an oppressive host society. Other studies found that immigrant community participation is 
generally linked to sense of belonging to a new society and to integration (Bloemraad & Terriquez, 2016; Handy & Greenspan, 2009; 
Marzana et al., 2019; Marzana et al., 2020; Sinha et al., 2011). Moreover, immigrants who participate also have higher levels of 
psychological well-being compared to those who do not (Aceros, Duque, & Paloma, 2021; Martinez-Damia, Marzana, Paloma, & 
Marta, 2023). Community participation provides pathways through which immigrants seek to matter and contribute to society despite 
social injustice (Sabir et al., 2017). Kim et al. (2015), for example, reported that senior Korean immigrants living in the United States 
who were involved in culturally meaningful activities had an interest in leaving a legacy and “demonstrated the value of being useful 
and contributing to others” (p. 7). 

Among the general population different forms of community participation have been connected to several consequences (Piliavin & 
Siegl, 2007; 2015) and rewards (Bond et al., 2008) in terms of well-being, such as communal awards (i.e., interpersonal relationships 
earned through involvement) and agentic rewards (i.e., growth on a personal level expressed by seizing opportunities and feeling 

1 The HDI is a composite indicator that combines people’s health, education, and income in just one number (UNDP, 2018). 
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enriched). In the case of immigrants, communal rewards are related to intercultural relationships since community participation al-
lows immigrants to improve their bicultural competences and increase contacts with locals (Taurini et al., 2017). 

Immigrant volunteerism as a form of community participation responding to oppression and as a generative social process 

Community participation can be seen as the immigrants’ resistance to the oppression of host societies and to the social suffering 
they experience (Buckingham et al., 2021). Among the different forms of community participation, volunteerism has generally 
received a lot of attention as a distinctive type of prosocial action that involves gratuitousness, spontaneity, organization, and soli-
darity (Omoto & Snyder, 2002). Indeed, people choose to help strangers freely and their action stretches over extended time periods 
within an organized community setting that promotes social justice. Immigrant volunteerism usually occurs within MCBOs, i.e., or-
ganizations founded by immigrants for the main benefit of their immigrant group (Babis, 2016). Within MCBOs immigrant volunteers 
can provide legal, linguistic, social, and cultural support to other members of their community, i.e., people who share the adversities of 
the migration experience. 

McAdams and St. Aubin (1992) highlighted that volunteerism can also be seen as the action of a person that results from a 
generative concern. Volunteerism is rooted in generativity, i.e., the desire to transmit what is considered to have value to future 
generations and to take care of the world (Snyder & Clary, 2004). In psychology literature, immigrant volunteerism has been 
investigated through the lens of generativity by only focusing on motivations and without considering asymmetries of power within 
contexts of reception. This is why the LPA is needed. 

Alfieri, Marzana, and Cipresso (2019), expanding on the motivations of volunteerism by Omoto and Snyder (2002), offered a 
comprehensive model for the motivations that push and sustain immigrant volunteerism in the community. The authors suggested that 
by participating immigrants aim to: (a) protect their rights and stand up for the reputation of their ethnic group (i.e., advocacy 
motivation), and (b) raise awareness and disseminate the culture of their ethnic group (i.e., ethno-cultural motivation). Other studies 
highlighted that immigrants can be trigged to participate by feelings of procedural injustice (Klandermans et al., 2008) and negative 
emotions (Albanesi et al., 2016). Such factors can be the basis for social suffering that—at the certain level—can activate volunteerism 
(Black & Rubinstein, 2009; Bower et al., 2021). Evidence suggests, however, that when suffering is combined with the feeling of being 
irrelevant—and therefore, according to liberation psychology, is not connected to the social forces that cause it—it suppresses 
generative impulses (De Medeiros et al., 2015). 

The present study 

In this article, we combine the liberation psychology and generativity approaches by presenting a qualitative study we conducted 
looking at Italy as an oppressive context of reception. For that, we follow the Omoto and Snyder’s model (2002), that featured three 
components of individual volunteerism (antecedents, experiences, and consequences). Thus, in this article we aimed to: (a) explore the 
antecedents of volunteerism among immigrants; (b) explore the generative process that immigrants undergo during their volunteer 
activity; and (c) clarify the generative consequences that volunteerism fosters among immigrants. To do so, we looked at volunteerism 
within MCBOs settled in Milan, Northern Italy, an area where the most exclusionary policies against immigrants have been imple-
mented (Ambrosini, 2013b) and where—unsurprisingly—59.9 % of the 1149 MCBOs existing in the country are settled (Centro Studi e 
Ricerche IDOS, 2021). 

The research is part of a larger multi-method project [https://www.partecipazioneimmigrati.it] that aims to identify the organi-
zational challenges that MCBOs face, the process of community participation and the relationships between community participation, 
well-being, and empowerment. In this article we focus on presenting the results related to the proposed objectives. 

Method 

Participants and procedure 

Twenty-seven volunteers within MCBOs were interviewed. The inclusion criteria were: (a) being first-generation immigrants, i.e., 
people born outside receiving societies who decided to emigrate at 18 or more years old (Rumbaut, 2004); (b) having lived in Italy for 
at least 2 years––as, based on our interventions with immigrants, we consider that two years represented enough time to adjust to the 
new country and get involved in an organization not as a user but as an active participant; (c) coming from countries with low or 
medium HDI (UNDP, 2018), such as some countries in Sub-Saharan Africa, Latin America, Eastern Europe, South and East Asia; (d) 
being a volunteer of a MCBO settled in Milan; (e) having been actively involved in the organization (i.e., being in charge of some 
organizational aspects, participating and supporting activities) for at least 3 months. 

The recruitment of participants started from an umbrella organization that brought together all migration-related organizations 
settled in the Metropolitan Area of Milan. Among thirty-three MCBOs contacted, 32 % (n = 11) accepted to participate to the research. 
The sample was later expanded (n = 3) through both the snowballing technique (i.e., additional MCBOs were reported by those we had 
already involved) and field research of MCBOs in the city. We spent six months presenting the research and the team, developing 
trustful relationships with MCBOs, going to their events, and supporting their activities. The research involved a total of 14 active (i.e., 
organizing at least one event in the last year) MCBOs, all of which were medium-small community-based organizations (i.e., the 
number of active volunteers ranged from 1 to 15). MCBOs were involved in activities from different fields: (a) cultural services, i.e., 
activities aimed at remembering and spreading cultural knowledge through art, food and other recreational activities; (b) social 
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services, i.e., activities aimed at helping immigrants in need through assistance with legal documents, healthcare, tax return, language 
schools etc.; and (c) advocacy, i.e., activities aimed at fighting for immigrant rights through protest, demonstrations and collective 
actions. 

The participants of this study were members of these 14 MCBOs. We asked for the participation of the presidents, who also 
indicated some of their active members within the organization. All participants came from South America, Eastern Europe, Sub- 
Saharan Africa, or Asia. Most of them were women, had the Italian citizenship, had a high education level, and had participation 
history in their country of origin. The average age of the sample was 45 (age ranged from 30 to 71) and the average time spent in Italy 
was 18 years (ranging from 2 to 33). Specific demographic information is shown in Table 1. 

Participants did not receive any economic reward and were interviewed once. The interviews lasted between 1 and 2 h and were 
held in different spaces according to what was most comfortable for participants. Ethical approval was obtained by the university 
considering specific ethical issues such as participants’ right to confidentiality (we used an ID for each participant and removed po-
tential identifying information when quoting interviewees), written informed consent, face-to-face presentation of the research in the 
relevant communities, and communication in the participants’ preferred language of Italian, English or Spanish. The research team 
expressed its commitment to share and discuss the results of the research with the MCBOs. 

Interview guide 

For this study, we asked questions on immigrants’ personal journey around volunteerism. We explored five areas: (a) migration 
history (e.g., when did you arrive? With whom?); (b) volunteerism within the organization (e.g., can you tell me about your volun-
teerism? Since when have you been in this organization? What do you do? How did you start volunteering?); (c) immigrants’ expe-
riences as volunteers (e.g., what are the things that you do in this organization that are important for your life? What kind of relation do 
you have with the other members of the organization?); (d) relation with the country of origin (e.g., what is your relationship with your 
country of origin? How has it changed since you have joined this organization?); and (e) personal positive changes (e.g., in what ways 
has volunteerism changed your life? And how has volunteerism changed you?). 

Data analysis and research team 

Data was analyzed based on a constructivist grounded theory approach (Charmaz, 2006) and a reflexive thematical analysis (Braun 
& Clarke, 2019; 2021). Most interviews were conducted in Italian, two were conducted both in Italian and Spanish and two were 
conducted both in Italian and English. The audio was digitally recorded and transcribed in Italian by a bilingual interviewer, so all the 
data set was managed in one single language. 

The research team conducting the analysis consisted of five people. Two researchers read and re-read the interviews focusing on 
how participants experienced the community participation within the MCBOs. We separately and inductively ran an open coding using 

Table 1 
Socio-demographic characteristics of participants.  

ID Gender Role Age Legal document Level of education Years in Italy Country of origin  

1 Female Leader  50 Citizenship Bachelor’s Degree  30 Peru  
2 Female Leader  46 Apply for citizenship Bachelor’s Degree  16 Ecuador  
3 Male Leader  34 Citizenship Bachelor’s Degree  16 Albania  
4 Female Leader  50 Citizenship Bachelor’s Degree  22 Venezuela  
5 Female Member  45 Citizenship High school  17 Venezuela  
6 Female Leader  67 Citizenship Master’s Degree  25 Argentina  
7 Female Member  52 Long term residence permit Master’s Degree  18 Romania  
8 Male Leader  51 Long term residence permit High school  31 Senegal  
9 Female Leader  60 Citizenship High school  16 Ukraine  
10 Female Member  33 Citizenship Bachelor’s Degree  19 Ukraine  
11 Female Member  39 Citizenship High school  10 Chile  
12 Female Member  43 Family permit Master’s Degree  5 Senegal  
13 Female Leader  55 Apply for citizenship Master’s Degree  15 Moldova  
14 Female Leader  50 Citizenship High school  30 Somalia  
15 Female Member  71 Long term residence permit Middle-school  32 Ecuador  
16 Female Member  50 Citizenship Professional Degree  30 Somalia  
17 Female Leader  47 Long term residence permit Degree  16 Bulgaria  
18 Female Member  50 Citizenship Professional Degree  20 Moldova  
19 Male Leader  51 Long residence permit Master’s Degree  33 India  
20 Female Leader  59 Citizenship Degree  32 Philippines  
21 Female Member  37 Long residence permit Degree  12 Bulgaria  
22 Female Member  31 No valid documentation High school  13 Peru  
23 Male Member  34 Asylum permit High school  2 Peru  
24 Male Member  27 Student visa Degree  4 India  
25 Male Member  32 Work permit High school  8 Senegal  
26 Male Member  28 Work permit High school  6 Senegal  
27 Male Leader  30 Long term residence permit Elementary school  8 Senegal  
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the Nvivo software. Then, we adjusted the codes after reviewing the literature on generativity and analyzing extracts based solely on 
antecedents, experiences, and consequences of the volunteer process model (Omoto & Snyder, 2002). In this way we combined the 
inductive approach with the deductive one. Once we defined the themes and developed a codebook (axial coding), other three re-
searchers were involved as supervisors of data analysis. They provided feedback on the clarity of the themes that were developed, 
helping to refine them based on the literature, and developed reflection on relationships between themes to build the conceptual 
framework that we present in this article (theoretical coding). The use of supervisors helps to ensure credibility and trustworthiness 
(Shenton, 2004) and has been previously implemented by Corvino et al. (2022). Finally, the two initial researchers re-read all in-
terviews separately by applying the codebook. For each interview we run a coding comparison query on NVivo finding that the average 
percentage of agreement was 90 %. 

The researchers were all community psychologists with knowledge on the topic of generativity, had professional experience with 
immigrants and migration experiences at personal or family level, and volunteered within different types of community-based or-
ganizations. Their background made them sensitive to the resources used by immigrants to resist oppression and social suffering. 

Results 

Results highlighted three themes that correspond to the three components of volunteerism among immigrants: (a) generative 
coping to enter MCBO; (b) connecting to others emotionally within MCBO; and (c) perceiving personal growth outside MCBO. Each of 
these themes included subthemes indicating examples of variability and was connected to form the conceptual framework showed in  
Fig. 1. On the left, Fig. 1 shows that immigrants were coping with nostalgia for their country of origin and/or oppression in the host 
country. They connected their coping with responsibility for the future that they could assume by entering the MCBO. After becoming 
members of the MCBO, immigrants connected emotionally with others, experiencing a sense of mattering and a psychological sense of 
community (center of the figure). The spaces of MCBOs are represented by a dotted line that shows that their boundaries are porous, i. 
e., they have tiny spaces through which experiences and emotions may flow by promoting exchanges between immigrants and the host 
society. The psychological experiences within MCBOs affected immigrants’ personal growth that ended up extending outside the 
organizations as immigrants felt complete and empowered in the wider community (right side of Fig. 1). 

Major theme 1: generative coping to enter MCBO 

This theme, found among all participants, refers to what activates and supports participation among underprivileged immigrants’ 
in MCBOs. Specifically, 13 participants said they were coping with nostalgia for their country of origin and wanted to continue their 
traditions, while 14 said they strongly felt the oppression of immigrants in Italy and wanted to fight it. In both cases, participants 
expressed some degree of responsibility for the future rooted in their religious beliefs or values. 

Coping with nostalgia 
When thinking about the past, 13 participants expressed nostalgia for their country of origin as a result of an existing positive ethnic 

bond: “I feel nostalgia, a typical feeling for anyone who lives abroad. You start missing the habits, the traditions” (ID 17). They showed a deep 
connection with their ethnic origin: “these roots make you a real person (. …). You can’t go to another country and forget everything you’ve 
lived, because you’d be nobody [if you did]” (ID 4). When thinking about their arrival, they said they missed relationships in their 
homeland: “when you make the choice of going to a country that is not your own, the first thing you miss is your loved ones” (ID 2). 

Fig. 1. Conceptual framework of immigrant volunteerism: A generative journey towards personal growth.  
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Community participation provides the opportunity for many participants to manage nostalgia in an active way: “there are certain things 
that migrants miss and [so they] fall into depression. And I didn’t want to fall into depression” (ID 4); “the organization gave me back the loved 
ones I was missing, the friends who were there” (ID 2). Within MCBOs it was also possible to keep traditions alive and reconnect with 
cultural roots so that these could be celebrated and passed down to future generations: “We do many traditional workshops to pass our 
culture down to our children who grew up here, but we also feel a little bit at home while carrying out these traditions” (ID 17); “I like it when we 
are together and, I don’t know…we perhaps keep our cultures and traditions alive and pass them down to those who will come after us” (ID 21). 

Coping with oppression 
When thinking about the present, 14 participants reported the oppression of immigrants that they saw in Italy and the unequal 

opportunities that they had as reasons for taking action: “If Italians want to promote a singer, they will promote an Italian singer rather than 
a singer of another nationality; that is a predetermined rule that we try to overcome [in our cultural organization]” (ID 8)”. Some participants 
recognized the structural oppression that immigrants live: “I didn’t want to get the Italian citizenship because, if I keep my first and last 
name, when going to any institution I will always be treated as a foreigner even if [my ID has] ‘Italian citizen’ written on it” (ID 19);. 

[reporters] don’t get to ask “why are you sleeping on the floor? Where do you come from? What are you experiencing?” They don’t want 
Italians to understand those things […], they want them to see that the black man doesn’t think, that he’s ignorant, and we have to fight 
that.” (ID 29) 

Finally, many expressed concern and empathy for other immigrants and for the bad life conditions they experienced in Italy: “when 
a person comes up and tells me about a problem I have a lot of empathy, because I have been there. I know what it’s like to go to the police station 
trembling with fear that they will turn you down and I want to help them” (ID 2). 

Responsibility for future 
Responsibility is usually something that many participants learned through family and cultural education: “because it is already in 

my blood and in my culture to be a humanitarian, to help others, it is how my parents raised me” (ID 20). Helping is perceived both as 
“natural” (i.e., being a deep part of oneself) and as a “duty” that stems from being aware of social problems and feeling the need to do 
something to solve them. The MCBO becomes the place where people can take action: “everyone has to participate in the development of 
his country, whether he is a migrant or a local. We have the responsibility to participate” (ID 11). 

It’s like going to work, it is a duty because I get paid there. Being part of this organization is a duty for me because I know something, and I 
can pass [this knowledge] to other people and then I am very glad to do that. (ID 25) 

Seven participants reported they could handle their nostalgia or concern for their country of origin by being involved in activities of 
co-development where they can improve the living conditions of their compatriots and thus “give back” what they received in the host 
country: “you feel like you’ve left a piece of yourself there and you feel this urge to give something back there (.) We’ve done a lot here and we 
want to try to give back to our country” (ID 2); “I think when a community knows what their country of origin is going through, we cannot stand 
by” (ID 4). In this way, responsibility for the future connects with responsibility for action. For a minority of participants spiritual 
beliefs could also take shape through participation: 

I believe in karma, if you do something now it will surely come back to you someday, so this belief makes me get involved in the or-
ganization, in people’s pain, maybe if I do something good in this human life it will come back to me someday” (ID 24). 

Major theme 2: connecting to others emotionally 

This theme, found among all participants, refers to the generative psychological processes that immigrants undergo during their 
volunteer activity and that helps them connect with others, both immigrants and locals. In some cases, immigrants experience either a 
sense of mattering or a psychological sense of community within the MCBOs (this is why the two subthemes are inside the dotted line) 
and in other cases they experience both. 

Sense of mattering 
The first generative psychological process that 15 participants shared was feeling valued by others, as one interviewee said: “I feel I 

am also acknowledged for my work, even if I am not on a stage [giving a speech], and I feel I am doing something useful” (ID 7); “I found being 
recognized as a co-development actor [an actor who develops the host country and the country of origin] is very nice, it’s a personal benefit” (ID 
8). Participation is also an opportunity to contribute as volunteers through personal competences “I can transfer something to others (…), 
it’s always one helping the other. always based on our capabilities” (ID 23). Feeling useful becomes a central issue in their lives as it is 
difficult to find other spaces for relevance in the host society: “[the MCBO] has allowed me to do something that I have inside me, being 
useful to people, to work in the social field and for the community” (ID 12); “I think that the organization gave me a lot, but I contributed a lot 
too” (ID 2). Moreover, participation made it possible for some to achieve their dreams and have dignity and respect, which may be hard 
due to immigrants’ oppression in the host country: 

The organization gives you dignity, it is a place where you regain dignity. Because you stop being just an immigrant, you become a person. 
This is the most difficult thing. You become a person also to the eyes of the others. It gives you dignity (…). I stayed in Italy only because 
at a certain point the organization gave me back my dignity.” (ID 1) 
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Psychological sense of community 
The second generative psychological process that 19 participants reported refers to being part of the community-based organi-

zation, being supported and healing their ethnic identities. Many reported a strong sense of connection to others: “fortunately I met 
some beautiful people with whom I have established a friendship, almost a kinship” (ID 18); “we are friends, we dine together, a phone call is 
enough to understand each other, because we trust each other (.) it is thrilling, to be part of something” (ID 7);. 

relationships are created and you feel less alone […] we become a small family and we help each other also in other areas of life, even in 
looking for an accommodation or with a simple hello” (ID 17). 

Their psychological sense of community was also built on intragroup solidarity, i.e., unconditional help and support: “if there’s a 
chance to help another person you do it, without asking for anything in return because you were also helped and that’s the way this chain works” 
(ID 23). Within the group sometimes you ask and sometimes you give, creating a virtuous circle of reciprocity that can also foster 
participation: 

Before, when I was a student, I used to get support from people to do things, to go somewhere, also financial aid and other things [I used to 
get] from seniors [of the MCBO]. But now it is the opposite thing […] I am in the position to give back. (ID 19) 

Finally, through MCBOs immigrants can heal ethnic identity by being able to connect more with the culture of the country of origin 
through activities. For some participants, this meant forming relationships with people from their country of origin they had never had 
before: “Well, to tell you the truth before this whole story led me to associationism I did not have any relationship with my compatriots, they 
were very sporadic, so yes [thought the MCBO] I was able to know my community.” (ID 11). 

In other cases, participation allowed immigrants to cultivate relationships with compatriots in the host country and restore re-
lationships with people still living there: “For me [being a volunteer] means being more Ecuadorian. When we are there together and sharing 
(…), we speak the same language, we do activities or other stuff. it is a beautiful thing” (ID 15). 

The [international] projects we do now involve the same people I worked with before [in my country of origin]. So, it’s not as if something 
was broken, but rather as if I joined the organization [here] to go back there [in my country of origin]. (ID 2) 

As reflected in this last quotation, community participation comes with the emotional experience of going back home, thus helping 
people cope with nostalgia. This is echoed by other participants: “it basically makes us feel like we were home, it brings us closer to 
Bulgaria” (ID 21); “Feeling much closer to your homeland…if it wasn’t for this organization [I would not feel this] (. …) [The MCBO] helped 
me feel at home here” (ID 17). 

Major theme 3: perceiving personal growth 

This last theme, found among all participants, represents the generative changes that volunteerism fosters among immigrants both 
within and outside MCBOs. Participants said they felt more complete than they were before belonging to a MCBO. Specifically, we 
traced back their words to two positive sensations: completeness and empowerment. 

Completeness 
Thirteen participants felt their participation gave them happiness and good feelings. Pleasure, satisfaction, and pride were asso-

ciated with their actions. Some, for instance, felt positive emotions as a result of the help given, the skills achieved and the social role 
acquired: “I feel so much positive energy coming back to me” (ID 2); “I feel complete and happy when I help people, I have a healthy soul, it 
makes me happy to help people” (ID 11); “sometimes I see a group of, say, five people hanging out, and they are hanging out thanks to me. 
Before they didn’t know each other, you see? So, it makes me very happy and makes me very proud” (ID 27). They also felt they had become 
better persons: “I’ve become much more patient and altruistic (…) personally I feel complete with everything we’ve done (.), I’ve grown, it’s 
become my universe, my life” (ID 20). 

Empowerment 
Finally, 20 participants reported feeling empowered by community participation. Ten participants felt they had become more 

thoughtful and self-confident: “Now I accept other people’s opinions and I am able to discuss about certain topics, even if they don’t share my 
ideas” (ID 21); “I’m learning so many things. I don’t know anything but I’m slowly learning to believe in myself, to understand life and myself, 
that to face life you don’t have to study, you’ve got to have the heart to go on” (ID 27); “(It gave me a) way of thinking, a way of being close to 
people in need (…) with the organization you do things and you realize what the real problems are.” (ID 16). 

It helped me.also assess my history, understand things that had happened in my country of origin, and I did not understand why (.) I grew 
from the point of view of content (.) I began to think, to study, to reflect. (ID 1) 

For other 10 participants, empowerment also refers to an increase in the number of relationships with different people thanks to the 
MCBO. This is particularly important for immigrants, as they need to build a new social network in the new country: “now I know a lot of 
people from different countries and I like that so much, they call me and they are nice, they invite me” (ID 11), “I participated in many activities 
that put me in touch with people who had different experiences, and that gave me something more” (ID 12). Participants also referred to the 
opportunity of meeting institutions and people of higher status, which can help them overcome marginalization: “These relationships 
are both informal and formal because, in addition to the members of the group, you also have the chance to meet new organizations, local 
authorities and local politicians” (ID 18); “[the relationships established] are endless, from institutions to universities, to partners, to 
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participants…they are endless both at professional level and as friendships, human relationships” (ID 3). 

Discussion 

This work aimed to explore volunteerism among immigrants as a generative social process carried out within MCBOs settled in 
oppressive contexts of reception, such as Italy. Specifically, the results highlight three major themes that correspond to the three main 
components of immigrants’ volunteerism: (a) generative coping to enter MCBO as an antecedent of volunteerism; (b) connecting to 
others emotionally as a part of the volunteerism within MCBO; and (c) perceiving personal growth as a consequence of volunteerism 
outside MCBO. 

As for the first aim (to explore antecedents of volunteerism within MCBOs among immigrants), results show generative coping 
rooted both in the past—nostalgia for their country of origin—and present—reaction to the oppression experienced in the host society. 
We define this type of coping as “generative” as it is related to people engaging into a generative process, such as belonging to and 
volunteering in a MCBO. This generative coping may take place thanks to some aspects previously identified by Dollahite et al. (1998) 
as the core concept of generativity: (a) temporality and spatiality, as immigrants needed to connect their past, present and future 
orientations both in their host country and country of origin; and (b) agency, as volunteering gives choice and power to immigrants to 
take care of themselves. In our case, volunteering is connected to the desire to pass on traditions as a sort of cultural immortality and to 
act in response to other people’s oppression. This is in line with previous research (Alfieri, Marzana & Martinez-Damia, 2019; Black & 
Rubinstein, 2009; Klandermans et al., 2008). Moreover, others generative aspects that are connected to becoming volunteers for 
immigrants are spirituality, that is linked to an orientation to the future that nurtures hope, and morality, that relates to responsibility 
(Bower et al., 2021; Dollahite et al., 1998). These aspects may help transform nostalgia and oppression into a generative action. 

As for the second aim (to explore the generative process that immigrants undergo during their volunteer activity), we found that 
participation is related to feeling useful and contributes in ways that are not possible elsewhere. Being important to others is a 
fundamental need for all human beings (Prilleltensky, 2020) and is even more important for immigrants, who often lose their role, 
struggle to adapt to a new culture and lifestyle and experience a sense of irrelevancy (social suffering) that may suppress their gen-
erativity (de Medeiros et al., 2015). The results of this study support findings by Sabir et al. (2017) by indicating that “the need to make 
a personally meaningful societal contribution persists even under challenging conditions” (p. 32). This outcome highlights that im-
migrants in Italy may be mainly concerned about the need to matter and the fear of not mattering in the new society (Flett & Heisel, 
2020). The other generative process we found within MCBOs is the creation of a psychological sense of community among members, 
who care for each other, share traditions and stories about their home countries, develop friendships and for once feel like they belong 
(McMillan & Chavis, 1986). This highlights the importance of considering the generative group dynamics of volunteerism (Gray & 
Stevenson, 2020). Additionally, it becomes clear how settings like MCBOs can potentially help people redefine the meaning of cultural 
origins within a new country. Other studies found that shared emotional connection––one of the dimensions of the sense of 
community––is strictly related to ethnic and national identity (Sonn, 2002). Sense of community also results from the fact that 
“feelings of being understood may also positively contribute to the psychological functioning of volunteers” (Omoto & Snyder, 2002, p. 
857). This major theme (i.e., connecting to others emotionally) is in line with two aspects identified by Dollahite et al. (1998) as 
important to support generativity: (a) capability, i.e., focusing on people’ strengths that can be used, which resonates with immigrants’ 
sense of mattering; and (b) holism, i.e., sustaining connections and relationships among people as whole persons, which resonates with 
immigrants’ sense of community. The importance of being emotionally connected with others speaks of the social suffering that 
immigrants go through and that involves invisibility or negative visibility—for example due to mass media narratives—and isolation. 

Finally, as for the third aim (to clarify the generative consequences that volunteerism fosters among underprivileged immigrants), 
results highlight that volunteerism within MCBOs foster the perception of personal growth, specifically feelings of completeness and 
empowerment. This major theme is in line with the literature on generativity that use communal and agentic rewards to indicate the 
interpersonal relationships and personal growth earned through participation (Bond et al., 2008) and with the liberation psychology 
literature on activism among immigrants that indicates empowerment as a result of participation (Aceros et al., 2021). 

Although we presented the results as a single and unique journey, it is important to note that immigrant volunteerism is personal 
and varies among immigrants based on individual life circumstances and sensibility, activities performed as volunteers and group 
climate within MCBOs. Indeed, even though in our research we focused on commonalities between participants’ narratives, less than 
half of the sample was represented in most subthemes. This means there is a great variability in the experiences of participation that 
future phenomenological or narrative studies should investigate. Nevertheless, we believe the social generativity framework is useful 
to understand the general traits of the type of volunteerism that many participants followed. 

This study is not without limitations. First, the research was only conducted in Milan, an area that belongs to a very exclusionary 
region but can still be considered as more welcoming compared to other cities, as shown for instance by the higher incidences of work 
permit or the higher presence of enterprises led by non-EU nationals compared to Italian-born people (Ministero del lavoro e delle 
politiche sociali, 2021). A future line of research could therefore study MCBOs and immigrant community participation in other Italian 
cities. A second limitation concerns the participants we targeted as we focused on those who experienced oppression within Italian 
society although we recognize that: (a) immigrants also report positive experiences in their new homelands and, for this reason, in 
some cases decide to stay and to never go back home; (b) participants are not representative of all people migrating around the world 
and might be considered privileged. Indeed, the literature suggests that immigrants with high education levels, economic and legal 
stability or longer residence in the receiving country are those who can have the possibility of becoming actively involved in a 
community-based organization (Ambrosini & Artero, 2023). Moreover, we were not able to involve people from North Africa in our 
research despite the fact that, according to sources from 2020—the year when the research was conducted—Moroccans and Egyptians 
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represented almost 18 % of the population residing in Milan (Istat, 2021). As people from North Africa are distinctively Muslim for the 
most part and Fekete (2004) highlighted structured anti-Muslim racism in Europe, it is possible that the subjective experience that 
immigrant Muslims have in Muslim organizations based in Milan may have peculiarities we could not explore. Nevertheless, a recent 
systematic review of generativity (Benito-Ballesteros & de la Osa Subtil, 2020) indicated that cultural differences in expressing gen-
erativity per se do not affect the basic psychological mechanisms of generativity, i.e., what we identified as “sense of mattering” and 
“psychological sense of community”. Future research should apply the framework we presented to immigrants in other countries with 
different profiles and should consider other type of organizations where they may be involved. A third methodological limitation is 
that we did not run a back translation for the parts of the interviews conducted in a language other than Italian. Although we used a 
bilingual expert, we might have missed some information in the process. Finally, in our study we specifically focused on generative and 
positive experiences and outcomes of volunteerism. However, some participants also reported hardships in continuing their volun-
teerism as found in other studies (Aceros et al., 2021). Future research should expand on this by interviewing immigrants who, at some 
point, interrupted their volunteerism experience. This would lead to a more comprehensive picture of immigrants’ volunteerism. 

Conclusion and implications 

This study shows that volunteerism in MCBOs among immigrants results from a generative coping of nostalgia and social suffering 
thanks to a sense of responsibility, that the process of volunteerism is characterized by experiences of sense of mattering and psy-
chological sense of community and that the main generative consequence of volunteerism is personal growth. The combination of 
spatial, temporal, and intersubjective elements of volunteerism that occurs within MCBOs fosters self-care among immigrants who, 
starting from nostalgia and oppression, earned completeness and empowerment. Our study contributes to literature and practice in 
different ways. 

First, at theoretical level, our study increases the understanding of immigrant volunteerism as a form of community participation 
that constitutes both a response to oppression and a generative social process. Because we looked at volunteerism combining the LPA 
with the generativity literature, we provided empirical results on generativity showing that social suffering can be connected to 
generative outcomes when immigrants have the opportunity to be emotionally connected with other people. Results provide a new 
application of the generativity model by Dollahite et al. (1998), that until now has been used only within the realm of psychotherapy. 
Moreover, this study contributes to see MCBOs not only as mediating structures or spaces of resistance in host societies (Buckingham 
et al., 2021; Martinez-Damia, Paloma, et al., 2023), but also as spaces of existence and growth that can generate well-being for 
immigrants. 

Second, at practical level, it suggests that immigrants participating within MCBOs experience positive generative effects that may 
have positive consequences on multiple levels. Indeed, at structural level, MCBOs can build relationships with local administrators 
based on mutual knowledge and trust. In this way, they can promote greater awareness of the intercultural opportunities that im-
migrants can bring at the structural level. This is in line with the results by Taurini et al. (2017) and with the conclusion by Paloma 
et al. (2010) that community-based organizations “bridge newcomers and the mainstream layers of society, its people, institutions and 
policies, legitimizing the new cultural group and its members as an accepted part of their new society” (p.110). At social level, when 
MCBOs open their activities to the wider community (as the MCBOs involved in this study did), they support the hybridization with the 
culture of the host country and create spaces to learn about other’s people worldview and celebrate uniqueness. By participating 
actively in the host society, immigrants are kept from internalizing self-deprecation, are not confined to playing secondary and 
“oppressed” roles and are empowered to see themselves as people with competences to offer, instead of burdens to bear. Our study 
recognizes immigrants’ strengths, their capacity to support each other through community-based activities and their role as agents of 
personal and social change within their communities. 
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www.lavoro.gov.it/documenti-e-norme/studi-e-statistiche/Documents/La%20Presenza%20dei%20Migranti%20nelle%20aree%20metropolitane,%20anno% 
202021/Quaderno-di-Sintesi-RAM-2021.pdf〉. 

Montero, M., & Sonn, C. C. (Eds.). (2009). Psychology of Liberation: Theory and Applications. Springer.  
Mpofu, C., & Hocking, C. (2013). “Not Made Here”: Occupational deprivation of non-English speaking background immigrant health professionals in New Zealand. 

Journal of Occupational Science, 20(2), 131–145. https://doi.org/10.1080/14427591.2012.729500 
Omoto, A. M., & Snyder, M. (2002). Considerations of community: The context and process of volunteerism. American Behavioral Scientist, 45(5), 846–867. https://doi. 

org/10.1177/0002764202045005007 
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