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Abstract: Sustainable development is an extremely important global vision of the current era, and
higher education plays a significant role in deeply immersing young people in this prospect. As
an important part of labor education for contemporary Chinese university students, volunteer
service has proven to be a sustainable and valuable talent training process. Different from the grand
narrative and simple political perspective of previous studies, this paper selects the relevant data of a
university in Beijing as a sample to conduct a “black box disassembling” micro study. By building
three sets of data, the authors were able to adopt difference-in-differences, analysis of variance, and
hierarchical regression methods to study the comprehensive improvement of university students’
inner ability and sense of responsibility after participating in voluntary services. Results show that
participation in more voluntary services will improve students’ performance and employment quality,
mostly promote students’ teamwork ability, and differentially enhance students’ comprehensive,
personal, and collective senses of responsibility, thus facilitating education for a sustainable future and,
accordingly, economic development. The study reveals the formation mechanism of the sustainability
value of voluntary service in more detail, complements the absence of Chinese sample data in
international studies, and lays an effective foundation for more comprehensive micro studies in
the future.

Keywords: volunteer service; Chinese university students; sustainable future; education evaluation;
quantitative research

1. Introduction

The far-reaching significance of sustainable development for today’s world has been
emphasized in recent years. In 2015, the United Nations adopted the 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development, which aims to promote prosperity for people and the planet,
strengthen peace and freedom in the world, eradicate poverty in all its forms and mani-
festations, and achieve sustainable development. The Agenda aims to achieve its goals
through 17 specific Sustainable Development Goals and a 15-year plan vision, which fur-
ther become a list of actions for people and the planet and a blueprint for success [1]. In
order to achieve the goal of sustainability, the leading factor of “people” plays a decisive
role, and both individual and collective efforts around the goal can bring us closer to real
sustainable development outcomes. Human development and growth cannot be separated
from the education system, and sustainability as a mode of thinking or behavior process is
mainly obtained through the training of people in the education system. In 2017, UNESCO
published Education for Sustainable Development Goals: Learning Objectives [2]. The
report argues that education is key to achieving sustainable development by developing
relevant knowledge, skills, values, and attitudes. Education for Sustainable Development
(ESD) aims to develop the capacity of individuals to reflect on their actions and to consider
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their current and future social, cultural, economic, and environmental impacts from local
and global perspectives. Through ESD, individuals make decisions in complex contexts
in a sustainable way, enabling their own actions and those of society as a whole to evolve
towards sustainable development. In Education for Sustainable Development: Learning
Goals, key competencies for sustainable development are clearly addressed: systematic
thinking ability, anticipation ability, normative ability, strategic ability, cooperative ability,
critical thinking ability, self-awareness ability, and comprehensive problem solving ability.
These abilities are not entirely dependent on students’ knowledge-learning activities in
the classroom, but also need to be acquired through appropriate scenarios and structured
and standardized training as far as possible. As a service-oriented learning model that has
attracted much attention in recent years, volunteerism has occupied a place in sustainable
development. Its powerful value is mainly reflected in its impact on the growth process of
college students participating in it as an educational approach. In early studies, foreign
university students’ participation in volunteer service was found to have an impact on
their academic performance, concepts of values, personal abilities, career choices, etc.,
which reflects the substantive value of participation in volunteer service and is also the
cornerstone of this paper.

Volunteering has fully entered the campus life of Chinese college students since the
2008 Summer Olympic Games in Beijing, which showed the world a new perspective
on Chinese youth. In 2020, the CPC Central Committee and the State Council issued
and implemented the Opinions on Comprehensively Strengthening Labor Education in
Universities, Primary and Secondary Schools in the New Era, emphasizing the importance
of voluntary service as a part of labor education. Different from social administrators who
focus on the realization of volunteer service, researchers pay more attention to the value
of volunteer service to the growth of university students. Volunteer service builds a vivid
environment for Chinese students to learn and grow up in outside the classroom, and is an
important bridge connecting university students with society and the state. Accordingly, it
becomes necessary to explore the internal mechanism of volunteer service in promoting
Chinese students’ growth.

Studies on Chinese university students’ voluntary service in international journals
have paid more attention to the political attributes of this behavior, and have found that
the country has shaped university students’ behavior as model citizens and held firm to
the ideals and beliefs of the country by means of voluntary service [3]. It was believed that
volunteering was utilized for strengthening the state’s ideological hegemony, implementing
innovative social management for social stability, and facilitating the Chinese Communist
Party’s building for its long-term rule [4]. It was also considered that volunteerism had
evolved into an area where the government controlled and managed the emerging civil
society, and that China’s officially led volunteerism programs were highly formalistic and
inductive, and could not satisfy students’ strong desire for meaning and value in volun-
teerism compared with bottom-up volunteering [5]. Such a research perspective has certain
value, reflecting the overseas academic circle’s long-term attention to the field of Chinese
ideology, but it cannot fully reflect the role of voluntary service on individual Chinese
university students. It is of obvious practical value to study whether Chinese university
students have changed their academic performance, personal values, and personal abilities
after participating in voluntary service, which also will provide a complete evaluation of
the sustainability value of this educational approach.

In the past, without the help of information systems, Chinese researchers used ques-
tionnaires and other methods to collect data on voluntary service, which permitted a certain
amount of memory bias on the part of the respondents [3]. Moreover, due to the limited
coverage of questionnaires, only sampling studies could be conducted in most cases. With
the help of a new information system, it is possible to obtain more accurate and true full-
sample service records. Combined with other firsthand data, the scope of research has been
greatly expanded, breaking through the limitation of mainly investigating the subjective
feelings of university students, and realizing systematic data analysis. Therefore, based
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on the limitations of the existing research and combined with the new reality, this paper
tries to make the following innovations: first, part of the data in this study was made up
of objective data recorded by the information system for research; secondly, it introduces
the difference-in-differences method, which is often used in public policy research; thirdly,
three sets of data are used to discuss the sustainable value of the volunteer service of
contemporary Chinese university students from three dimensions: the measurable ability
result, evaluable inner feelings, and evaluable external responsibility. Due to the diversified
requirements of data types, and according to the maximum availability of data, the final
sample data were uniformly sourced from a university directly under the Ministry of
Education in Beijing, which has typical and well-recorded cases of volunteer service.

2. Literature Review
2.1. The Value of Volunteer Service in Higher Education

University has always had a strong impact on students. The educational learning
environment created by faculty and students, all the experiences in university, and the
role of peer groups all together shape students in terms of their tendency to become
involved and foster stronger relationships and intellectual abilities, and help them develop
more meaningful philosophies of life [6]. University students have much to gain from
volunteer service: early studies have confirmed that student volunteer service significantly
increases their satisfaction with university community service opportunities and university
leadership development, especially regarding the cultivation of student leadership [7].
Recent research has described in more detail how this desired leadership gain manifests
itself in volunteers [8].

American universities have formed a rather fixed service-learning mechanism for
volunteer service, which originates from the demand for volunteer service modules in
higher education, but goes beyond such a demand. Combining students’ community
service with the academic curriculum, this mechanism requires students to review their
own experience through writing, discussion, classroom presentation, and service learn-
ing. It enriches the traditional curriculum by giving students the opportunity to test or
demonstrate abstract theories in the real world and improve the quality of their service by
providing intellectual support [9]. Such volunteer service, conducted in the form of courses
or otherwise, is regarded to have a significantly positive impact on students’ mentality,
awareness, readiness for student service, and desire for higher degrees, and promotes a
stronger sense of social responsibility, greater recognition of the value of education, and
more interest in multicultural policies and diversity issues [10].

The indexation of those benefits shows that volunteer service has a significantly posi-
tive impact on 11 indicators, e.g., academic achievement (GPA, writing skills, critical think-
ing), values (commitment to activism and promotion of racial understanding), self-efficacy,
leadership (leadership of activities, self-evaluation of leadership skills, interpersonal skills),
and intention to participate in service after graduation [11]. A random-effects study using
meta-analysis software found positive effects of service learning on academic, personal,
social, and civic identity [12]. Some scholars have also found this effect to be partially
due to the experiences gained by students through participation in highly engaging social
activities in their spare time [13]. Through this exercise, they can better expand their re-
lationships and understanding of others, and see firsthand how people solve collective
problems together [14]. More detailed study through the investigation of 358 university
student volunteers and 173 non-volunteers in three universities in Wuhan, China, found
that volunteer service improved many basic practical abilities, and volunteers expanded
their interpersonal communication abilities, social cognition, environmental adaptation,
organization and coordination abilities, teamwork abilities and self-expression abilities;
this was all achieved through the process of volunteer service [15]. More recent research
has also found that service learning improved students’ personal citizenship skills [16],
enhanced their ability to solve social problems, improved their social effectiveness [17], and
motivated a change in the model of volunteering itself, dynamically, with a holistic agenda
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being developed to cover service learning, leadership, and employability [18]. If we focus
on the topic of sustainability, it is apparent that as early as 2008, scholars stressed the need
to include ESD in both formal and informal curricula. The informal courses mentioned here
include volunteering [19]. Undergraduate volunteer service also brings realistic academic
performance improvement, social skills improvement, personal happiness, and self-esteem
enhancement to students, and thus contributes to the further sustainable development of
society [20–22].

In-depth studies have also been conducted on the motivation of university students
to participate in volunteer service. Results show that volunteer service is an important
way for students to achieve low-risk development in interpersonal relationships, time
management, career development, and academic and professional performance. This
implies that students may aim for personal goals instead of seeking to improve external
conditions [23]. Students who have not yet participated in volunteer service attach more
importance to the vocational function of volunteer service [24]. Besides skills, material
rewards and subsidies are also important motivations [25]. More purposeful motivations
include explicit service-learning classroom requirements [26] and specific comprehensive
quality evaluation requirements [27]. An individual interview with 50 university students
in the UK demonstrated the coexistence of altruism and employability as service motiva-
tions [28]. A questionnaire and interview of students in Hong Kong showed that students
who participated in service learning because of their own interests had a higher willingness
to continue to participate in follow-up volunteer service projects than those who partic-
ipated in service learning for external reasons. The external motivation was relatively
complex, and the motivation of gaining recognition or identity from others was more
likely to enhance the motivation for continuous service than the motivation of mandatory
graduation requirements [29]. Another survey of 605 university volunteers at sports events
in Singapore showed that value expression, community involvement, personal growth,
love of sports, and other factors had a positive impact on continued volunteering, whereas
extrinsic rewards had a negative impact on continued service [30].

2.2. On the New Method Introduced in the Study

When judging whether a public policy is effective or not, researchers often look
forward to overcoming the endogenous problems of economic events and economic poli-
cies during causal effect analysis and policy evaluation. Common econometric tools
include instrumental variables, breakpoint regression, propensity score matching, and the
difference-in-differences method [31].

The difference-in-differences method was introduced into the field of economic re-
search in the 1970s [32]. The first scholars to introduce the method in China were Zhou
Li’an and Chen Ye of Peking University [33]. The method has been applied in education
research in China mainly in the past decade. Focusing on the financial reform of compul-
sory education, Sun Zhijun et al. discussed the problem of system stagnancy considered
with respect to the increase in financial funds [34]. Chen Lin and Xia Jun discussed the
negative impact of a university enrollment expansion policy on technological innovation
efficiency [35]. Likewise, Li Jian et al. (2018) discussed the impact of university enrollment
expansion and found a negative impact on total factor productivity growth in mainland
China [36]. Yu Jingwen et al. found that the reform of provinces’ governing counties had
a positive impact on the supply of public education [37]. Cui Sheng and Wu Qiuxiang
found that serving as student leaders can effectively improve students’ working skills,
interpersonal relationships, and academic performance [38,39]. Zheng Bingdao and Zhu
Hanbin studied the eighth new curriculum reform of high school textbooks and found that
students became more supportive of the central government and more willing to join the
CPC and work in state-owned sectors [40].

With the rapid economic development in China in recent years and the ensuing reforms
and changes, policy effectiveness has become a focus of attention for many parties. In fact,
the difference-in-differences method is mainly useful for treating the implementation of



Sustainability 2023, 15, 11259 5 of 22

a public policy as a natural experiment. The sample is divided into the treatment group,
which is affected by the policy, and the control group, which is not affected by the policy.
The variations in the treatment group and the control group are obtained with regard
to the first difference: before and after policy implementation. The second difference is
evaluated on the basis of the variations between the two groups. The net effect of policy
implementation is obtained without being affected by the endogenous problems of the data.

3. Research Materials and Methods

The sample university selected in this paper is a medium-sized, double-first-class
university in Beijing, which has a population of about 2200 undergraduates per year. Majors
of the university cover economics, management, liberal arts, law, science, and engineering,
and its students come from 31 provinces and autonomous regions in China, which is
representative of the overall sample of universities.

In the first half of 2012, according to the requirements of the Beijing Volunteer Service
Federation, all university students were encouraged to register as volunteers on the official
website of Volunteer Beijing to apply for and record the time of their volunteer service on
and off campus. The sample university has actively implemented this initiative. Starting
with the 2012 class enrolled in September of that year, all students were asked to register for
and use this system. In 2012, the university required students to complete 75 h (100 class
hours) of volunteer service and document it using its new Second Classroom reporting
system, and their hours of volunteer service should have been calculated according to the
records on Volunteer Beijing [41]. This made the system indispensable for students at this
university and further made the university a typical case for research on this topic, as it is
the university in Beijing with the longest history of the integrated use of Volunteer Beijing,
and has the richest and most complete records of volunteer service.

The study uses three sets of data, divided into three main sections. The paper dis-
cusses the sustainable value of the volunteer service of contemporary Chinese university
students using three dimensions: measurable ability, evaluable inner feeling, and evaluable
external responsibility. The first set of data used is a special sample set of experimental
and control groups with basically consistent ethnographic characteristics over the same
period. The second set of data includes questionnaire data obtained by strict equidistant
stratified sampling. The third set of data includes the average annual volunteer time of
students and their self-rating of responsibility from the above-mentioned questionnaire
data. Through the microanalysis of the three sets of “black box” data, the paper studies the
sustainable impact of volunteer service on university students, including their academic
performance, employment results, ability acquisition results, and improvements in their
sense of responsibility.

3.1. Analysis of the Impact of Volunteer Service Time on Academic Performance and Employment
3.1.1. Selection of Independent Variables

In this part, students’ volunteer service time as recorded by the information system
was selected as the independent variable. Starting in 2012, undergraduates at the sample
university have been asked to participate in a variety of volunteer services. Their volunteer
service hours have been accumulated year by year until their senior year. Besides partic-
ipating in volunteer service every year, students at Faculty A are required to complete
more hours of volunteer service than other faculties, starting with the 2015 class. Social
contribution points (see Table 1) have been awarded with reference to the Revised Rules of
Comprehensive Student Evaluation of 2015, and are based on levels of service time, from
30 h to 120 h or more. This rule has been implemented since the 2015 class and does not
apply to students of the 2012, 2013, or 2014 classes.
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Table 1. Revised rules for points to be awarded for volunteer service time in Faculty A.

Volunteer Service Time Points

30–44 h 1 point
45–59 h 1.5 points
60–74 h 2 points
75–89 h 2.5 points

90–104 h 3 points
105–119 h 3.5 points

120 h and above 4 points

3.1.2. Selection of Dependent Variables

The study focuses on the impacts of volunteer service participation on students’
academic achievement and employment as dependent variables.

Studies by Robert C. Serow and Alexander W. Astin show that students’ participation
in volunteer service has a positive impact on their academic performance during their
studies [11,23]. Therefore, this paper first focuses on the average GPA of students in each
academic year, which was calculated using all the subject scores of students from the
2012–2015 classes according to the following method:

Average GPA =
GPA per academic year

∑ Number o f credits
=

Credit × GPA coe f f icient
Number o f credits

(1)

Studies by Robert C. Serow, Alexander W. Astin, and Linda J. Sax also show that
volunteer service participation has a significant impact on students’ leadership develop-
ment and career choices [7,23]. Therefore, the second dependent variable selected in this
study was employment. According to data about the employment types of graduates and
interviews with employment authorities, the types of employment of Chinese university
graduates, ranked from high quality to low quality, have been as follows: employment
agreements (including enlistment in the army and the Far West Program), labor contracts,
self-employment, employment certificates, freelancing, and waiting to be employed. Since
“going to graduate school at home” and “going to graduate school abroad” are both op-
tions for further study, rather than employment, the relevant data are not represented in
the analysis.

The scholarship policy incentive of a comprehensive evaluation, as was briefly men-
tioned above, was defined as a reform interaction item. The analysis of such evaluations’
impacts on total volunteer service time and students’ academic achievement and employ-
ment will help determine the real effect of the reform policy. Finally, necessary control
variables were added to ensure the validity of the data analysis.

3.1.3. The Analysis Method

This section uses the data on volunteer service time of four classes of undergraduates,
from 2012 to 2015, at the sample university, the average GPA of each student per academic
year as calculated with the raw data of their First Classroom GPA according to the GPA
calculation formula, and the employment data of the 2015 class students. Since University
A had adopted the new incentive policy for its 2015 class students, whereas the 2012–2014
classes’ students are not affected, a natural experiment could be conducted with the two
groups. Therefore, the authors constructed a difference-in-differences model for empirical
analysis. The demonstration equation is as follows:

Yit = β0 + β1Dt + β2Dtreat + β3Dt·Dtreat + αXit (i = 1, · · · , n; t = 1, 2) (2)

In the equation, i represents the students and t represents the year. Dtreat represents
whether it is a dummy variable of university students affected by the policy change, with
1 indicating “yes” and 0 indicating “no”. Dt represents the time dummy variable, with
1 meaning after students are affected by the policy and 0 meaning before students are
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affected. Xit represents a series of control variables, including year of graduation, gender,
ethnicity, major, and university, which are all added to the final regression model. The core
estimation coefficient in this paper is β3, which reflects the impact of the new incentive
policy on student achievement. In order to overcome the influence of individual differences
and policies related to different time nodes on the estimation results, this research further
controlled for the fixed effects of individuals and time. The final demonstration equation is
as follows:

Yit = β0 + β1Dt + β2Dtreat + β3Dt·Dtreat + αXit + δi + γt + εit(i = 1, · · · , n; t = 1, 2) (3)

3.2. Comparative Analysis of University Students’ Expectations and Experiences of Their Ability
Acquisition in Volunteer Service

From the existing literature, we can see that students participate in voluntary service through
material incentives, classroom goals, and comprehensive evaluation incentives [25–27,42]. Their
participation in volunteer service also helps to improve their leadership and social responsi-
bility [7,11]. To further discuss the effectiveness of volunteer service on students, the study
used the results of a questionnaire conducted in early 2018 on the self-description of the
abilities of students at the sample university to discuss the growth of their actual abilities
and any increase in their sense of social responsibility through participation in volunteer
service. In the questionnaire, the scale is designed to measure students’ ability acquisition,
team cooperation, leadership, etc.

First, the abilities related to volunteer service were categorized into three dimensions,
according to the previous research: personal ability, teamwork, and leadership management.
The three dimensions further fall into 18 items, measured in the form of a 5-point Likert
scale, i.e., “completely inconsistent”, “inconsistent”, “neither consistent nor in-consistent”,
“consistent” and “completely consistent”, counting for 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5 point(s), respectively.

The personal ability dimension refers to the overall framework and essence of the
Key Competences for the Development of Chinese Students published by the Key Com-
petence Research Group in 2016, i.e., cultural foundation, self-development and social
participation, and further extends to seven aspects: humanistic literacy, scientific thinking,
self-management, emotional regulation, language proficiency, learning ability, and practical
ability [43] (See Table 2).

Table 2. Items in the personal ability scale.

Measurement
Dimensions Items

Personal ability

(1) Humanistic literacy: I hope to learn certain cultural knowledge and
improve humanistic literacy through volunteer activities.
(2) Scientific thinking: I hope to exercise logical thinking through voluntary
activities and analyze problems from multiple perspectives
and dialectically.
(3) Self-management: I hope to understand myself better and manage my
time and energy more reasonably through voluntary activities.
(4) Emotional regulation: I hope to learn to adjust myself physically and
mentally through voluntary activities.
(5) Language proficiency: I hope to improve my ability to express myself in
Chinese and English or command other minor languages through
voluntary activities.
(6) Learning ability: I hope to learn to gain new knowledge and methods
more actively through voluntary activities and draw lessons from the
learning process.
(7) Practical ability: I hope to enhance my execution through volunteer
activities, and sometimes to enhance my understanding of my area of
expertise and apply such knowledge to practice.
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Teamwork ability draws on concepts from the study of organization. In the context
of the actual demands on university students in the current era, the teamwork ability that
university students hope to improve by participating in voluntary activities can be divided
into six aspects: self-awareness, perspective-taking, rationality, consciousness of principle,
collective consciousness, and overall consciousness (See Table 3).

Table 3. Items in teamwork motivation scale.

Measurement
Dimensions Items

Teamwork ability

(1) Self-awareness: I hope to find my own strengths and weaknesses by
participating in various types of volunteer activities so that I can put my
strengths to better use and know where I fit in the team and achieve
better development.
(2) Perspective-taking: I hope to learn perspective-taking by dealing with
different people in volunteer activities so that I can be more sensitive to
others’ feelings and needs, become more understanding and supportive,
and contribute more effectively.
(3) Rationality: Through volunteer activities, I hope to learn to deal with
disputes with others more rationally and calmly, and communicate instead
of quarreling with them, so as to improve teamwork efficiency.
(4) Consciousness of principle: I hope to stand my ground and stick to my
own opinions and positions when handling complicated situations in
volunteer activities.
(5) Collective consciousness: I hope to better integrate into my team,
consciously observe the rules of my team, and improve my sense of
responsibility, honor, and pride towards my team by participating in
volunteer activities.
(6) Overall consciousness: I hope to think in terms of the big picture and
make decisions that are forward-looking and in line with the greater good.

The dimensions of leadership management draw on the five-force model of leadership
proposed by the research group of the Chinese Academy of Sciences in 2006. This study cites
the “five forces” (charisma, foresight, appeal, decisiveness, and control) as the indicators of
leadership [44] (See Table 4).

Table 4. Items in leadership scale.

Measurement
dimensions Items

Leadership

(1) Charisma: I hope to become more confident, passionate, and
charismatic through volunteer activities.
(2) Foresight: I hope to improve my foresight through volunteer activities
and learn to plan ahead and manage my tasks better.
(3) Appeal: I hope to learn to exert a positive appeal on others and set a
good example for them.
(4) Decisiveness: I hope to become more decisive, independent, and
assertive through voluntary activities.
(5) Control: I hope to learn to take control through volunteer activities.

This section mainly describes the use of factor extraction and variance analysis meth-
ods. Factor analysis was mainly used to analyze the ability acquisition expectations and
acquisition experiences of volunteers engaged in voluntary service, and further explored
the differences between them. Variance analysis reconsidered the influence of various
attributes of the research object on students’ ability acquisition expectations and acquisi-
tion experiences.
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3.3. Analysis of the Influence of Volunteer Service on University Students’ Sense of Responsibility
3.3.1. Scale Design of Sense of Responsibility

(1) Personal responsibility

Based on the existing research, the study included eight items in the scale of per-
sonal responsibility, including “self-survival”, “self-positioning”, “self-planning”, “self-
management”, “self-reflection”, “self-improvement” and “self-innovation”, according to
the characteristics of contemporary university students and the meaning of personal re-
sponsibility (Table 5).

Table 5. Items in personal responsibility scale.

Measurement
Dimensions Items

Personal
responsibility

(1) Self-survival: I love life and value health and safety.
(2) Self-positioning: I have a deep understanding and clear positioning
of myself.
(3) Self-planning: I have a clear plan for my life and practice it seriously.
(4) Self-management: I have good living and study habits, and being
punctual and efficient is my strength.
(5) Self-reflection: I always practice regular self-reflection
and introspection.
(6) Self-improvement: I always actively improve my abilities and expand
my horizons, in the hope of continuously improving myself.
(7) Self-innovation: I am always willing to think outside the box and
explore the unknown.
(8) Self-realization: I make unremitting efforts for my life and approach my
goal step by step.

Based on the idea of “being responsible for yourself”, the personal responsibility scale
follows the logic of self-awareness, self-development, and self-improvement.

In terms of self-awareness, “self-survival” is the prerequisite for understanding oneself.
Loving oneself and being responsible for one’s own life is the foundation of living and
the origin of personal responsibility. On this basis, “self-positioning” stands for a further
understanding of oneself, and only by finding one’s own position can one achieve self-
development and improvement.

In terms of self-development, planning, management, and reflection are necessary
steps for developing oneself. “Self-planning” means being responsible for one’s own life,
making a good plan, and putting it into practice; “Self-management” refers to students’
abilities to effectively discipline themselves and manage their own lives and studies;
“Self-reflection” refers to the ability to think independently, reflect on oneself, and make
continuous improvement.

In terms of self-improvement, university students need to pursue higher goals. To actively
enrich one’s knowledge and ability is a reflection of “self-improvement”. To be pioneering
and innovative and daring to make breakthroughs embodies the courage to challenge oneself,
a reflection of “self-innovation”. To have firm ideals and beliefs and pursue demands at the
highest level—“self-realization”—is the ultimate goal of self-improvement.

(2) Collective responsibility

The collective responsibility scale mainly refers to the socialist core values combined
with the realities of contemporary university students, including eight items: “building
a prosperous and strong country”, “building a democratic country”, “ensuring civiliza-
tion and harmony”, “ensuring freedom and equality”, “protecting justice and the law”,
“loving the motherland”; “being dedicated and eager to learn”; and “being honest and
friendly” (Table 6).
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Table 6. Items in collective responsibility scale.

Measurement
Dimensions Items

Collective
responsibility

(1) Building a prosperous and strong country: I have lofty goals in life and
hope to contribute to the prosperity and strength of my motherland.
(2) Building a democratic country: I have good political awareness and
pursue socialist democracy, where the people are the masters of
the country.
(3) Ensuring civilization and harmony: I try my best to adjust social
conflicts and promote social civilization and harmony.
(4) Ensuring freedom and equality: I respect the freedom of others, pursue
equality in society, and seek common ground while reserving differences.
(5) Protecting justice and law: I pursue and support fairness and justice,
strictly abide by laws and regulations, use legal knowledge to safeguard
rights and interests, and never cover up others’ violations of law
and discipline.
(6) Loving the motherland: I have a strong sense of national pride, regard
the revitalization of the Chinese nation as my duty, actively promote
national unity, and safeguard national sovereignty and the reunification of
my motherland.
(7) Being dedicated and eager to learn: As a student, I take my studies
seriously and love learning about science and culture, so that I can better
give back to society in the future.
(8) Being honest and friendly: I value honesty, keep my promises, refrain
from harming the interests of others, and treat people in a friendly manner.

Socialist core values are divided into three levels: national, social, and personal.
“Prosperity”, “democracy”, “civilization” and “harmony” are the pursuits of socialist core
values at the national level [45]. For contemporary university students, they are embodied
by three measurement indicators: “building a prosperous and strong country”, “building a
democratic country”, and “ensuring civilization and harmony”. “Building a prosperous
and strong country” refers to university students’ personal beliefs in developing themselves
for their country’s prosperity and strength; “building a democratic country” measures
the ability to be the backbones of their own country and enhance political awareness;
“ensuring civilization and harmony” measures the sense of responsibility to attend to their
surroundings and promote national civilization and harmony.

“Freedom”, “equality”, “justice” and “rule of law” are the pursuits of socialist core
values at the social level. For university students, they are embodied as “ensuring freedom
and equality” and “protecting justice and the law” [45]. “Ensuring freedom and equality”
measures whether university students respect social diversity; “protecting justice and law”
highlights that university students should protect justice, respect the law, support the rule
of law society, and be law-abiding citizens.

“Patriotism”, “dedication”, “honesty” and “friendliness” are the norms of socialist
core values at the personal level [45]. For contemporary university students, they are
mainly divided into “loving the motherland”, “being dedicated and eager to learn”, and
“being honest and friendly”. “Loving the motherland” is the patriotic spirit that must be
pursued by all university students and Chinese people; “being dedicated and eager to
learn” reflects that contemporary university students should be dedicated to their work
and focus on their studies; “being honest and friendly” emphasizes that university students
should be honest and trustworthy, and be kind to others.

3.3.2. The Analysis Method

(1) Regression analysis of the average annual volunteer service time and the total self-
rating of responsibility was performed using the following formula:

Res = β0 + αAdur + β1x1 + β2x2 + . . . βpxp + ε (4)
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in which Res represents the comprehensive sense of responsibility score, Adur represents
the annual average volunteer time, and x1 to xp represent a series of control variables,
including gender, family province, grade, faculty, whether a student was an only child,
whether a student was a former student leader, family economic status, and political status.
Control variables were added one by one.

(2) Regression analysis of average annual volunteer service time and self-rating of per-
sonal responsibility was performed using the following formula:

Ego = β0 + αAdur + β1x1 + β2x2 + . . . βpxp + ε (5)

in which Ego represents the comprehensive sense of responsibility score, Adur represents
the annual average volunteer time, and x1 to xp represent a series of control variables,
including gender, family province, grade, facultyfaculty, whether a student was an only
child, whether a student was a former student leader, family economic status, and political
status. Control variables were added one by one.

(3) Regression analysis of the average annual volunteer service time and self-rating of
collective responsibility was performed using the following formula:

Col = β0 + αAdur + β1x1 + β2x2 + . . . βpxp + ε (6)

in which Col represents the comprehensive sense of responsibility score, Adur represents
the annual average volunteer time, and x1 to xp represent a series of control variables,
including gender, family province, grade, faculty, whether a student was an only child,
whether a student was a former student leader, family economic status, and political status.
Control variables were added one by one.

4. Results
4.1. Impact of Volunteer Service on University Students’ Academic Performance and Employment
4.1.1. Descriptive Statistics of Variables

In the samples of the 2012–2015 classes, since the students were asked to complete 75 h
of volunteer service before graduation, the data recorded in the system for less than 75 h,
generally due to untimely or missing records of volunteer organizers, was excluded. For
students whose volunteer time was for a longer period of time than the scale measured, the
effectiveness of volunteer service projects was manually screened, and the samples whose
service times were obviously abnormal were deleted. In addition, since the maximum
value of the average GPA is 4, the abnormal samples whose average GPA exceeded 4 were
deleted. Furthermore, samples whose First-Class records were empty were also excluded.
Finally, data on 28,606 samples for the four classes were obtained, as shown in Table 2.
Among them, “total time” refers to the total number of hours that students spent on
volunteer service in four years, with the minimum value being 75 h (based on the minimum
graduation requirements of the sample university), the maximum value being 839 h, and
the average being 120.815 h. The GPA per year refers to the average GPA of each student
in the four years, with the minimum value being 0.522, the maximum value being 3.987,
and the average being 3.333. Employment was assigned values according to different types
of employment, i.e., employment agreements (including enlistment in the army and the
Far West Program), labor contracts, self-employment, employment certificates, freelancing,
and waiting to be employed, with 6 assigned to employment agreements and 1 assigned to
waiting for employment, and the average being 1.6008. The Faculty A reform interaction
was defined as the new incentive policy of Faculty A, with 1 being affected by the reform
and 0 being not affected (Table 7).

4.1.2. Impact of Faculty A’s Reform Policy on the Total Volunteer Service Time

Faculty A implemented a volunteer time incentive reform for the 2015 freshman class
in 2015. It should be noted that there is a major difference between this rule at Faculty A
and the national service time record and certification rule for all university students: the
volunteer service time record and certification rule is merely a mandatory measure for
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meeting Second Classroom requirements and is not linked to any award or evaluation. The
award point policy at Faculty A, however, acts as an incentive for awards and evaluation:
the more points students get in the comprehensive evaluation, the higher grade they
will receive. Therefore, this paper takes all the students from the 2012 to 2015 classes as
participants, with the graduates who were subject to the policy as the experimental group,
and all the other students as the control group. The difference-in-differences method was
used to determine the changes in students’ academic achievements due to the impact of
the policy. Whether or not the students of the sample university were affected by the policy,
they all needed to complete 75 h of volunteer service according to the Second Classroom
requirements within four years before graduation. Therefore, the data analysis described
in this section used the excess of total volunteer service time beyond 75 h.

Table 7. Descriptive statistics.

Variables Number of
Observations Mean Value Standard

Deviation Minimum Value Maximum Value

Total time 28,606 120.815 72.273 75 839
GPA 28,606 3.333 0.399 0.522 3.987

Employment 28,606 1.601 2.238 0 6
Faculty A reform interaction item 28,606 0.032 0.177 0 1

The authors first took a look at the impact of Faculty A’s reform on the total volunteer
service time. The following table presents the regression models of Faculty A’s reform on
the total volunteer service time. Model 1 controlled for the year of graduation, model 2
controlled for the year of graduation and gender, model 3 controlled for the year of gradua-
tion, gender, and ethnicity, model 4 controlled for the year of graduation, gender, ethnicity,
and major, and model 5 controlled for the year of graduation, gender, ethnicity, major and
faculties. Since there were too many control variables for majors and colleges, which affects
the presentation of data, the following table only shows the regression of constant item
β0 and the interaction coefficient β3. The following conclusions can be drawn from the
regression results(Table 8):

Table 8. Regression results of Faculty A’s reform policy on total volunteer service time.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Total time Total time Total time Total time Total time
Faculty A reform interaction 58.283 *** 58.210 *** 58.186 *** 70.364 *** 70.613 ***

(4.114) (4.108) (4.082) (4.245) (4.249)

Constant term
122.141 *** 120.823 *** 122.062 *** 123.914 *** 111.949 ***

(0.900) (1.173) (5.086) (7.473) (8.202)
Year of graduation Control Control Control Control Control

Gender Control Control Control Control
Ethnicity Control Control Control

Major Control Control
Faculty Control

N 28,606 28,606 28,606 28,606 28,606
R-sq 0.037 0.037 0.042 0.063 0.067

adj. R-sq 0.036 0.036 0.039 0.058 0.062

Note: * p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01. The more asterisks, the higher the level of significance.

Firstly, the goodness of fit of the model gradually improved with the addition of
control variables, particularly after the addition of the control variables major and faculty.

Secondly, the coefficient of the reform interaction is relatively stable and very signif-
icant. After the control variables major and faculty were added, the coefficient became
larger. β3 in model 5 is 70.613, which means that students affected by the policy spent
70.613 h more on volunteer service than students not affected.
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4.1.3. Impact of Faculty A’s Reform Policy on the Average GPA of Students per Year

The authors then analyzed the impact of Faculty A’s reform policy on the average
GPA of students per year. Similarly, model 1 controlled for the year of graduation, model
2 controlled for the year of graduation and gender, model 3 controlled for the year of
graduation, gender, and ethnicity, model 4 controlled for the year of graduation, gender,
ethnicity, and major, and model 5 controlled for the year of graduation, gender, ethnicity,
major, and faculty. The table mainly presents the regression of constant item β0 and the
interaction coefficient β3. The following conclusions can be drawn from the regression
results (Table 9):

Table 9. Regression results of Faculty A’s reform policy on students’ average GPA per year.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

GPA GPA GPA GPA GPA
Faculty A’s reform interaction 0.100 *** 0.094 *** 0.093 *** 0.030 ** 0.033 **

(0.0112) (0.012) (0.012) (0.015) (0.014)
Constant term 3.423 *** 3.318 *** 3.410 *** 3.265 *** 3.509 ***

(0.005) (0.006) (0.040) (0.048) (0.060)
Year of graduation Control Control Control Control Control

Gender Control Control Control Control
Ethnicity Control Control Control

Major Control Control
Faculty Control

N 28,606 28,606 28,606 28,606 28,606
R-sq 0.053 0.080 0.096 0.130 0.145

adj. R-sq 0.052 0.079 0.093 0.125 0.140

Note: * p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01. The more asterisks, the higher the level of significance.

Firstly, the goodness of fit of the model gradually improved with the addition of
control variables, particularly after the addition of the control variables major and faculty.

Secondly, the coefficient of the reform interaction is relatively stable and significant.
After the control variables major and faculty were added, the coefficient became slightly
smaller and less significant. However, in general, the students affected by the policy had
a higher average GPA compared with those not affected, with an increase of 0.033, which
represents better academic performance.

4.1.4. Impact of Faculty A’s Reform Policy on Employment

Similarly, model 1 controlled for the year of graduation, model 2 controlled for the
year of graduation and gender, model 3 controlled for the year of graduation, gender, and
ethnicity, model 4 controlled for the year of graduation, gender, ethnicity, and major, and
model 5 controlled for the year of graduation, gender, ethnicity, major, and faculty. The table
mainly presents the regression of constant item β0 and the interaction coefficient β3. Since
students can either pursue further study or find jobs after graduation, and since further
study is not strictly considered to be employment, students who pursued further study
were excluded, and we observed the changes in the employment of the 10,828 remaining
samples affected by the policy. The following conclusions can be drawn from the regression
results (Table 10):

Firstly, the goodness of fit of the model gradually improved with the addition of control
variables, particularly after the addition of the control variables major and university.

Secondly, the coefficient of the reform interaction is relatively stable and significant.
When the control variables major and university were included, the coefficient decreased.
However, in general, the longer the volunteer service time, the better the employment, and
the average employment score of students affected by the policy increased by 0.343.
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Table 10. Regression results of Faculty A’s reform policy on employment.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Employment Employment Employment Employment Employment
Faculty A’s reform interaction 0.695 *** 0.697 *** 0.706 *** 0.349 *** 0.343 ***

(0.083) (0.083) (0.083) (0.092) (0.092)
Constant term 4.367 *** 4.491 *** 4.787 *** 5.220 *** 5.225 ***

(0.028) (0.034) (0.245) (0.277) (0.276)
Year of graduation Control Control Control Control Control

Gender Control Control Control Control
Ethnicity Control Control Control

Major Control Control
Faculty Control

N 10,828 10,828 10,828 10,828 10,828
R-sq 0.044 0.047 0.063 0.148 0.149

adj. R-sq 0.041 0.044 0.057 0.137 0.138

Note: * p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01. The more asterisks, the higher the level of significance.

4.2. Comparative Analysis of University Students’ Expectations and the Results of Ability
Acquisition in Volunteer Service
4.2.1. Descriptive Statistics

The survey stratified students according to their student IDs using a strict stratified
sampling method. A total of 854 questionnaires were distributed to all the students in the
2013–2017 classes in every faculty of the sample university. A total of 806 questionnaires
were collected, of which 29 were invalid and 777 were valid. Through participation, the
questionnaire primarily included descriptions of the basic demographic characteristics of
students, as well as the ability growth scale and responsibility growth scale. The major
descriptive statistics, apart from demographic characteristics, are shown in Table 11. Among
them, the minimum GPA is 1.370, and the maximum GPA is 3.960, with the average being
3.215. The average annual volunteer service time is 35.613 h. Personal ability, teamwork
ability, and leadership ability self-rating values are 3.869, 4.005, and 3.798, respectively;
personal responsibility, collective responsibility, and overall responsibility scores are 4.002,
4.167, and 4.085, respectively.

Table 11. Descriptive statistics of questionnaire data.

Variables Observation
Value Mean Value Standard

Deviation Minimum Value Maximum Value

GPA 777 3.215 0.475 1.370 3.960
Average volunteer service time per year 777 35.613 26.590 0 186

Personal ability score 777 3.869 0.572 1 5
Teamwork ability score 777 4.005 0.544 1 5

Leadership score 777 3.798 0.633 1 5
Personal responsibility score 777 4.002 0.706 1 5

Collective responsibility score 777 4.167 0.695 1 5
Overall responsibility score 777 4.085 0.667 1 5

4.2.2. Comparative Analysis

By comparing the three comprehensive dimensions of volunteer ability acquisition
expectations and results, the study revealed that the supply of personal ability and leader-
ship was less than the demand, while the supply of teamwork ability was greater than the
demand (See Table 12).
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Table 12. The supply and demand of abilities of university student volunteers.

Category Number of Students who Want to
Improve This Ability the Most Proportion Number of Students Who

Improved This Ability the Most Proportion

Personal ability 423 54.44% 396 50.97%
Teamwork ability 253 32.56% 297 38.22%

Leadership 101 13.00% 84 10.81%

The authors conducted an exploratory factor analysis of all the dimensions involved
when measuring the 18 micro-dimensions in order to further refine the ability acquisition
expectations and experiences. Ability acquisition expectations were analyzed, with results
shown in Table 13, and the results of the ability acquisition analysis are shown in Table 14.
From the perspective of factor extraction, all the projects involving personal motivation
and teamwork were classified into the same category, and the projects involving leadership
management were classified into another category. The former category mainly involves
the individual’s ability to complete tasks, while the latter mainly involves the ability to
lead teams to complete tasks.

Table 13. The factor load matrix after rotation for ability acquisition expectations.

Personal Motivation
Factor

Analysis Teamwork Motivation
Factor

Analysis
Leadership and

Management
Motivation

Factor
Analysis

1 2 1 2 1 2

Humanistic
accomplishment 0.756 0.287 Self-awareness 0.726 0.460 Charisma 0.321 0.816

Scientific thinking 0.699 0.350 Perspective taking 0.685 0.455 Foresight 0.412 0.779
Self-management 0.798 0.266 Rationality 0.643 0.530 Appeal 0.362 0.737

Emotional regulation 0.756 0.261 Consciousness of principle 0.624 0.534 Decisiveness 0.380 0.802
Language proficiency 0.552 0.467 Collective consciousness 0.693 0.471 Control 0.338 0.793

Learning ability 0.727 0.415 Overall consciousness 0.653 0.539
Practical ability 0.712 0.398

Note: The matrix is orthogonally rotated, the KMO value is 0.964, and the significance of the Bartlett sphericity
test is less than 0.001. The reliability of each subscale was analyzed using the SPSS20.0 Cronbach α value, and the
data presented are all greater than 0.7. The Cronbach α value of the total scale is as high as 0.966, indicating that
the reliability of the data is high. The bold factor scores are higher than the other factor in the same motivation,
indicating that common factor 1 is more related to individual motivation and team cooperation motivation, and
common factor 2 is more related to leadership and management motivation.

Table 14. The factor load matrix after rotation for ability acquisition results.

Personal Ability
Factor

Analysis Teamwork Ability
Factor

Analysis
Leadership and

Management
Ability

Factor
Analysis

1 2 1 2 1 2

Humanistic
accomplishment 0.684 0.393 Self-awareness 0.776 0.410 Charisma 0.397 0.804

Scientific thinking 0.615 0.509 Rationality 0.777 0.359 Foresight 0.438 0.767
Self-management 0.779 0.368 Perspective taking 0.758 0.435 Appeal 0.417 0.781

Emotional regulation 0.732 0.365 Consciousness of principle 0.731 0.462 Decisiveness 0.465 0.758
Language proficiency 0.522 0.555 Collective consciousness 0.795 0.372 Control 0.381 0.830

Learning ability 0.669 0.503 Overall consciousness 0.745 0.423
Practical ability 0.670 0.469

Note: The matrix is orthogonally rotated, the KMO value is 0.964, and the significance of the Bartlett sphericity test
is less than 0.001. The reliability of each subscale was analyzed by using the SPSS20.0 Cronbach α value, and the
data presented are all greater than 0.7. The Cronbach α value of the total scale is as high as 0.972, indicating that
the reliability of the data is high. The bold factor scores are higher than the other factor in the same motivation,
indicating that common factor 1 is more related to individual motivation and team cooperation motivation, and
common factor 2 is more related to leadership and management motivation.
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After factor extraction, the authors conducted an ANOVA on students’ personal
attributes and ability acquisition expectations and experiences. The findings are shown
in Table 15. The “faculty” attribute had more impact on students’ ability acquisition
expectations and experiences, while the only child, political status, and student leader
experiences had more impact on students’ ability acquisition results.

Table 15. The relationship between students’ personal attributes and ability acquisition expectations
and experiences.

Factor

Ability Acquisition Expectations Ability Acquisition Results

Personal and
Collective

Ability

Leadership and
Management

Ability

Comprehensive
Ability

Personal and
Collective

Ability

Leadership and
Management

Ability

Comprehensive
Ability

Gender 0.080 0.844 0.273 0.923 0.512 0.757
Faculty 0.044 0.097 0.048 0.024 0.333 0.107
Grade 0.083 0.184 0.100 0.095 0.404 0.200

Only child or
not 0.314 0.722 0.749 0.018 0.006 0.007

Family
socioeconomic

position
0.535 0.311 0.386 0.507 0.058 0.172

Family
province 0.595 0.996 0.952 0.715 0.917 0.867

Political status 0.150 0.192 0.154 0.027 0.012 0.013
Student leader

experiences 0.454 0.662 0.607 0.102 0.044 0.057

Note: The raw score of comprehensive ability is represented as the average score of personal ability, teamwork
ability, and leadership ability. Bold numbers indicate p < 0.05.

Knight and Yorke, an employability research authority in the UK, put forward the
USEM Model [46], consisting of (1) the Understanding of the area of expertise; (2) profes-
sional and general Skills required for work; (3) Efficacy Beliefs, which include personal
qualities, self-confidence and enjoyment of learning; (4) and Meta-cognition, which reflects
strategic response and thinking [47]. As students’ ability acquisition in this study generally
overlaps with this model, the improvement in students’ abilities through volunteer service
is also an improvement in their employability. The above studies show that students have a
strong potential desire to improve their employability by participating in voluntary service,
but there is still a gap in their actual experience. Although this study proves that more
participation in voluntary service under relevant policy incentives has a positive impact on
employment, such improvement may be negatively affected by students’ actual experiences.
Further empirical analysis is required in the future.

4.3. Impact of Volunteer Service on University Students’ Sense of Responsibility
4.3.1. Regression Analysis of Average Annual Volunteer Service Time and Total Self-Rating
of Sense of Responsibility

The regression results show that the goodness of fit of the model gradually increased,
and the regression coefficient of the average annual time to a sense of social responsibility
gradually became more significant. The highest coefficient was achieved when only the
gender, province, grade, faculty, and only-child status were controlled for. The most
significant coefficient was achieved when the student leader experience was added as a
control variable on the basis of the above five items (Table 16).

4.3.2. Regression Analysis of the Average Annual Volunteer Service Time and the
Self-Rating of Personal Responsibility

The regression results show that the goodness of fit of the model gradually increased,
and the regression coefficient of the annual average time to the sense of personal responsi-
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bility gradually became more significant. The highest coefficient was also achieved when
gender, province, grade, faculty, and only-child status were controlled for, and the most
significant coefficients were achieved in the following two scenarios: one was when gen-
der, province, grade, and faculty were controlled for, and the other was when gender,
province, grade, faculty, only-child status, and student leader experience were controlled
for (Table 17).

Table 16. Regression results of average time to total self-rating of responsibility.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9)

Average annual time 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.002 * 0.003 * 0.002 *** 0.002 ** 0.002 **
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

Constant term 4.035 *** 4.020 *** 3.993 *** 4.109 *** 3.996 *** 4.150 *** 4.258 *** 4.443 *** 4.544 ***
(0.040) (0.099) (0.179) (0.185) (0.224) (0.254) (0.266) (0.326) (0.475)

Gender Control Control Control Control Control Control Control Control
Province Control Control Control Control Control Control Control

Grade Control Control Control Control Control Control
Faculty Control Control Control Control Control

Only child or not Control Control Control Control
Student leader

experiences Control Control Control

Family socioeconomic
position Control Control

Political status Control
N 777 777 777 777 777 777 777 777 777
R2 0.003 0.003 0.042 0.049 0.089 0.095 0.097 0.105 0.108

Adjusted R2 0.002 0.001 −0.002 0.002 0.029 0.034 0.035 0.039 0.038

Note: * p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.

Table 17. Regression results of average annual time to personal responsibility.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9)

Average annual time 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.002 0.002 *** 0.003 * 0.002 *** 0.002 ** 0.002 **
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

Constant term
3.958 *** 3.941 *** 3.928 *** 4.066 *** 4.009 *** 4.219 *** 4.372 *** 4.660 *** 4.797 ***
(0.042) (0.104) (0.189) (0.196) (0.260) (0.269) (0.282) (0.346) (0.503)

Gender Control Control Control Control Control Control Control Control
Province Control Control Control Control Control Control Control

Grade Control Control Control Control Control Control
Faculty Control Control Control Control Control

Only child or not Control Control Control Control
Student leader

experiences Control Control Control

Family socioeconomic
position Control Control

Political status Control
N 777 777 777 777 777 777 777 777 777
R2 0.002 0.002 0.039 0.047 0.079 0.089 0.093 0.102 0.105

Adjusted R2 0.001 0.000 −0.005 0.000 0.018 0.027 0.030 0.036 0.035

Note: * p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01. The more asterisks, the higher the level of significance.

4.3.3. Regression Analysis of the Average Annual Time of Volunteer Service and the
Self-Rating of Collective Responsibility

The regression results show that with the gradual addition of control variables, the
goodness of fit of the model gradually increased, and after the addition of the control
variable of whether the student was an only child or not, the average annual time of the
model significantly affected collective responsibility. The one-by-one addition of control
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variables such as student leader experience, family socioeconomic position, and political
status did not increase or decrease such significance (Table 18).

Table 18. Regression results of average annual time to collective responsibility.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9)

Average annual time 0.002 0.002 0.001 0.001 0.002 0.002 ** 0.002 ** 0.002 ** 0.002 **
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

Constant term
4.112 *** 4.098 *** 4.057 *** 4.152 *** 3.984 *** 4.081 *** 4.145 *** 4.227 *** 4.291 ***
(0.042) (0.103) (0.186) (0.193) (0.253) (0.264) (0.276) (0.340) (0.495)

Gender Control Control Control Control Control Control Control Control
Province Control Control Control Control Control Control Control

Grade Control Control Control Control Control Control
Faculty Control Control Control Control Control

Only child or not Control Control Control Control
Student leader

experiences Control Control Control

Family socioeconomic
position Control Control

Political status Control
N 777 777 777 777 777 777 777 777 777
R2 0.003 0.004 0.044 0.049 0.096 0.098 0.099 0.105 0.108

Adjusted R2 0.002 0.001 0.001 0.002 0.037 0.038 0.037 0.039 0.039

Note: * p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01. The more asterisks, the higher the level of significance.

5. Discussions

Education for sustainable development is a matter of great urgency. Many global
issues urgently require the young generation to contribute their intelligence, and various
carriers that enhance learners’ ability to cope with the challenges of the era deserve at-
tention. Participation in various voluntary services by university students during their
studies is generally thought to help them better understand society and improve certain
abilities. Internationally, many quantitative studies and longitudinal observations have
been conducted on the value of volunteer service for local students. For Chinese students,
however, these studies have often failed to perceive the true value of volunteer service
on students’ growth, as they have tended to prioritize political attributes. In fact, in the
past three decades of rapid development in China, although volunteer services are of a
national nature, students still have had a lot of autonomy in choosing which activities to
participate in. Student volunteers are especially helpful for supporting the disabled, the
elderly, and the children of migrant workers. These strengths make volunteer service an
important bridge connecting the whole country and individual citizens, and a necessary
channel for college students to enter the sustainable citizenship paradigm. Furthermore,
the difficulty of obtaining data has also been a major obstacle for foreign scholars to conduct
such studies. Lifting the veil on university student volunteers in China will give us a more
thorough and deeper understanding of the hallmarks of volunteer service among Chinese
university students.

For the first set of data in the study, objective data that could not be collected in the past,
but can now be collected by a convenient information system, was adopted. We used the
difference-in-differences method, which has mainly been used for policy effect assessment
in the past. Natural comparative samples of special significance have increased the richness
of similar studies. Our results show that even if students are stimulated to participate in
voluntary service through external incentives, they still show substantial gains in terms
of study and employment, which confirms that higher education institutions’ behavioral
incentives to students can promote volunteers’ participation motivation [48]; this poses
challenges to previous studies that have proposed that mandatory external incentives
such as graduation requirements would hinder individuals’ willingness to participate in
activities [29]. Moreover, this study further clarifies the value of effective external incentives
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to the growth and change of students who participate in volunteer service, which changed
our simple assumption that volunteering is only beneficial with spontaneous participation.

Our analysis of the second set of data confirms the sustainability value of volunteer
service, but also makes a distinction in judging the degree of its influence on the growth of
various abilities for university students. Our study shows that the teamwork ability acqui-
sition effect proves to be the strongest, showing the important value of volunteer service
for the cultivation of collectivism for university students. This value possesses far-reaching
significance, especially in China’s current social system. Orderly group development is a
strong follow-up to the concept of sustainability. The influence of natural characteristics on
ability acquisition found through the study is similar to the cases found in Malaysia [49],
providing a basis for providing more differentiated volunteer service programs to students
with various backgrounds.

The third set of data was used to study the sense of responsibility as a separate object,
and we distinguished between the senses of personal and collective responsibility. Research
conclusions show that in specific samples of the study, students enhanced their sense of
personal responsibility through volunteering, which supplements the common belief that
volunteering can enhance university students’ sense of social responsibility; this finding
is worth noticing [50]. Therefore, it is possible that volunteering can enhance students’
overall sense of social responsibility by satisfying their sense of personal responsibility and
then satisfying their sense of collective responsibility; this calls for further in-depth study
and discussion.

On the whole, the study provides a glimpse into the credible educational effects of
the civic governance model with Chinese characteristics in the new era. We analyzed the
growth of university students through volunteer service from an objective and realistic
perspective without being affected by the political perspectives commonly pursued by
foreign scholars who have observed volunteer service in China. The three sets of data
in this study were examined from both objective and subjective perspectives, and the
sustainability value of students’ participation in volunteer service for personal growth
was explored in a panoramic manner. Based on previous studies, more attention was paid
to detailed discussions of the internal mechanisms of volunteer service influence. The
adoption of new methods also brought to the study good ductility, which may provide
enlightenment for other similar studies.

However, due to the limitations of sample collection, the data were restricted to one
university. In the future, research can be extended to more universities, both in and outside
China. Continuous data analysis on a larger scale and over a longer term is suggested to
further prove the unique and sustainable value of volunteer service for university students
all over the world.

6. Conclusions

Based on the data from a typical sample university, the paper first discussed the impact
of volunteer service on university students’ academic performance and employment, and
on the likelihood of a sustainable future. Empirical results show that under the influence
of relevant incentive policies, the more that students participate in volunteer service, the
more significantly their academic performance and employment prospects will improve.
Specifically, the difference-in-differences method was used, taking students from Faculty A
who were affected by the scholarship policy as the treatment group, and other students
who were not affected as the control group. Empirical analysis was conducted on the full
sample data of students from classes from 2012 to 2015. Results show that students affected
by the policy increased their volunteer service time by 70.613 h, average GPA by 0.033, and
employment score by 0.343. This also shows that more volunteer service enables students
to achieve better academic performance and employment.

Secondly, research and analysis of the expectations and results of ability acquisition
in the sample university show that volunteer service is helpful for improving students’
personal ability, teamwork ability, and leadership ability. There are significant differences
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in the ability acquisition expectations of students in different universities, possibly due
to the different environments or areas of expertise in different universities. Faculty, only-
child status, political status, and student leader experiences all had an impact on students’
actual ability acquisition, possibly because these four attributes are potential causes of their
long-term psychological characteristics.

Finally, analysis was conducted on the impact of volunteer service on students’ sense
of responsibility, i.e., the increase in their self-ratings of personal responsibility, collective
responsibility, and overall responsibility with the addition of average annual volunteer
service time. Results show that for every one-hour increase in average annual volunteer
service time, the scores of overall responsibility, personal responsibility, and collective
responsibility increased by at most 0.003, 0.003, and 0.002 points, respectively. For every
100 h increase in average annual volunteer service time, the scores of overall responsibility,
personal responsibility, and collective responsibility increased by 0.3, 0.3, and 0.2, respec-
tively. This finding proves the importance of volunteer service to the cultivation of students’
sense of social responsibility, and enriches the meaning students derive from participation
in more volunteer service under relevant policy incentives.

Author Contributions: L.C.: contributed to the conception and design of the study, organized the
database, performed the statistical analysis, and wrote the first draft of the manuscript. D.L.: validated
the statistical analysis and revised sections of the manuscript. Y.L.: contributed to manuscript revision
and read and validated the submitted version. All authors listed have made substantial, direct, equal,
and intellectual contributions to the work and have approved it for publication. All authors have
read and agreed to the published version of the manuscript.

Funding: This research was funded by the following: the 2019 Beijing Universities Ideological and
Political Work Research Course Project (Research on Innovating the training system of volunteer
service talents in Universities from the perspective of establishing “Four Correct Understandings”),
grant number: BJSZ2019YB24; 2022 University-level Ideological and Political Project of the University
of International Business and Economics (An empirical study on the value of Volunteer Service in
College Labor Education—A case study of University of International Business and Economics),
grant number JYX202203; and 2021 National Natural Science Foundation Youth Science Foundation
Project (Research on Cooperation of Industry-University-Research Institute; the Optimization of
Science and Technology Resource Allocation and Improvement of Innovation Performance), grant
number 72104012.

Institutional Review Board Statement: This article does not contain any studies with animals, but
involves survey and questionnaires on the self-reported ability of students. All participants of the
survey were fully informed before filling in the questionnaire, and the data did not involve ethical
issues such as their privacy.

Informed Consent Statement: Not applicable. It was considered by the members of the group.

Data Availability Statement: The labeled data set used to support the findings of this study is
available from the corresponding author upon request.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

References
1. United Nations. Transforming Our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development|Department of Economic and Social

Affairs. 2015. Available online: https://sdgs.un.org/2030agenda (accessed on 4 June 2023).
2. UNESCO. Education for Sustainable Development Goals: Learning Objectives. Available online: https://www.unesco.org/en/

articles/education-sustainable-development-goals-learning-objectives (accessed on 6 June 2023).
3. Pak Lei Chong, G. Volunteers as the “New” Model Citizens: Governing Citizens Through Soft Power. China Inf. 2011, 25, 33–59.

[CrossRef]
4. Hu, M. Making the State’s Volunteers in Contemporary China. Voluntas. 2021, 32, 1375–1388. [CrossRef]
5. Spires, A.J. Chinese youth and alternative narratives of volunteering. China Inf. 2018, 32, 203–223. [CrossRef]
6. Astin, A.W. What Matters in College? Four Critical Years Revisited. J. High. Educ. 1993, 5, 74–75. [CrossRef]
7. Astin, A.W.; Sax, L.J. How Undergraduates Are Affected by Service Participation. J. Coll. Stud. Dev. 1996, 3, 251.
8. Joseph, B.M.; Carolissen, R. Volunteer leadership: A silent factor in student volunteer retention. J. Community Psychol. 2022, 50,

3006–3022. [CrossRef]

https://sdgs.un.org/2030agenda
https://www.unesco.org/en/articles/education-sustainable-development-goals-learning-objectives
https://www.unesco.org/en/articles/education-sustainable-development-goals-learning-objectives
https://doi.org/10.1177/0920203X10393212
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11266-019-00190-9
https://doi.org/10.1177/0920203X17752597
https://doi.org/10.2307/2943781
https://doi.org/10.1002/jcop.22811


Sustainability 2023, 15, 11259 21 of 22

9. Sax, L.J.; Astin, A.W. The Benefits of Service: Evidence from Undergraduates. Educ. Rec. 1997, 78, 25–32.
10. Astin, A.W.; Sax, L.J.; Avalos, J. The Long-Term Effects of Volunteerism During the Undergraduate Years. Rev. High. Educ. 1999, 2,

187–202. [CrossRef]
11. Astin, A.W.; Vogelgesang, L.J.; Ikeda, E.K.; Yee, J.A. How Service Learning Affects Students; Higher Education Research Institute,

University of California: Los Angeles, CA, USA, 2000; p. 144.
12. Conway, J.M.; Amel, E.L.; Gerwien, D.P. Teaching and Learning in the Social Context: A Meta-Analysis of Service Learning’s

Effects on Academic, Personal, Social, and Citizenship Outcomes. Teach. Psychol. 2009, 36, 233–245. [CrossRef]
13. Small, M.L.; Waterman, E.; Lender, T. Time Use During First Year of College Predicts Participation in High-Impact Activities

During Later Years. J. Coll. Stud. Dev. 2017, 58, 954–960. [CrossRef]
14. Flanagan, C.A.; Kim, T.; Collura, J.; Kopish, M.A. Community Service and Adolescents’ Social Capital. J. Res. Adolesc. 2015, 25,

295–309. [CrossRef]
15. Lan, H. On the Influence of Voluntary Service Activities on Improving College Students’ Practical Ability. SHS Web Conf. 2015,

17, 02004. [CrossRef]
16. Caspersz, D.; Olaru, D. The Value of Service-learning: The Student Perspective. Stud. High. Educ. 2017, 42, 685–700. [CrossRef]
17. Lau, Y.; Fang, L.; Cheng, L.J.; Kwong, H.K.D. Volunteer motivation, social problem solving, self-efficacy, and mental health: A

structural equation model approach. Educ. Psychol. 2019, 39, 112–132. [CrossRef]
18. Holmes, K.; Paull, M.; Haski-Leventhal, D.; MacCallum, J.; Omari, M.; Walker, G.; Scott, R.; Young, S.; Maher, A. A continuum of

University student volunteer programme models. J. High. Educ. Policy Manag. 2021, 43, 281–297. [CrossRef]
19. Hopkinson, P.; Hughes, P.; Layer, G. Sustainable graduates: Linking formal, informal and campus curricula to embed education

for sustainable development in the student learning experience. Environ. Educ. Res. 2008, 14, 435–454. [CrossRef]
20. Díaz-Iso, A.; Eizaguirre, A.; García-Olalla, A. Understanding the Role of Social Interactions in the Development of an Extracurric-

ular University Volunteer Activity in a Developing Country. Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2020, 17, 4422. [CrossRef]
21. Llenares, I.I.; Sario, J.A.; Bialba, D.; Dela Cruz, J.M. Volunteerism influences on student resilience and gratitude. J. Psychol. Afr.

2020, 30, 211–216. [CrossRef]
22. Tadesse, T.; Gillies, R.M.; Manathunga, C. Shifting the instructional paradigm in higher education classrooms in Ethiopia: What

happens when we use cooperative learning pedagogies more seriously? Int. J. Educ. Res. 2020, 99, 101509. [CrossRef]
23. Serow, R.C.; Ciechalski, J.; Daye, C. Students as volunteers: Personal competence, social diversity, and participation in community

service. Urban Educ. 1990, 25, 157–168. [CrossRef]
24. McCABE, T.L.; White, K.M.; Obst, P.L. The Importance of Volunteering Functions to University Students. Aust. J. Volunt. 2007, 12,

50–58.
25. Wang, C.L.; Yuan, M.F. Study on the Characteristics of Young Volunteers’ Needs and Motivation Countermeasures—Based on A

Survey of 625 Volunteers in Chongqing Municipality. J. Guangdong Youth Exec. Acad. 2011, 4, 19–24. [CrossRef]
26. Beehr, T.A.; LeGro, K.; Porter, K.; Bowling, N.A.; Swader, W.M. Required Volunteers: Community Volunteerism among Students

in College Classes. Teach. Psychol. 2010, 37, 276–280. [CrossRef]
27. Wei, J.W.; Yang, Z.Y. An Empirical Analysis of the Influence of Student Comprehensive Quality Evaluation System on College

Students’ Voluntary Behavior. J. High. Educ. 2010, 10, 67–73.
28. Williamson, I.; Wildbur, D.; Bell, K.; Tanner, J.; Matthews, H. Benefits to University Students Through Volunteering in a Health

Context: A New Model. Br. J. Educ. Stud. 2018, 66, 383–402. [CrossRef]
29. Sze-Yeung Lai, C.; Chi-leung Hui, P. Service-learning: Impacts of Learning Motivation and Learning Experience on Extended

Social/Civic Engagement. High. Educ. Res. Dev. 2021, 40, 400–415. [CrossRef]
30. Cho, H.; Chen, M.Y.K.; Li, C. Compulsory Volunteer Experience in Singapore: Personality, Volunteer Motivation, and Continuance

Intention to Volunteer. VOLUNTAS 2023, 34, 276–288. [CrossRef]
31. Hu, R.D.; Lin, M.Y. The Research Progress of Differential Method and Its Application in Public Policy Evaluation. Financ. Minds

2018, 3, 84–111. [CrossRef]
32. Ashenfelter, O. Estimating the Effect of Training Programs on Earnings. Rev. Econ. Stat. 1978, 60, 47–57. [CrossRef]
33. Zhou, L.A.; Chen, Y. Policy Effect of Tax and Fee Reform in Rural China: Estimation Based on the Difference-in-differences Model.

Econ. Res. J. 2005, 8, 44–53.
34. Sun, Z.J.; Du, Y.H.; Li, T.T. Fiscal Reform of Compulsory Education: Incremental Effect and Distributive Effect. Peking Univ. Educ.

Rev. 2010, 8, 83–100. [CrossRef]
35. Chen, L.; Xia, J. The Policy Effect of College Enrollment Expansion on Innovation Efficiency—Measurement Test Based on

Quasi-experimental and Differential Model. Chin. J. Popul. Sci. 2015, 5, 45–57.
36. Li, J.; Zhang, M.L.; Zhang, L. Policy Effect of College Enrollment Expansion on Total Factor Productivity Growth in China—An

Empirical Analysis Based on Difference-in-differences Method. J. Macro-Qual. Res. 2018, 3, 105–118. [CrossRef]
37. Yu, J.W.; Sun, W.L.; Gong, L.T. The Influence of Provincial Managing County Reform on the Supply of Public Education—

Estimation Based on the Difference-in-differences Model. Econ. Rev. 2017, 6, 38–52. [CrossRef]
38. Cui, S.; Wu, Q.X. Signal Recognition or Ability Improvement: Study on Influencing Mechanism of University Student Cadre

Employment. Peking Univ. Educ. Rev. 2018, 16, 138–158.
39. Wu, Q.X.; Cui, S. Student Leadership and Academic Performance Cannot Go Hand in Hand? —A Study Based on the Tracking

Data of College Students in Beijing. Fudan Educ. Forum 2019, 4, 71–79. [CrossRef]

https://doi.org/10.1353/rhe.1999.a30068
https://doi.org/10.1080/00986280903172969
https://doi.org/10.1353/csd.2017.0075
https://doi.org/10.1111/jora.12137
https://doi.org/10.1051/shsconf/20151702004
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2015.1070818
https://doi.org/10.1080/01443410.2018.1514102
https://doi.org/10.1080/1360080X.2020.1804658
https://doi.org/10.1080/13504620802283100
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph17124422
https://doi.org/10.1080/14330237.2020.1777031
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijer.2019.101509
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042085990025002005
https://doi.org/10.3969/j.issn.1009-5446.2011.04.004
https://doi.org/10.1080/00986283.2010.510965
https://doi.org/10.1080/00071005.2017.1339865
https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2020.1756748
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11266-022-00461-y
https://doi.org/10.20032/j.cnki.cn10-1359/f.2018.03.007
https://doi.org/10.2307/1924332
https://doi.org/10.3969/j.issn.1671-9468.2010.01.007
https://doi.org/10.13948/j.cnki.hgzlyj.2018.9.008
https://doi.org/10.19361/j.er.2017.06.03
https://doi.org/10.3969/j.issn.1672-0059.2019.04.012


Sustainability 2023, 15, 11259 22 of 22

40. Zheng, B.D.; Zhu, H.B. Shaping Values in Elementary Education—Evidence from the Eighth Textbook Reform. Fudan Educ. Forum
2018, 6, 96–104. [CrossRef]

41. Regulations on Credit Management for Undergraduate Students in the Second and Third Classes, A University, (2012 Edition) ed.
Available online: http://ea.uibe.edu.cn/uploads/soft/121207/2-12120G04049.doc (accessed on 11 November 2022).

42. Smith, D.H. Altruism, Volunteers, and Volunteerism. J. Volunt. Action Res. 1981, 10, 21–36. [CrossRef]
43. The State Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China. Key Competence for the Development of Chinese Students.

Available online: http://www.scio.gov.cn/37236/37262/Document/1602754/1602754.htm (accessed on 11 November 2022).
44. Miao, J.M.; Huo, G.Q.; Dong, J.C. Research Group of Science and Technology Leadership, Chinese Academy of Sciences. Research

on Leadership Decisiveness. Leadersh. Sci. 2006, 13, 35–37. [CrossRef]
45. Guo, J.N. Paraphrase of the Basic Content of Socialist Core Values; People’s Publishing House: Beijing, China, 2014; pp. 3–4.
46. Knight, P.; Yorke, M. Learning, Curriculum and Employability in Higher Education; Routledge: London, UK, 2003. [CrossRef]
47. Cui, Y.L. Domestic and Foreign Research Literature Review and Problem Analysis of College Students’ Employability. Heilongjiang

Res. High. Educ. 2011, 4, 22. [CrossRef]
48. Rampasso, I.S.; Quelhas, O.L.G.; Anholon, R.; Silva, L.E.; Ávila, T.P.; Matsutani, L.; Yparraguirre, I.T.R. Preparing future

professionals to act towards sustainable development: An analysis of undergraduate students’ motivations towards voluntary
activities. Int. J. Sustain. Dev. World Ecol. 2021, 28, 157–165. [CrossRef]

49. Tiraieyari, N.; Ricard, R.M.; McLean, G.N. Factors influencing volunteering in urban agriculture: Implications for recruiting
volunteers. Urban For. Urban Green. 2019, 45, 126372. [CrossRef]

50. Haski-Leventhal, D.; Paull, M.; Young, S.; MacCallum, J.; Holmes, K.; Omari, M.; Scott, R.; Alony, I. The Multidimensional
Benefits of University Student Volunteering: Psychological Contract, Expectations, and Outcomes. Nonprofit Volunt. Sect. Q. 2020,
49, 113–133. [CrossRef]

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual
author(s) and contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to
people or property resulting from any ideas, methods, instructions or products referred to in the content.

https://doi.org/10.3969/j.issn.1672-0059.2018.06.015
http://ea.uibe.edu.cn/uploads/soft/121207/2-12120G04049.doc
https://doi.org/10.1177/089976408101000105
http://www.scio.gov.cn/37236/37262/Document/1602754/1602754.htm
https://doi.org/10.3969/j.issn.1003-2606.2006.13.015
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203465271
https://doi.org/10.3969/j.issn.1003-2614.2011.07.006
https://doi.org/10.1080/13504509.2020.1804478
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ufug.2019.126372
https://doi.org/10.1177/0899764019863108

	Introduction 
	Literature Review 
	The Value of Volunteer Service in Higher Education 
	On the New Method Introduced in the Study 

	Research Materials and Methods 
	Analysis of the Impact of Volunteer Service Time on Academic Performance and Employment 
	Selection of Independent Variables 
	Selection of Dependent Variables 
	The Analysis Method 

	Comparative Analysis of University Students’ Expectations and Experiences of Their Ability Acquisition in Volunteer Service 
	Analysis of the Influence of Volunteer Service on University Students’ Sense of Responsibility 
	Scale Design of Sense of Responsibility 
	The Analysis Method 


	Results 
	Impact of Volunteer Service on University Students’ Academic Performance and Employment 
	Descriptive Statistics of Variables 
	Impact of Faculty A’s Reform Policy on the Total Volunteer Service Time 
	Impact of Faculty A’s Reform Policy on the Average GPA of Students per Year 
	Impact of Faculty A’s Reform Policy on Employment 

	Comparative Analysis of University Students’ Expectations and the Results of Ability Acquisition in Volunteer Service 
	Descriptive Statistics 
	Comparative Analysis 

	Impact of Volunteer Service on University Students’ Sense of Responsibility 
	Regression Analysis of Average Annual Volunteer Service Time and Total Self-Rating of Sense of Responsibility 
	Regression Analysis of the Average Annual Volunteer Service Time and the Self-Rating of Personal Responsibility 
	Regression Analysis of the Average Annual Time of Volunteer Service and the Self-Rating of Collective Responsibility 


	Discussions 
	Conclusions 
	References

