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Abstract

Among policy makers and governments in the Global North, the voluntary sector
is considered a central arena for immigrant integration. The aim of this interpretive
synthesis was to systematically review research to understand immigrants’ volunteering
experiences and explore how volunteering may influence immigrants’ health. A
systematic literature review was performed using six databases. Eleven studies met
our inclusion criteria. Meta-ethnography was applied for the interpretive synthesis.
Immigrants’ perceived volunteering contributed to improving self-conception,
engaging in the community, developing skills and knowledge, and building social
networks. Under certain conditions, volunteering could be an arena for developing
meaningfulness and belongingness and capacity building in the new community for
immigrants. Our study indicates that volunteering may have a health-promoting
impact that may contribute to immigrants’ sense of belonging and positive well-being.
However, this effect seems complex, and volunteering activities and contexts must
be further explored.
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Introduction

The number of international migrants is increasing, leading to more social, ethnic,
cultural, and religious diversity in many societies worldwide (Appave & David, 2017).
In 2019, it was estimated that 272 million people lived in countries other than their
countries of birth, representing an increase of 119 million people compared to 1990
(McAuliffe & Khadria, 2019). In the process of resettlement, acculturation, which,
according to Berry (2005), is a dual process of cultural and psychological change
resulting from contact between individuals from different cultural groups, occurs.
Berry (2005) claimed that immigrants seek to acculturate in several ways. Preferences
for acculturation strategies have been extensively studied, yielding various results, but
integration is often argued to be the desired outcome (Berry et al., 2006). This outcome
is central to government policies in the Global North but has been criticized for pro-
moting specific imaginaries of culture, race, ethnicity, and belonging that cast immi-
grants inferior (Rytter, 2019). There are large differences among immigrants;
immigrants are not a homogeneous group, but in this study, we included immigrants
into one practical category (Brubaker, 2002) denoting that they for some reason left
their countries of origin to settle in another country.

The Voluntary Sector

In the Global North, governments are placing an increasingly high value on volunteer-
ing and the voluntary sector as an arena for integration. It is suggested that recruiting
and including immigrants in volunteering may help immigrants learn about their new
society and language and facilitate easier entrance into the labor market (Christensen
& Christensen, 2006; Meld. St. 10, 2018-2019; J. A. Smith et al., 2004). Volunteering
has various definitions, but in this study, we define volunteering as freely contributing
without an expectation of a reward or other compensation to benefit individuals or
groups outside one’s household and social network in an organized context (Snyder &
Omoto, 2008; Wollebzk et al., 2000).

Immigrants’ Volunteering and Health

Research related to volunteering among immigrants is primarily descriptive and
mainly discusses participation compared to the majority population, volunteer hours,
and motivation and barriers to participation (Eckstein et al., 2015; Gele & Harslof,
2012; Lee et al., 2018; Wilson, 2012). Thus far, immigrants’ experiences with partici-
pation in voluntary work have been sparsely investigated (Torres & Serrat, 2019;
Wilson, 2012). Given that studies show that acculturation may be a stressful experi-
ence that can result in negative health impacts (Gonzalez-Guarda et al., 2021; Yeh,
2003) and that social support and social networks have been found to be beneficial to
mental health (Berkman et al., 2000; Dominguez-Fuentes & Hombrados-Mendieta,
2012; Kim et al., 2012; Seeman, 1996), volunteering may be an arena to build social
networks and exchange social support (Lidén, 2001; Putnam, 2000; Wilson, 2012).
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The objective of this review is to explore and synthesize the existing qualitative
research concerning immigrants’ experiences of being formal volunteers and how this
may influence their health. Our research question is as follows: Which experiences
related to participating in formal volunteering do immigrants have?

Method

We applied a meta-ethnographic approach following the seven steps developed by
Noblit and Hare (1988). We chose this method to interpret the existing research con-
cerning immigrants’ experiences of volunteering instead of conducting a narrative
review aggregating findings based on a wide range of database searches. Meta-
ethnography is a well-established form of interpretative review that synthesizes con-
cepts to further develop conceptual meanings based on heterogeneous samples and
contexts. The steps are as follows: getting started (step 1), deciding what is relevant to
the initial interest (step 2), reading (and rereading) studies to discover the main con-
cepts (step 3), determining how the studies are related (step 4), translating the studies
into one another (step 5), synthesizing translations (step 6), and communicating the
synthesis in text (step 7).

Search Strategy and Selection of Studies

Electronic searches were performed using six databases in June 2020 by the first
author under the guidance of a research librarian. The following databases were
included: MEDLINE, Embase, PsycINFO, CINAHL, Global Health, and Amed. We
searched with subject headings and used all search terms as keywords in each data-
base. Search 1, “minority group” and search 2, “volunteers” were combined with the
Boolean operator AND (see the search strategy in the appendix). The search was lim-
ited to qualitative studies and obtained 3,642 hits. The first screening, which included
duplicates and the inclusion and exclusion of studies based on the title and abstract,
was performed by the first author. The third author screened a sample of the articles.
The full texts of 50 articles were downloaded for further screening by the first and
third authors. Thirteen articles were obtained from manual searches of the reference
lists of the included articles, contact with experts and other singular searches. In total,
11 articles were included in this review. A flow diagram is presented in Figure 1.

Inclusion Criteria

The inclusion criteria were as follows: qualitative articles concerning volunteering
among immigrants and ethnic minorities with a minority status in their country of resi-
dence on the basis of their place of birth, language, ethnicity, or cultural differences
(18 years of age or above) and their experiences of being volunteers in organizations
in high-income countries; full-text empirical studies published in peer-reviewed jour-
nals in English, Norwegian, Swedish, and Danish; and articles published from the
inception of each database to June 2020.
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Figure |. Flow diagram based on Moher et al. (2009).

Exclusion Criteria

Studies in which immigrants were only a part of the study samples or the qualitative
results of the groups were not differentiated were excluded. Any study that did not
report the data collection or strategy for analysis was also excluded.

Data Extraction and Quality Assessment

The data extraction was conducted independently by the first and third authors, and
then, the extracted data were compiled and organized in a data extraction sheet. The
two authors extracted information from the full primary studies and included both
first- and second-order constructs. Descriptive information, such as the author, year,
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title, and publication, and information concerning the aim, methods, design, data col-
lection, sampling, theoretical framework, analysis, findings, themes, and discussion
were noted. The results concerning immigrants’ experience of volunteering were the
main interest. Information concerning the participants, context and culture of volun-
tary work was also extracted. A short description of the included studies is presented
in Table 1.

The evaluation of the quality of the studies was guided by a checklist covering
aims, reflexivity (authors preconceptions and meta-positions), methods and design,
data sampling and collection, theoretical framework, analysis, results, discussion, and
conclusion (Malterud, 2001) and EPICURE (Stige et al., 2009). Any disagreements
were noted and resolved by consensus among the authors.

Data Synthesis

The first and third authors read and reread the included studies to discover the main
concepts (step 3). Common themes and concepts were identified (step 4). The common
themes and concepts were compared and matched across the articles. The first author
chose Wood et al. (2019) as an index study based on the quality and richness of the
article. The studies were analyzed using the following categories from Wood et al.’s
article: “sense of self and self-worth,” “belonging in a new community” and “work,
health and illness.” The meanings of the themes and concepts identified were matched,
compared, and organized in a table by the first author. All authors collaborated in the
translations (step 5). The analysis included several steps. The first-order interpretations
involved identifying and interpreting the meanings of the themes, concepts, and meta-
phors in each study, while the second-order interpretations included interpretations of
how the identified concepts related to each other. The authors grouped the concepts from
the articles and developed four themes that covered the concepts. Reciprocal interpreta-
tions, that is, meanings of themes and concepts that were similar, were synthesized. The
reciprocal relationship in the studies made it possible to develop a line of argument. All
authors collaborated to further synthesize the themes under the concepts of “meaningful-
ness,” “belongingness,” and “capacity building” (step 6). This article is an attempt to
express the synthesis. All authors collaborated in the writing of this article (step 7).

Results

This review is a synthesis of qualitative literature concerning immigrants’ experiences
of volunteering. This review includes studies with samples from a range of ethnic
backgrounds in different countries and regions. The participants volunteered for dif-
ferent organizations, such as student organizations, church organizations, immigra-
tion-serving agencies, festivals, and community services. The volunteer activities
included operating health resource centers; creating cultural meetings, such as book
clubs; creating groups for physical activities; cooking and serving meals; providing
counseling to young people and different activities for children; developing and lead-
ing organizations for social change; and assisting newly arrived immigrants.
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Second-Order Analysis

We first present our synthesis based on the second-order analysis with reciprocal trans-
lation of the main findings in the primary studies included. The following four main
themes arose from our synthesis: (1) improving self-conception, (2) building social
networks, (3) developing skills and knowledge, and (4) engaging in the community.
Examples of the primary data that support each theme are presented in Table 2.

Improving Self-Conception

The participants experienced personal growth and increased self-confidence through
their volunteering (Chan, 2011). Some participants reporting becoming braver (Chan,
2011; Daoud et al., 2010), feeling more comfortable in social interaction with foreign-
ers, and improving their interpersonal skills (Safrit & Lopez, 2001). Others reported
that volunteering increased their sense of importance, usefulness, and self-worth
(Chan, 2011; Daoud et al., 2010; Dudley, 2007; Safrit & Lopez, 2001; H. C. Smith,
2015; Wood et al., 2019; Yap et al., 2011). Some participants discussed philanthropic
values, the ability to be a part of something larger than their own lives (Suarez-Orozco
et al., 2015), and the opportunity to focus on others’ needs and not their own problems
(H. C. Smith, 2015). Volunteering also created a sense of purpose for their lives (Handy
& Greenspan, 2009; Taurini et al., 2017; Wood et al., 2019; Yap et al., 2011). Being
busy and having some degree of daily structure were important for some participants
(H. C. Smith, 2015). Seven studies reported that the participants who experienced
volunteering had a better self-image and self-esteem and a more positive view of
themselves (Chan, 2011; Daoud et al., 2010; Safrit & Lopez, 2001; H. C. Smith, 2015;
Suarez-Orozco et al., 2015; Wood et al., 2019; Yap et al., 2011). The participants also
reported improved connection with their original culture by establishing social rela-
tions with people from similar ethnic backgrounds. Some participants also found that
they learned about and explored their own ethnic background. Some felt that this pro-
cess helped them understand their development and contributed to a feeling of normal-
ity (Chan, 2011).

Building Social Networks

Some participants found that volunteering contributed to a sense of belonging in the
new country and community (Chan, 2011; Dudley, 2007; Safrit & Lopez, 2001; Wood
et al., 2019). In eight studies, the participants reported that volunteering could build
strong social relations and friendships (Chan, 2011; Daoud et al., 2010; Dudley, 2007,
Handy & Greenspan, 2009; Jensen, 2008; H. C. Smith, 2015; Taurini et al., 2017;
Wood et al., 2019). Building a social network in the new society was important, and
some participants emphasized the value of making new social relations since they left
their families and felt socially isolated (Dudley, 2007; Jensen, 2008). Group interac-
tion in volunteer activities could also promote a sense of mutual respect, trust, and
fellowship within the volunteer organization, which helped the participants establish



(panunuod)

(291 'd ‘1107 “|e 32 dey) .qol 193 | j1 @dualIadXa SIy) SABY | ‘MOY MOWY| | “IBY) JS)JB USY) PUB ‘Wayl 03 |je) ‘9jdoad

195w 03 Addey wi,| os ‘s||pjs Aw p|ing 031 paau | *9dudliadxa Aw p|ing 03 paau | asned3aq ||9M 3UlIS33UN|OA Op O I

(71 -d ‘1007 ‘zodoT 3 yes)  Anunwwod Aw jo yimous aya 01 3unngrIuod We | [99)

(s26 "d ‘6007 ‘uedsuaaun) » ApueH) ,,24n3jNd UBIPEUEY) Ul PIA|OAUI SWO3q dARY | ‘sqof Ja33unjoA ydnody],,
(726 "d ‘6007 ‘uedsuaaun) x ApueH) ,uosiad poog pue d|qisuodsal aJe noA ey

smoys 3| "24ay qol olul 1938 01 Aem d|qe1dadsal AUSA B S| WSIIANUN|OA dwnsad Aw uo Ind 01 ddualiadxa aya sw aAed 3,
(117 °d ‘010T “Ie 3@ pnoeQ) ,,paulWexa 3q pue 0F 01 USWOM 1310 33.INODUS puE 3

INOQE A[103.1P 3{[E2 @M MOU * * * UOIIUSW UIAS O PIedje 949M dM (Jadued) SujyIswos ‘U9dued 1Sea.q INOGE PAUIBD| DAA,,
(8 'd ‘610T “I& 32 POOAA) .31 398 | ued Moy ‘uriinbau aue Aays aduariadxs
181 Aes 01 SulAa) We | ‘ueaw | 3BYAA ‘Sulyiou |[ias si 31 ‘@dudluadxa Jojy aainbau Aaya ausym duom sy Joj djoo| 01 Suiod

aJe NoA pue ‘awnsaJ JnoA 911um nok djay Aoy J1 UsAg - * * u9aJed Aw uo 1oedwi 93ny B 9ABY PNOD 1BYI ‘J9IUN[OA,,
(991 'd ‘1107 “Ie 3@ dep) . 2uoswos 3uidjay 2.4,noA 3eYs Mouy| 01 * * * A|jead asuas poo3 ‘Sulj@a) poos ‘poo3d aw saAIS

ey ‘Addey aAes| Wiay3 995 01 pue paAjos wdjqo.d 1Yl 93s 03 ‘Wayl 33s 03 ‘Yeak ‘dojdoad Suidjay wi,| 3eY3 308} 2Y3 1] |,,
(62 "d ‘8007 ‘uasua() ,uoiSi24 pue uonipe.y Jno

WO. SSWOD 1| "9S[S SUOSWIOS SIAIDS SUO eyl [994 03 ‘djoy 01 9|qe 4. NOA 1Byl |99 03 3ulyl |NJINESq © S 31 9snedaq,,
(6°d“£10T “[e 32 lulne|) pood

199} (djay paAI@2aJ OYM) SJBYI0 DY SS¥EW 1| puB POO3 [99) SW SIY[EW I {|elIUSSSD dW 0o} S| suayao o1 djay SulAi, |
(06 "d ‘5107 “Ie 39 0dZOUQ-Z3JBNS) |, BUI|[EDd

AW Jo 140s $,3] "19139q |93 dw (djew A3y ) *(s3uiys asayl) op 01 JueMm | jI] dJow Ing ‘uonediqo ue Jou s (" * ),

(€17 "d ‘0107 “|® 3@ pnoeQ) ,s49Y30 03 dAIS UBD | 3BY3 J|9sAW INOGER POOS [99) | * * * JSIY3[eaY [994 |,,
(£19'd*510T ‘ynws D "H) Buid|3y,, Jo anjeA Y3 jo axjods Aoy |

..2/doad uoy Buiyzswos Suiop A1 o] -yeys a1 dn sn 3y8nouq Aay3 ‘SunoA sem | usym dduls ‘SULIDIIUN|OA ]I SABM[E |,
(g1 d ‘1007 ‘zodoT % wayes) aueriodwi auow pue ‘1eaus 99y | ‘qol

a3 s398 uosJad jeys pue uonediidde qol e 3no Suljjiy djay J0j S SHSB SUOBWOS USYAA ‘AYIIOM WE | JBYI MOU |93} |,
(107 'd ‘1107 ‘ueyd) . ,sw 031 sawod pjnom ey Llunioddo Aieas

2aous 3snf pjnom | (8u1ua93Un|oA) 2.0jaq seaUayM ‘sSUIYI JUBIBYIP A1) O3 SUlj|IM WE | LISAB.IQ 10| B SWO0I3q dARY |,

S|IPjs pue
a3pajmou|
Buidojpasg

uondasuod
-j|os Suiroadu

sajonb jo so|dwexy

sawiay |

"away ] yYoe3 aioddng ey SaIpniIg papnjpu| aya wo.4 saron jo sajdwexy g sjqe



(991 "d ‘1107 “Ie 3o dey) 1 Suiop w,| Aym syl puy "me| 3yl 03 Sulp.OddE pue ‘s3|n.d ay3 01 SUIpIOdDY dSED SIY3
yum 3uifeap jo Aem Jiej & ‘Os[e pue ‘91| sIyd aAey 03 Lliuniioddo Jrey e pue a1 Jrej & 03 3yS1d 3Y3 SBY SUOAIAS duIy |,
(6£ -d ‘800T ‘uasua() (" * )
‘pa3u U] aJe pue 243y Suriayns A|jead aJe Jeyy ojdoad aJe a4yl JeY3 23S 03 dW SIINY I pue ‘QueISIWW] Ue 003 We |,
(¥6 "d ‘S10T “Ie 32 032040
-ZaJeng) W J0j Jey) s90p AJunwiwio?) * * * 3Ino dj9y 03 JUBM | * * * OS "PJIOM SIY3 03 SUIYIBWOS SAIS 03 JUBM | * *
J|9sAw puyy 01 pue * * - £19120s 03 SUIAIZ )I| | Os ‘We | oym ueya Ja331q Suiyzswos jo 1ied e Suiaq a1 |—3uidjpy )| |,,
(96 d ‘510 “|e 32 032010
-zaJeng) ,91doad yaim A3liepi|os ul 9q Jou pue yd3em pue puels 3,.upnod isnl | ‘Suiaq uewny e se ‘Ajiqisuodsau [e1dos
** * pue Ajiqisuodsad [eqow a8ny & yons )1 394 Isn( 3] “3uljjed B 3] * * * 2JOW SEM I ‘UOISIIDP B A[[Ba 3 Usem I ssand |,
(£ 'd ‘610T “Ie 3@ POOAA) .2YS1a ‘JjosAw jo pnoud
AaaA shkemje w| 9|doad |93 | Aym saeya puy * * * ddeq dAIS noA Jeym 1| s 3| 9|doad Jay3o 4oy uado aq ||IM SMOpUIM
43430 3eY3 OS MOPUIM € p|ing 03 d|3y pue dWOd 03 paau NoA ‘NoA 1oy uado aJe SI0Op dY3 ‘D43 SWOD NOA USYM ‘NoL,,
(126 "d ‘6007 ‘uedsuaauc) x ApueH) ,spaau [ediojoaY)
J13y3 Joj [awod] pJiya JaYyao ay3 pue ‘spasu [ed130joyd4sd pue [BIDOS J0j WO OYM SIUBS3I3UOD 3Y) JO SP.IYI-OM)
UBYJ SJ0W J0j NI SI SIY] * * * YIIWS 3I93W O Y24nyd 03 08 | ‘DW 40} ‘POL) 193W 01 Y2.4nYyd 03 SI08 Y ‘YIWS 404,
(#12d“010T “Ie 32 pnoeq)
.S8u1ys jo A31314BA INOGE UBYIO YdBd 03 padj[ed pue sdiyspuslly Spew ‘U9Ylo SUO 03 J3SO|d dWod dAeYy am dnous ays uj,,
(08 "d ‘8007 ‘uasua() , Ja1sey 491394 3Isnl aue 9|doay “JSISES UONISURIY SYI SIH[BW I "DIUBIBYIP
JO 10| 9|OYM B Sd¥jBW U ‘MOW| hoA ‘Ajiwie) 03 3|3 Jouued A3y 1.yl puly Aaya aiaym ade(d e 01 Sulwod ‘puiyaq sal|iwey
J19Y2 3| aAeY Aaya usym asnedaq ‘Ayijeay Ajeausw—Ayajeay sjdoad dooy 01 Aem a3 .21 ‘Ow O] [BINIID ISOW|e
.31 SjuBJSIWWI U0} OS “UOIIDBUUODSIP PUB UOIIE|OS! S| D433 ‘D49Y WO A3Y3 USYAA "PRIUSLIO AUNWILIOD d40W dJe
a1doad 413 ‘9331] AUSA DABY JBYI SILIIUNOD W) SWOD NOA UBYAA 943 SWOD DM USYM 3SO| dM JBUYM S eyl duIys |,,
(8€ d *£10T “Ie 39 1unney)
.Kem 120.1p auow & Ul noA mow)| 03 398 s|doad ysiueds Jo 10| & 3ey3 suBaW AJIAIDE AJIUNWIWOD B Ul PIAJOAUI unIDD),
(#17 'd ‘0107 “Ie 32 pnoeQ) ,23¢|d a3 In0qe ApUdaYyIP
[994 Sw W sIY3 ‘sSUIY3 SSNOSIP PUE >{|e3 ULD | WOYM YIIM ‘USWIOM ISIY3 I9W SABY | MO "9AES| O) PAIUEM SAEM|E
PUE UMOI SIY3 9)|I] 30U PIpP Pue pooyJoqysiau paSeluBApesIp & Ul dAl| | ‘243 Suo|aq | [99) dw sd>ew SulIdIUN|OA,,

JUSWISA|OAUI
Aunwwo?)

suonefa.
[e1d0s 3uip|ing

sajonb jo so|dwexy saway |

(panunuod) -z v|qeL

10



Sveen et al. |

networks and social capital (Daoud et al., 2010). Some participants described their
fellow volunteers as a part of an extended family (Handy & Greenspan, 2009). In addi-
tion to fulfilling social needs, social relations could provide an important link in the
community (Dudley, 2007; Handy & Greenspan, 2009; Taurini et al., 2017) or implied
that the participants had someone to ask for advice in a nonthreatening environment,
which could reduce feelings of anxiety in their new country (Dudley, 2007). The par-
ticipants also reported that they became friends with other cultural kin through volun-
teer activity (Chan, 2011; Handy & Greenspan, 2009; Jensen, 2008; Taurini et al.,
2017; Wood et al., 2019).

Engaging in the Community

Many participants described volunteering as a way to engage with and contribute to
society. The participants claimed that their engagement was a reciprocation of the sup-
port and help they received upon their arrival in the new community (Chan, 2011;
Dudley, 2007; Handy & Greenspan, 2009; Jensen, 2008; Safrit & Lopez, 2001; Suarez-
Orozco et al., 2015; Taurini et al., 2017; Wood et al., 2019).

Volunteering also represented an opportunity to contribute to social change and
support other immigrants (Daoud et al., 2010; Dudley, 2007; Handy & Greenspan,
2009; Jensen, 2008; Safrit & Lopez, 2001; Suarez-Orozco et al., 2015; Taurini
et al., 2017; Yap et al., 2011). In seven studies, the immigrants reported that their
volunteering resulted in a form of acceptance from the majority population (Daoud
et al., 2010; Jensen, 2008; Safrit & Lopez, 2001; Taurini et al., 2017; Wood et al.,
2019; Yap et al., 2011). The contact established between the immigrants and the
majority population was also considered important for reducing prejudice and rac-
ism (Daoud et al., 2010; Dudley, 2007; Taurini et al., 2017; Wood et al., 2019; Yap
etal., 2011).

Developing Skills and Knowledge

Volunteering also represented an arena for acquiring knowledge regarding the major-
ity’s culture, and the participants considered volunteering crucial for becoming a part
of their new community (Daoud et al., 2010; Dudley, 2007; Handy & Greenspan,
2009; Jensen, 2008; H. C. Smith, 2015; Taurini et al., 2017; Wood et al., 2019). Some
participants stated that volunteering increased their understanding and knowledge of
the community needs (Safrit & Lopez, 2001), while others mentioned that they
acquired general competences, such as organizing their day and respecting others’
time. Knowledge regarding health and illnesses, health care rights and health care
services in the new country was also reported as a benefit of volunteering (Daoud
et al., 2010).

For many participants, developing and practicing language skills in voluntary orga-
nizations were considered important for facilitating integration (Daoud et al., 2010;
Dudley, 2007; Safrit & Lopez, 2001; H. C. Smith, 2015; Wood et al., 2019; Yap et al.,
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2011). The two-way integration process through which the participants encountered a
mutual learning environment and could share knowledge with others was also a posi-
tive outcome of volunteering for some participants (Daoud et al., 2010; Safrit &
Lopez, 2001; Taurini et al., 2017; Wood et al., 2019).

Volunteering was viewed by many immigrants as a way to obtain skills, knowl-
edge, and work experience that could help them in their future careers (Chan, 2011;
Daoud et al., 2010; Dudley, 2007; Handy & Greenspan, 2009; Safrit & Lopez, 2001;
Suérez-Orozco et al., 2015; Taurini et al., 2017; Wood et al., 2019; Yap et al., 2011).
This included knowledge regarding the employment sector that could help them
adjust better to it (Wood et al., 2019). Some participants emphasized that volunteer-
ing improved communicative skills crucial for entering the labor market (Taurini
etal., 2017; Yap et al., 2011). Volunteering could also be included in the immigrants’
resumés when applying for work, and the participants found volunteering a respect-
able way to obtain a paid job (Handy & Greenspan, 2009). Many participants clearly
used volunteering as leverage into the employment force, which was their goal (Chan,
2011; Jensen, 2008; Safrit & Lopez, 2001; H. C. Smith, 2015; Sudrez-Orozco et al.,
2015; Wood et al., 2019).

Difficulties in Engaging in Volunteering

Although the participants reported many positive outcomes of volunteering in their
new countries, some reported negative experiences. A few participants experienced
difficulties practicing the new language while volunteering as some shared their
mother tongue with other volunteers, making it natural to communicate in this lan-
guage. Others found that people were too busy to talk to them or that people did not
adjust the speed and clarity of speech to allow the immigrants to learn (Dudley, 2007).
Some participants reported that knowing the language was crucial for being liked and
accepted (Safrit & Lopez, 2001).

A few participants reported that they experienced prejudice and racism while vol-
unteering (Daoud et al., 2010) and that it was difficult to be accepted and involved in
the community (Jensen, 2008).

Summary of the Line of Argument

A line of argument synthesis was developed to explain and link the four themes to
health. The voluntary sector may be a health-promoting arena for immigrants as it
can provide meaningfulness through improved self-conception and an experience
of being worthy and engaged in a meaningful activity. Capacity building may lead
to empowerment, and the study showed that capacity building was obtained through
the acquisition of knowledge and skills that could be a door-opener to the labor
market. The immigrants also experienced a heightened sense of belonging through
social relations and knowledge regarding the culture and community. Volunteering
may represent both altruistic and instrumental dimensions that could lead to a posi-
tive impact on health.
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Discussion

Belongingness

In our meta-ethnography, volunteering was considered a contribution to building social
relations. The link between social relations and health is complex. Berkman et al.’s
(2000) conceptual model of how social networks impact health shows that this relation-
ship involves factors, such as social structural conditions (macro level), social networks
(mezzo level) and psychosocial mechanisms (micro level). Depending on the context,
the characteristics of the social relations and how social support is given and received,
social relations may impact a person’s behavior, psychological processes and physio-
logical functions (Berkman et al., 2000). The studies in our review indicate that social
relations affect people in a positive way and may be a health promotive factor for immi-
grants. This finding is consistent with studies arguing that inclusion and social relations
are particularly promotive of immigrants’ mental health (Guruge et al., 2015; Miller
et al., 2020). However, social networks may also be stressful if they act as a source of
conflict, social support is lacking (Guruge et al., 2015) or social networks are difficult
to access according to a few studies included in this meta-ethnography.

Capacity Building

Governments promote the voluntary sector as a possible door-opener to language
training, education and participation in the workforce for immigrants (Christensen &
Christensen, 2006; Meld. St. 10, 2018-2019; J. A. Smith et al., 2004). In our meta-
ethnography, volunteering is viewed as an arena for capacity building that may be a
door-opener to practicing language and joining the labor market. Volunteering may be
health promotive since employment is found to have a positive effect on mental health
(Dalgard & Thapa, 2007; van der Noordt et al., 2014). It is increasingly accepted that
volunteering can increase the chances for higher education and, consequently, a better
job (Eimhjellen & Segaard, 2010; Paat, 2022; Wilson, 2012). However, it is not obvi-
ous that volunteering will lead to employment for immigrants as other structural fac-
tors might also have an impact. Immigrants may have difficulties accessing a volunteer
activity to develop appropriate skills and networks (Allan, 2019), and even if they
develop these skills and networks, some immigrants experience limited access to the
labor market (Oreopoulos, 2011; Tomlinson, 2010).

However, this bold view of volunteering as an arena for building qualifications
instead of a philanthropic activity based on altruism represents a shift in the role and
understanding of volunteering.

Philanthropic Activity or a Qualifying Arena?

The motivation for volunteering may also impact the benefits of volunteering. In this
study, the intrinsic reasons to volunteer may be connected to meaningfulness and helping
others without obtaining anything in return, and the extrinsic reasons may be volunteering
with the purpose of building capacity to more easily obtain access to the labor market.
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However, this issue is complex, and both intrinsic and extrinsic reasons may apply to
many people. Volunteering for intrinsic reasons may be the most beneficial for volunteers
(Degli Antoni, 2009; Konrath et al., 2012) and is stressed as important for sustained
involvement in volunteering. However, extrinsically motivated volunteers may still have
a considerable amount to offer communities and can be satisfied when their volunteer
activity matches their motivation for volunteering (Stukas et al., 2016). Based on the
government’s perspective of promoting the voluntary sector as a qualifying arena, devel-
opment toward a more instrumental dimension of volunteering makes it important to
consider how the voluntary sector might change. What will be the experiences of volun-
teers and beneficiaries of volunteering if the voluntary sector becomes a time-limited
steppingstone for marginalized groups to enter the labor market? Should the voluntary
sector change from a philanthropic activity to an arena for the qualification of labor
resources or should the labor market be such a qualify arena? This may be a development
feature linked to the growing individualism in many high-income countries and could
perhaps make us question the nature and sustainability of the voluntary sector.

Strengths, Limitations, and Reflexivity

Meta-ethnography is criticized for not being standardized, and thus, the reporting of
the analysis and synthesis lacks clarity and comprehensiveness (France et al., 2014).
In this meta-ethnography, we followed Noblit and Hare’s (1988) methodology and
expanded efforts to clearly report the procedures to ensure the quality of the review
(France et al., 2019). A limitation of such synthesis is the difficulty in ensuring that no
relevant studies were overlooked because of the search limitations or the focus of the
review. We chose to include health databases, which may omit relevant studies that are
not indexed in these databases. The search and some screenings of the search results
were performed by one reviewer due to time and resource considerations. The validity
is supported by our presentation of examples of the studies contributing to the themes,
our search strategy and the description of the methods.

The 11 included articles constituted a small sample but provided overall diversity in
the participants’ ethnic backgrounds, reasons for and time since migration, age, gender,
and countries of resettlement. Some studies used terms that were broader than “volun-
teering” but included volunteering as an activity, such as “community engagement,”
“civic participation,” and “occupation.” We screened the results to ensure that we only
extracted results related to volunteering. The quality of the included studies varied.
Some studies provided a limited quantity of results, and some studies were mainly
descriptive. Eight studies did not remark on reflexivity, and five studies did not include
theoretical frameworks. Five studies did not discuss the shortcomings, limitations, or
strengths of the study. This issue may have limited the quality of the meta-ethnography.

Implications of the Review

The 11 studies included in this meta-ethnography largely support volunteering as an
activity that has health-promotive impacts. However, it is important to stress that
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volunteering occurs in different contexts and that variations exist in how volunteer
organizations recruit, facilitate and support volunteers, which again might yield vari-
ous outcomes (Greenspan et al., 2018). Moreover, immigrants do not constitute a
homogeneous group. Some immigrants do not have any wish to participate in the
larger society (Berry, 2005). People with different cultural and ethnic backgrounds
might also have different comprehensions of volunteerism and volunteer roles
(Eimhjellen et al., 2020; Hobbs, 2001; Schwingel et al., 2017). To determine whether
people benefit from volunteering, it is crucial to study the type of meaning volunteers
attribute to volunteer activities, the quality of social interactions in volunteer activities,
and the support and guidance volunteers receive from staff and other volunteers
(Morrow-Howell, 2010). The experiences and outcomes of volunteering seem quite
complex, and the activity and context must be scrutinized to determine whether and
how volunteering can be health promoting.

Appendix
Search Strategy: Medline
Database: Ovid MEDLINE(R) ALL <1946 to June 08, 2020>

Search Strategy:

[

Minority Groups/ (13739)

2. Minority group*.mp. [mp=title, abstract, original title, name of substance
word, subject heading word, floating sub-heading word, keyword heading
word, organism supplementary concept word, protocol supplementary concept
word, rare disease supplementary concept word, unique identifier, synonyms]
(17773)

exp Ethnic Groups/ (152106)

Ethnic group*.mp. (86570)

Ethnicity.mp (66962)

(Emigrants and immigrants).mp. (12133)

exp “Emigrants and Immigrants™/ (12255)

immigrants.mp (23948)

9. immigration.mp. (32694)

10. human immigration.mp. (7)

11. exp “Transients and Migrants™/ (11521)

12. (transients and migrants).mp (11554)

13. migrants.mp. (19036)

14. exp Refugees/ (10098)

15. refugees.mp (12776)

16. Guest-work*.mp. (76)

PN R
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17. Non-profit work*.mp. (1)

18. exp Volunteers/ (28729)

19. volunteers.mp (186026)

20. volunteers experiences.mp. (24)

21. volunteer workers.mp. (92)

22. voluntary.mp. (72306)

23. voluntarism.mp. (215)

24. non-governmental organizations.mp. (1414)

25. third sector.mp. (258)

26. voluntary work*.mp. (477)

27. lor2or3or4orS5or6or7or8or9orl0orllorl2orl3orl4orl5
(283805)

28. 16 or 17 or 18 or 19 or 20 or 21 or 22 or 23 or 24 or 25 or 26 (257019)

29. 27 and 28 (3060)

30. limit 29 to “qualitative (best balance of sensitivity and specificity)” (632)
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