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ABSTRACT
Youth are embedded within various ecological systems that may impact their philanthropic behaviour. This study employed
online data from a sample of undergraduate students and traced the various pathways through which neighbourhood
perceptions (e.g., social cohesion, satisfaction with amenities) related to formal and informal volunteering intensities.
Path analyses revealed that neighbourhood cohesion directly predicted formal and informal volunteer frequency; as well,
it mediated the relationship between satisfaction with neighbourhood amenities and informal volunteerism. Neighbourhood
cohesion was strongly associated with informal volunteer intensity, whereas satisfaction with neighbourhood attractiveness
did not relate to any volunteer outcomes. Neighbourhood characteristics may be important drivers of youth volunteerism,
and thus stakeholders, organizations, and individuals should consider the impact of the social environmental context on
shaping youths’ helping behaviour.

RÉSUMÉ
Les jeunes font partie de divers systèmes écologiques qui peuvent influencer leur comportement philanthropique. Cette
étude utilise des données recueillies en ligne à partir d’un échantillon d’étudiants de premier cycle afin de retracer les
divers parcours par lesquels leur perception de leur quartier (par exemple, sa cohésion sociale, leur satisfaction par
rapport aux services offerts) a une incidence sur leurs activités bénévoles formelles et informelles. L’analyse révèle que
la cohésion sociale a comme effet d’augmenter le bénévolat formel et informel. En outre, la cohésion semble augmenter
le bénévolat informel là où il y a satisfaction par rapport aux services offerts dans la communauté. En effet, il y a une
forte corrélation entre la cohésion d’un quartier et le bénévolat informel. En revanche, la satisfaction à l’égard du
pittoresque d’un quartier ne paraît pas avoir d’incidence sur le niveau d’implication philanthropique. Il n’empêche qu’en
général un bon quartier peut motiver les jeunes à faire du bénévolat. Ainsi, les parties prenantes, les organisations et les
individus devraient tenir compte du contexte socioenvironnemental sur le comportement philanthropique des jeunes. 

Keywords / Mots clés Volunteering; Youth; Neighbourhoods; Informal volunteering; Cohesion / Bénévolat; Jeunesse;
Quartiers; Bénévolat informel; Cohésion
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INTRODUCTION
A subjective appraisal of one’s neighbourhood may be linked to an array of youth outcomes and behaviours (e.g.,
mental health, academic achievements) beyond what geographic information systems or other objective measures can
reveal (e.g., Eamon & Mulder, 2005; Forehand & Jones, 2003; Plybon, Edwards, Butler, Belgrave, & Allison, 2006).
Since neighbourhoods can be incorporated in an individual’s identity, the image and perceptions of one’s neighbourhood
may be crucial to how one interacts within the local living space (Forrest & Kearns, 2001). For example, neighbourhood
attributes may influence the degree to which residents give their time freely to organizations and help others in their
neighbourhood. The present study examines the relative contribution of perceived neighbourhood cohesion, neighbour-
hood satisfaction, and neighbourhood problems on youths’ volunteering intensities. It also explores the potential inter-
relationships between these variables. Despite the abundance of literature on neighbourhoods and youth outcomes
(e.g., delinquency, physical activity), there is very minimal research on the relations between the neighbourhood envi-
ronment and youth volunteerism.

Volunteering can be defined as an activity that is usually planned rather than spontaneous, and where time is given to
benefit others; it also generally does not involve any remuneration (e.g., Snyder & Omoto, 2007; Wilson, 2000).
Specifically, formal volunteering is unpaid help on behalf of an organization (e.g., Carson, 1999; Wilson & Musick, 1997),
whereas informal volunteering is less structured and may involve helping neighbours and friends directly outside an or-
ganizational context (e.g., Finkelstein & Brannick, 2007; Lee & Brudney, 2012). Volunteering is particularly important for
youth, as it allows them to acquire valuable skills (e.g., leadership, career), build social connections, and enhance prosocial
attitudes (e.g., Lerner et al., 2005; Siu, Shek, & Law, 2012). There is mounting evidence that volunteerism is linked to
positive youth development, including increased confidence, competency, and compassion (e.g., Feldman & Matjasko,
2005; Gardner, Roth, & Brooks-Gunn, 2008), and recently it was shown that youth who volunteered during adolescence
had higher wages in young adulthood (Kim & Morgül, 2017). It is well established that social networks and friendships
are important catalysts for formal and informal volunteerism (e.g., Lee & Brudney, 2012; Wilson & Musick, 1997), especially
for youth (e.g., McLellan & Youniss, 2003; Sundeen & Raskoff, 2000). Vast literature shows that youth who have parents
who volunteer are more likely to volunteer themselves, as are youth who are part of religious institutions (e.g., Bekkers,
2007; Gibson, 2008; Pancer & Pratt, 1999). Taken together, social cohesion in the neighbourhood may be fundamental
to informal youth volunteering because this type of volunteering may involve directly helping familiar faces in one’s neigh-
bourhood. Social cohesion may also be related to formal volunteering because youth who have stronger feelings of be-
longingness may wish to build their communities through participation in local organizations. Further, given that schools
and extracurricular programs are important avenues to initiate youth volunteering (e.g., Pancer & Pratt, 1999; Zaff, Moore,
Papillo, & Williams, 2003), having access to and being satisfied with a variety of neighbourhood amenities should promote
volunteerism.

It should be noted that youth volunteer for many different reasons, including social and career-oriented motives (Holdsworth
& Quinn, 2010; Tessier, Minh-Nguyet, & Gagnon, 2006), as well as wanting to make a difference and feel productive
(MacNeela & Gannon, 2014). One study found that diverse young volunteers could be categorized into four groups based
on motivations to volunteer: instrumental (e.g., building skills), personal (e.g., emotionally affected by a cause), weak
motives (e.g., volunteering was required), and helping identity (e.g., wanting to help others; Ballard, Malin, Porter, Colby,
& Damon, 2015). Volunteering intensities may be impacted by motivations, as one study showed that students who vol-
unteered to build their résumé tended to invest less time into volunteering than those who had more altruistic motivations
(Handy et al., 2010). In a sample of undergraduate students, it was found that scores on collectivism—characterized by
greater concern for community over personal identity—was related to higher informal volunteering frequency (Finkelstein,
2012). Though youth often cite several motives for volunteering, youth with stronger feelings of social cohesion may be
especially more inclined to volunteer because it may be part of their identity to contribute to the greater good. 
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DEFINING NEIGHBOURHOOD COHESION: A BRIEF OVERVIEW
The literature is rife with different meanings and definitions of social cohesion, which has stirred criticism on how to
properly understand and study such a diverse concept (Chan, To, & Chan, 2006). Many researchers adopt multidimen-
sional conceptualizations of this construct rather than adhering to a strict set of criteria and principles. Neighbourhood
social cohesion has been defined as feelings of connectedness and mutual support between people in a community, as
well as the cooperative manner in which they interact (e.g., Buckner, 1988; Obasaju, Palin, Jacobs, Anderson, & Kaslow,
2009; Sampson, Raudenbush, & Earls, 1997). Social cohesion is concomitant with liberal values of inclusion, freedom,
tolerance, and equity (Stanley, 2003), and encompasses ideas such as trust, norms of reciprocity, communal values,
and the strength of associations that tie people together (e.g., Bruhn, 2009; Chan et al., 2006; Sampson, 1997). Key
tenets of social cohesion include: social networks, active participation, trust and reciprocity, safety, attraction to the neigh-
bourhood, and sense of community (Dempsey, 2008).

The origins of a sense of community trace back to Seymour Sarason (1974), who posited that feelings of kinship, shared
values, and reduced feelings of loneliness comprise the essence of this construct. A sense of community is composed
of many elements, such as feeling a sense of belonging and caring for one another, and the belief that community needs
will be met through commitment to other group members (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). Cohesive groups have feelings of
belongingness, “we-ness,” and members work in harmony to attain a common goal (e.g., Buckner, 1988; Hartman, 1981).
These constituents of social cohesion have overlapping elements, namely that relationships and emotional bonds with
other group members are essential for fostering social cohesion. In this article, neighbourhood cohesion and social co-
hesion are used interchangeably as they are not clearly distinct in the literature.

It is worthwhile to consider the bonding and bridging dynamics of social cohesion. According to Robert Putnam (2000),
bonding ties include strong ties with homogeneous groups (e.g., people of similar religion, ethnicity), whereas bridging
ties involve affiliations with diverse or heterogeneous groups. Bonding ties are important for social cohesion. People who
share similar values and beliefs with other community members may band together because homophilic bonds nurture
stronger connections (e.g., McPherson, Smith-Lovin, & Cook, 2001). However, the bonding of homogeneous groups
could lead to the marginalization and social exclusion of other potential group members. There is voluminous, yet con-
troversial, literature indicating that residents in heterogeneous neighbourhoods have lower interpersonal trust, which is
one facet of social cohesion (e.g., Alesina & La Ferrara, 2005; Costa & Kahn, 2003; Stolle, Soroka, & Johnston, 2008).
Notably, Putnam (2007) used data from a nationwide survey in the U.S, and found that people in ethnically diverse neigh-
bourhoods had lower social trust in people of other races and their own race, lower likelihood of donating and volunteering,
and fewer close companions than those in less diverse neighbourhoods. Putnam argued that, in the short term, diversity
can make people withdraw from their communities and “hunker down” in the manner of turtles. Similar patterns have
emerged in Canada; visible minorities reported a weaker sense of belonging and interpersonal trust than British/Northern
Europeans (Soroka, Johnston, & Banting, 2006). This research suggests that bridging relationships between dissimilar
social groups are important to help prevent potential social isolation. Though the purpose of the present study is not to
directly explore neighbourhood diversity, in light of the expanding multiculturalism in Canada, it is imperative to explore
how perceptions of neighbourhood cohesion are related to voluntary behaviour because volunteerism itself can “bridge”
divided groups and communities (Soroka et al., 2006).  

NEIGHBOURHOOD COHESION, SATISFACTION, AND COMMUNITY PARTICIPATION
Recently, there has been a prolific emergence of research on the impact of neighbourhood characteristics on social co-
hesion and residential satisfaction. Several positive physical properties of the neighbourhood, including shops, cafés,
trees, green space, and aesthetics impact residential satisfaction (e.g., Andersen, 2008; Braubach, 2007; Young, Russel,
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& Powers, 2004), while perceptions of high crime and low safety may reduce neighbourhood satisfaction (e.g., Parkes,
Kearns, & Atkinson, 2002). Physical disorder may incite negative feelings toward one’s neighbourhood (e.g., Sampson
& Raudenbush, 1999), whereas the cleanliness of the environment has been associated with higher neighbourhood sat-
isfaction (e.g., Adriaanse, 2007; Aiello, Ardone, & Scopelliti, 2010; Parkes et al., 2002).

Residents who have greater community satisfaction also tend to have stronger feelings of cohesion and an enhanced
sense of belonging (e.g., Grzeskowiak, Sirgy, & Widgery, 2003; Hand, Law, Hanna, Elliot, & McColl, 2012). Neighbourhood
cohesion, in turn, is linked to higher community participation, whereas neighbourhood problems are often related to lower
participation (e.g., Bowling & Stafford, 2007; Glass & Balfour, 2003). One study suggests that social cohesion mediates
the relationship between the positive characteristics of the built environment (e.g., walkable sidewalks, minimal litter) and
greater community participation (King, 2008). Neighbourhoods with a higher number of facilities may be more cohesive
because they offer more opportunities to socialize (Völker, Flap, & Lindenberg, 2007). Positive perceptions of the user-
friendliness of neighbourhoods (e.g., social environment, walkability) should mobilize community participation because
this facilitates easier contact with others.

Positive perceptions of neighbourhood safety also influence community participation (e.g., Glass & Balfour, 2003;
Hovbrandt, Stahl, Iwarsson, Horstmann, & Carlsson, 2007). Living in neighbourhoods with a high level of incivilities
(e.g., crime, graffiti) may erode social cohesion because it reduces social interactions in the neighbourhood (e.g., Clarke,
Ailshire, Nieuwenhuijsen, & de Kleijn-de Vrankrijker, 2011; Letki, 2008), and may evoke fear in people (e.g., Lorenc et
al., 2012; Sampson, Morenoff, & Gannon-Rowley, 2002). According to James Wilson and George Kelling’s (1982) “bro-
ken windows” theory, dilapidated or unclean neighbourhoods may signal disorder, which can lead to the depletion of
social exchanges in the neighbourhood due to inhabitants feeling unsafe. This rich body of scholarship strongly suggests
that the environmental context impacts neighbourhood satisfaction, feelings of social cohesion, and community en-
gagement.

NEIGHBOURHOOD PERCEPTIONS AND VOLUNTEERISM
Various neighbourhood attributes have also been associated with volunteer behaviour, though much of this research has
focused on older adults. Research has shown that older adults were more involved in formal activities if they perceived
greater volunteer opportunities in their neighbourhood and had frequent contact with neighbours (Buffel, De Donder,
Phillipson, Dury, De Witte, & Verté, 2013), and if they felt connected, safe, and lived in neighbourhoods with more amenities
(Dury, Willems, De Witte, De Donder, Buffel, & Verté, 2014), including greater access to transportation (Bowling & Stafford,
2007). In one study, older adults in Québec, Canada, were more likely to volunteer if they felt stronger neighbourhood
belonging and perceived greater accessibility to neighbourhood resources (e.g., restaurants, shops; Richard, Gauvin,
Gosselin, & LaForest, 2008). This study did not, however, clearly define volunteering with regard to whether it was limited
to organizations or included informal volunteering.

Neighbourhood social cohesion may be fundamental to volunteerism with studies showing a relationship between a
stronger sense of community and greater participation in voluntary associations and organizations (e.g., Okun & Michel,
2006). Relatedly, older adults who are very satisfied with their community interactions (e.g., with neighbours, friends) are
more likely to formally and informally volunteer (Ahn, Phillips, Smith, & Ory, 2011). While neighbourhood satisfaction is
related to social cohesion and community participation, low satisfaction may also be an impetus for activism. In one study,
residents who were less satisfied with their neighbourhood were more likely to volunteer, suggesting that these residents
may have volunteered to improve their neighbourhood (Dury et al., 2014).
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NEIGHBOURHOOD PERCEPTIONS AND YOUTH VOLUNTEERISM
Little is known about the pathways between neighbourhood perceptions and youth volunteerism. Some research supports
the idea that neighbourhood social capital (e.g., community trust) is related to youths’ civic engagement (Lenzi Vieno,
Perkins, Santinello, Elgar, Morgan, & Mazzardis, 2012). Different neighbourhood characteristics may also interact with
personal attributes to influence philanthropic behaviour. Among a sample of adolescents, a sense of community and per-
ceived neighbourhood and city concerns (e.g., job availability, safety) were differentially related to volunteerism depending
on ethnicity (Kegler, Oman, Vesely, McLeroy, Aspy, Rodine, & Marshall, 2005). Specifically, community involvement was
related to neighbourhood safety for African Americans and to a sense of community for Native Americans. Generally,
strong community identity should encourage youth to strive for collective action and solve community problems together.
Indeed, one study revealed that students’ sense of community connectedness predicted intentions to participate in com-
munity service (Hellman, Hoppes, & Ellison, 2006).

Naomi Duke, Iris Borowsky, and Sandra Pettingell (2012) found that parental perceptions of neighbourhood social capital
and resource availability (e.g., recreational centres, walking paths) related to youths’ higher volunteer frequency. In this
study, there was no relationship between perceived physical disorder and youth volunteering. Neighbourhood perceptions,
however, were only based on parents’ responses. Further, the ubiquity of litter in streets and parks has been related to
weakened productive relationships among residents (e.g., Sampson et al., 1997). Residents who feel they live in disordered
neighbourhoods may have weaker social cohesion and thus may be disinvested in constructive community activities.

The literature on youth volunteerism and neighbourhood perceptions is underexplored. This study attempts to gain a
better understanding of the relations between the characteristics of place and community engagement. The models ex-
amine the perceptions of neighbourhood problems (e.g., litter) and neighbourhood satisfaction (e.g., facilities, streets)
as precursors to neighbourhood cohesion. Theoretically, feeling safe in an aesthetically pleasing neighbourhood with
more facilities in which to socialize would seem to foster cohesion.

HYPOTHESIS
Lower perceived neighbourhood problems and higher neighbourhood satisfaction will relate to higher neighbourhood co-
hesion. These neighbourhood attributes, as well as cohesion, will relate to higher formal and informal volunteer intensity.

METHOD 
Participants
This study comprised a sample of undergraduate students from a Canadian university, located in the city of Ottawa
(N = 306). Participants had to have lived in the same neighbourhood for at least one year, so they were familiar with their
neighbourhood (and to ensure that if they volunteered within the last year, it was in the same neighbourhood). Participants
completed online questionnaires from FluidSurveys and received course credits for their participation.

Participants were aged 17–24 (M = 19.36, SD = 1.55). Seventy-eight percent of the sample were female and 22 percent
were male. Approximately one-third were in the highest household income category of $100,000 or more (32%), and 77
percent had worked within the past 12 months. Over one-third identified as a visible minority (37%), and many had lived
ten years or longer in their current community (42%).

MEASURES
Neighbourhood cohesion
Neighbourhood cohesion was measured using John C. Buckner’s (1988) Neighbourhood Cohesion Instrument, which
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can be understood as one scale comprising three dimensions: neighbourliness, neighbourhood attraction, and sense of
community. This 18-item scale has very high test-retest reliability (α = 0.95) and internal consistency (α = 0.95). It was
also able to discriminate among three disparate neighbourhoods (Buckner, 1988). All items are presented on a five-point
Likert scale. For ease of interpretation, the scale was reversed (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). A Principal
Component Analysis (PCA) was conducted and the scree plot, as well as the cumulative variance of 96 percent, suggested
that a one-factor solution be retained. The scale had high reliability (α = 0.91).

Neighbourhood problems
Participants’ perceptions of neighbourhood problems were assessed using a questionnaire from Anne Ellaway, Sally
Macintyre, and Ade Kearns (2001). This 12-item scale used Likert rating (1 = not at all a problem, 2 = minor problem, 3
= major problem). The scale was reversed for statistical purposes: higher scores meant a more positive perception of
one’s neighbourhood. Items that did not seem to reflect Ottawa were modified (e.g., “Presence of needles/syringes” was
replaced with “Presence of cigarette butts or beer bottles”). A PCA with a two-fixed component solution was run because
the scree plot suggested only two components, which was more interpretable (Table 1). The two factors explained 51
percent of the variance. Each scale was summed and averaged to yield final scores. Component 1 (Environmental
Problems) consisted of seven items (e.g., “Vandalism”, “Smells/fumes”; α = 0.84). Component 2 (Safety Problems) com-
prised five items (e.g., “Disturbance from children or youngsters,” “Uneven or dangerous pavements”; α = 0.70). 

Table 1: Factor loadings for Principal Component Analysis with Varimax 
rotation of perceived neighbourhood problems

Notes: Factor loadings > .40 are in boldface. *This item had a factor loading < .40 on the safety problems
subscale but was included in this factor based on theoretical reasoning.  

Neighbourhood satisfaction
A questionnaire from the European Commission (2013) was adapted for this study as there was no validated scale ap-
plicable to a Canadian context. Participants were asked to rate their level of satisfaction with 12 different neighbourhood
features (1 = not at all satisfied to 4 = very satisfied). A PCA with Varimax rotation was conducted (Table 2). The scree

Items Environment problems Safety problems 

Vandalism .76 .11
Litter and rubbish .73 .14
Presence of panhandlers or shady characters .77 .08
Speeding traffic .48 .10
Reputation of neighbourhood .64 .31
Smells/fumes .66 .25
Cigarette butts or beer bottles .77 .18
Burglaries .59 .38*
Lack of safe places for children to play .47 .58
Disturbance by children or youngsters .27 .42
Uneven or dangerous pavements .28 .63
Lack of recreational facilities .02 .84
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plot, the number of eigenvalues greater than one, and variance explained (50%) suggested a two-component solution.
Component 1 (Satisfaction with Neighbourhood amenities) consisted of seven items (e.g. “Availability of public spaces,
such as markets and pedestrian areas”; α = 0.80). One item with a cross loading (“Availability of good quality, affordable
food”) was included in this subscale as it was considered an amenity. Component 2 (Satisfaction with Neighbourhood at-
tractiveness) comprised five items (e.g. “The state of the streets,” “The state of buildings”; α = 0.78).

Table 2: Factor loadings for Principal Component Analysis with Varimax 
rotation of neighbourhood satisfaction items

Notes: Factor loadings > .40 are in boldface. *This item had a cross-loading but was included in the neighbourhood amenities
subscale based on theoretical reasoning.

Formal and informal volunteering
Variables on volunteering were adopted from the Canada Survey of Giving, Volunteering and Participating (CSGVP;
Statistics Canada, 2007). Formal volunteering frequency was based on how often participants volunteered without pay
on behalf of an organization within the last 12 months (1 = not at all to 6 = daily or almost daily). For informal volunteering,
participants were asked: “In the past month how often did you help relatives, neighbours, friends, or community members
(who live outside your home) with activities that were not on behalf of an organization?” This was assessed on a four-
point Likert scale (1 = did not informally volunteer to 4 = daily or almost daily). Informal activities may be less structured
and less time-consuming, and thus a shorter time frame would improve the accuracy in which participants remembered
these activities.

STATISTICAL ANALYSIS
After the PCA revealed two components for neighbourhood satisfaction, satisfaction with neighbourhood amenities and
satisfaction with neighbourhood attractiveness were considered in separate models, though the direction of the hypothesis

Items Neighbourhood
amenities 

Neighbourhood
attractiveness  

Public transit (e.g., buses) .59 .18

Availability of libraries or cultural centres  .67 .11

Availability of retail shops .72 .14

Schools and other educational facilities .77 .08

Availability of sports facilities, such as recreational centres or gyms .68 .17

Availability of public spaces, such as markets and pedestrian areas .59 .29

Availability of good-quality, affordable food .43* .50

Availability of green spaces (e.g., parks) .18 .57

The state of buildings .21 .74

Cleanliness (e.g., does it lack vandalism, litter?) -.05 .80

The state of sidewalks, trails, and walking paths .26 .71

The state of the streets .15 .71
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remained the same. Theoretically, these components appear to be distinct; neighbourhood amenities may be more
strongly associated with neighbourhood cohesion because of greater opportunities for social interactions. The models
also included the length of time residing in the community. People who live longer in their community may have a stronger
sense of place identity and more social networks, making them more driven to collective action and welfare (e.g., Fleury-
Bahi, Felonneau, & Marchand, 2008; Prezza, Amici, Roberti, & Tedeschi, 2001; Young et al., 2004).

Model 1
H1: All variables, including satisfaction with neighbourhood amenities, will directly predict neighbourhood cohesion, as
well as informal and formal volunteer outcomes. 

H2: Neighbourhood cohesion will mediate the relationship between neighbourhood amenities and formal and informal
volunteer intensity. 

Model 2
H3: All variables, including satisfaction with neighbourhood attractiveness, will directly predict neighbourhood cohesion,
as well as informal and formal volunteer outcomes. 

H4: Neighbourhood cohesion will mediate the relationship between neighbourhood attractiveness and formal and informal
volunteer intensity.

Path analyses were conducted in Stata software version 14.0 to estimate model parameters by using standardized cor-
relation matrices. All variables in the models were manifest (i.e., observed) variables. The following indices of model fit
were assessed: root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), likelihood-ratio χ2 goodness-of-fit test, relative χ2

index (χ2/df), comparative fit index (CFI), Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI), and the standard root mean squared residual (SRMR;
see Hooper, Coughlan, & Mullen, 2008 for guidelines). Briefly, a RMSEA of 0.05 is considered moderate to some re-
searchers (e.g., MacCallum, Browne, & Sugawara, 1996), and to others, any value below 0.08 is reasonable (e.g., Browne
& Cudeck, 1992; Kline, 2005). A relative chi-square of less than five is considered adequate (Schumacker & Lomax,
2004; Wheaton, Muthén, Alwin, & Summers, 1977), and a model where the degrees of freedom is close to the chi-square
value is also considered adequate (e.g., Thacker, Fields, & Tetrick, 1989). Some researchers suggest that the TLI and
CFI should be greater than 0.95 and the SRMR less than 0.08 (see review by Hu & Bentler, 1999).

To test possible mediation within different parts of the paths, bootstrapping was used to obtain precise standard errors
and bias-corrected confidence intervals (MacKinnon, Lockwood, & Williams, 2004; Preacher & Hayes, 2008). This method
is powerful for obtaining accurate confidence intervals for indirect effects (e.g., Williams & MacKinnon, 2008), and it has
stronger power, greater ability to prevent type one error, and is more useful for smaller samples (MacKinnon et al., 2004;
Preacher & Hayes 2004, 2008). Bootstrapping methods are more accurate than methods that “assume symmetry and
normality of the sampling distribution of the indirect effect” (Preacher & Hayes, 2008, p. 884). An effect was considered
significant if its confidence interval did not include zero. 

RESULTS
Demographics and socio-demographics
On average, respondents were neutral (neither agreed nor disagreed) about their feelings of neighbourhood cohesion
(M = 2.99, SD = 0.70). The youth scored relatively high on satisfaction with neighbourhood amenities (M = 3.15, SD = 0.54)
and satisfaction with neighbourhood attractiveness (M = 3.24, SD = 0.53). Youth also felt that neighbourhood environment
problems were minor (M = 2.56, SD = 0.44), as were safety problems (M = 2.64, SD = 0.37).
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Age was unrelated to informal volunteering (r = 0.07, p > .05), nor was it related to formal volunteering (r = -0.05, p > .05).
There were no gender differences in informal volunteering, t (302) = 0.40, p >.05, or formal volunteering, t (302) = -1.26,
p > .05. There was no difference between visible minorities and Caucasian youth in either formal volunteering, t (303) = 0.06,
p > .05, or informal volunteering, t (305) = -0.76, p > .05. A one-way ANOVA revealed no difference between groups ac-
cording to religious attendance (no attendance, one to four times a year, monthly, weekly), either in their informal volun-
teering, F (3, 302) = 1.25, p >.05, or their formal volunteering, F (3, 300) = 2.07, p > .05. Residents’ economic conditions
may impact on their social cohesion and neighbourhood satisfaction. In this sample, however, there was no difference be-
tween household income groups (less than $20,000; $20,000–$39,999; $40,000–$59,999; $60,000–$99,999; $100,000
or more; and not stated) in neighbourhood cohesion, F (5, 300) = 1.18, p > .05. Further, neighbourhood satisfaction with
amenities did not differ by income group, F (5, 300) = 0.74, p > .05, nor did satisfaction with neighbourhood attractiveness,
F (5, 300) = 1.92, p > .05. Therefore, none of these variables were used as covariates in the path models.

PATH MODELS
Model 1: Satisfaction with neighbourhood amenities
Model 1 was identified because the number of parameters did not exceed the number of observations (Kline, 2005). After
running the model, null parameter estimates were found for direct paths from safety and environment problems to formal
volunteering (z = -1.58 and 0.20, respectively) and to informal volunteering (z = -1.24 and -1.04, respectively). To consider
more parsimonious models, direct pathways were eliminated (i.e., the paths were constrained to zero) from neighbourhood
problems to volunteer outcomes (Model 3).
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Figure 1: Path diagram tracing perceptions of neighbourhood characteristics, including
satisfaction with neighbourhood amenities to volunteering intensity outcomes

Notes: Satisfaction with neighbourhood amenities is included in this model; parameters are followed by standard errors; *p < .05, *** p < .001
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This revised model (Model 3) demonstrated a better fit than Model 1 for most of the indices (RMSEA = 0.04, CFI = 0.96,
SRMR = 0.03). This difference in model fit was significant (LR χ2 = 5.11, df = 4, p > .05). The difference in the Bayesian
information criterion (BIC) between the two models also suggested that Model 3 was the better fit (BICi  = 4722.72;
BICmin = 4705.01; ΔBIC = 17.71). A lower BIC reflects a better fit, and a difference greater than 10 in criterion values
constitutes a very strong difference (Kass & Raftery, 1995).

Figure 1 shows the pathways leading to informal and formal volunteer frequency for Model 3. Lower perceived neigh-
bourhood safety problems related to greater satisfaction with neighbourhood amenities (β = 0.33, p < .05), while lower
perceived environment problems were associated with stronger neighbourhood cohesion (β = 0.19, p < .05). H1 was not
fully supported because only neighbourhood cohesion subsequently predicted higher informal and formal volunteer in-
tensity (β = 0.17 and 0.14, respectively), while satisfaction with neighbourhood amenities had a direct path to informal
volunteering (β = 0.14, p < .05) but not formal volunteering (β = 0.03, p > .05). Neighbourhood cohesion partially mediated
the path from satisfaction with amenities to informal volunteering (β = 0.05, SE = 0.02, 95% CI [0.02, 0.08]), but not
formal volunteering, thus H2 was not fully supported.

Model 2: Satisfaction with neighbourhood attractiveness
Model 2 had fairly good fit, but similar to the first model, there were no direct paths from perceived neighbourhood
problems to informal and formal volunteering, thus these paths were removed to consider a more parsimonious model
(Model 4). This revised model had a better fit (RMSEA = 0.03, CFI = 0.99, SRMR = 0.03) and this improvement was sig-
nificant (LR χ2 = 3.01, df = 4, p > .05). The difference in BIC was also considered very strong (BICi = 4662.78; BICmin =
4642.98; ΔBIC = 19.80). Table 3 shows a comparison of fit indices across all of the models (i.e., original and revised).

Table 3: Comparing indices across each proposed model (N = 300)

Notes: RMSEA = Root mean square error of approximation; CI = confidence interval around the RMSEA; CFI = Comparative fit index; 
TLI = Tucker-Lewis Index; SRMR = Standardized root mean square residual. Model 3 had a better fit than Model 1 and Model 4 had a better fit
than Model 2.

As shown in Figure 2, neighbourhood safety and environment problems were related to satisfaction with neighbourhood
attractiveness (β = 0.19 and 0.32, respectively) but were not associated with neighbourhood cohesion. Although satis-
faction with neighbourhood attractiveness was related to neighbourhood cohesion (β = 0.19, p < .05), it was not related
to informal or formal volunteering, and therefore H3 was not fully supported. Neighbourhood cohesion did not mediate
the relationship between satisfaction with neighbourhood attractiveness and volunteer outcomes (H4 was not supported).
All other pathways leading to volunteer outcomes were similar to the model that included satisfaction with neighbourhood
amenities (i.e., Model 3). It is of note that the size of the effects was relatively small.

Likelihood-Ratio-Test Relative χ2

Index
RMSEA
[90% CI] CFI TLI SRMR

Model 1 (amenities) χ2(2) = 4.16, p = .12 2.08 0.06 [0.00, 0.14] 0.97 0.74 0.02

Model 2 (attractiveness) χ2(2) = 4.70, p = .10 2.35 0.07 [0.00, 0.15] 0.98 0.79 0.02

Model 3 (amenities revised) χ2(6) = 9.26, p = .16 1.54 0.04 [0.00, 0.09] 0.96 0.87 0.03

Model 4 (attractiveness revised) χ2(6) = 7.72, p = .26 1.29 0.03 [0.00, 0.08] 0.99 0.95 0.03
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Figure 2. Path diagram tracing perceptions of neighbourhood characteristics, including
satisfaction with neighbourhood attractiveness to volunteering intensity outcomes 

Notes: Satisfaction with neighbourhood attractiveness is included in this model; parameters are followed by standard errors; *p < .05, ***p < .001

DISCUSSION
Based on what is known in the literature, this is the first study to explore the different processes through which neigh-
bourhood perceptions relate to youth formal and informal volunteerism. Notably, in this sample, neighbourhood cohesion
related most strongly to informal volunteering (i.e., helping neighbours, relatives, or friends directly). The positive per-
ception of neighbourhood amenities was associated with greater informal volunteering intensity (but not formal), whereas
perceptions of neighbourhood attractiveness did not predict any volunteer outcomes. Possible explanations for these
findings are discussed in the next sections.  

PATHWAYS TO YOUTH VOLUNTEERISM: THE IMPORTANCE OF 
NEIGHBOURHOOD COHESION
Neighbourhood cohesion may be a key element in youths’ community engagement. Neighbourhoods that are more socially
cohesive can cultivate social exchanges and companionship, which can consequently promote community participation
(e.g., Bromell & Cagney, 2014; Forrest & Kearns, 2001). Conversely, weaker cohesion can reduce social interactions
(Forrest & Kearns, 2001) and decrease community participation (e.g., Latham & Clarke, 2016). In this sample, informal
volunteering may have associated more strongly with neighbourhood cohesion because this type of volunteering may in-
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volve more reciprocity (Musick & Wilson, 2007). Given that mutual assistance is an important facet of neighbourhood co-
hesion it would behove people to engage in give-and-take helping behaviours to contribute to a common collective.

Social cohesion may be greatly influenced by neighbourhood satisfaction. People who perceive greater accessibility to
and availability of social amenities may experience stronger feelings of social cohesion because these amenities act as
conduits to socializing (Völker et al., 2007). Similarly, positive perceptions of the built environment (e.g., aesthetics) have
been associated with place attachment and social cohesion (e.g., Arnberger & Eder, 2012; de Vries, van Dillen,
Groenewegen, & Spreeuwenberg 2013; Litt, Schmiege, Hale, Buchenau, & Sancar, 2015). Generally, people who are
more satisfied with their neighbourhood and who feel a sense of place may be more committed to informal and formal
community activities (e.g., Dallago, Perkins, Santinello, Boyce, Molcho, & Morgan, 2009; Grillo, Teixeira, & Wilson, 2010;
Manzo & Perkins, 2006).

In this sample, perceived safety problems may not have been severe enough to influence feelings of social cohesion.
One study revealed that a majority of Canadians felt that indicators of social disorder (e.g., graffiti, noise) were not a
major problem in their neighbourhoods (Brennan, 2011). Further, Ottawa may be safer than many other regions in Canada.
In 2016, the incident-based crime rate for all violations in Ottawa was 3,754.38 (per 100,000), which is well below the na-
tional rate of 5,904.54 per 100,000 (Statistics Canada, 2018). This study also found that perceived neighbourhood prob-
lems were not directly related to volunteering. In contrast, earlier studies found that physical and social properties of the
neighbourhood that signal disorder (e.g., cracked sidewalks, crime) limited social participation (e.g., Browning, Cagney,
& Boettner, 2016; Latham & Clarke, 2016). However, the bulk of this literature is specific to older adults. Environmental
and safety problems may be more salient to older adults’ volunteering than to youths’ volunteering—older adults may
feel more vulnerable to crime, rely more on neighbourhood resources, and face stronger mobility challenges (Oswald &
Wahl, 2005). Volunteering may be more easily accessible to youth than older adults, and therefore youth may still engage
in volunteering despite negative perceptions of environmental or safety conditions.

This study found that satisfaction with neighbourhood amenities directly predicted informal volunteering but aesthetics
did not. Access to amenities and transit stops has been linked to greater interactions with neighbours (Child, Jake-
Scoffman, Kaczynski, Forthofer, Wilcox, & Baruth, 2016), which may be a facilitator of informal helping. Whether students
perceive their neighbourhood as attractive or not may not be critical to their informal helping, because this measure may
be more superficial than satisfaction with neighbourhood resources/amenities. An alternative explanation may be that
youth who perceive their neighbourhoods to be less attractive may still be volunteering to improve their neighbourhood
(e.g., picking up litter). These findings have implications for intervention and policy, because overall it was found that
mostly social aspects of the neighbourhood (cohesion, amenities) were related to volunteerism, whereas perceptions of
neighbourhood problems and physical conditions were not associated with volunteerism. Community initiatives and pro-
grams should focus on approaches to forging social cohesion among community members (e.g., meet and greet events)
to bring people closer together, perhaps motivating them to volunteer in community activities.

Another finding was that neighbourhood perceptions were more strongly associated with informal volunteerism than
formal volunteerism. Informal volunteering usually involves acquaintances to whom people may be attached (Stürmer,
Siem, Snyder, & Kropp, 2006; Wilhelm & Bekkers, 2010). On the other hand, formal volunteering involves an organization
that mediates the relationship between the recipients and the volunteer, thus the volunteer may feel less attached to the
recipients (Stürmer et al., 2006). Formal volunteering involves a particular place and time, whereas people can carry out
informal activities in “familiar areas freely” (Mitani, 2013, p. 1026). Youth who perceive strong neighbourhood cohesion
may preserve this cohesion by helping neighbours and friends. Overall, neighbourhood amenities are conducive to social
exchanges, which may lay fertile grounds for social cohesion, thus encouraging shared community participation.
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LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS
These analyses were based on cross-sectional data, and path analysis cannot infer causality but only test theoretical re-
lationships. This study investigated how neighbourhood factors such as social cohesion may predict volunteerism, whereas
these relationships are often bidirectional. Studies have shown that volunteering led to stronger feelings of cohesion, a
stronger sense of belonging, and community attachment (e.g., Crook, Weir, Willms, & Egdorf, 2006; Dassopoulos &
Monnat, 2011; Guo, 2014). Bidirectional relationships were not included in these models, as this would have made them
non-recursive. Further, some constructs may be better represented as predictors versus outcomes (e.g., neighbourhood
problems). Future studies should employ longitudinal designs to gain a clearer understanding about the direction of cau-
sation. Multilevel modelling techniques may be beneficial to directly test socio-ecological theories and explore how factors
at the neighbourhood level impact on volunteerism. Future studies should also consider objective measures of the neigh-
bourhood (e.g., census tract) and their relationship to youth volunteerism.

This study only examined neighbourhood perceptions in one Canadian city and may not be generalizable to other areas
and cities. Future studies should examine whether these findings are maintained, especially in more economically and
socially deprived neighbourhoods. Additionally, future studies should consider the relationship between cohesion and
informal and formal volunteering in both urban and rural neighbourhoods. In some studies, rural Canadians reported a
stronger sense of belonging to their community than non-rural Canadians (Kitchen, Williams, & Chowhan, 2012; Looker,
2014), and had higher levels of trust, safety, community connections, and participation in local affairs (Onyx & Bullen,
2000). A strong sense of belonging in rural areas fosters solidarity and social cohesion and this may translate into
helping behaviour. Finally, this study included a small sample of undergraduate students with the majority being in
medium to higher income groups, and, therefore, the results may not be generalizable to all youth. Youth who are pur-
suing higher education may have more qualifications to volunteer that attract nonprofit organizations (Wilson & Musick,
1997), whereas low-income youth may face more barriers to volunteering and live in neighbourhoods with more envi-
ronmental problems. Future studies should focus on at-risk youth and youth of lower socio-economic status to determine
whether their living conditions have different impacts on their volunteering. Further, it is also important to explore neigh-
bourhood perceptions and volunteerism among high school students, because adolescence is a pivotal period for proso-
cial development.

CONCLUSION 
This study contributes to the volunteer literature by showing that youth perceptions of their neighbourhood may be im-
portant to their volunteering intensities, at least in one Canadian city. In the Canadian context, as the composition of
neighbourhoods continually evolves and becomes more diversified, it is essential to understand ways to avoid social ex-
clusion and ensure youth have a sense of community. This research could be of potential value to urban planners, de-
velopers, and government agencies, as youth may invest more into their communities if more facilities are available to
them, supporting the notion that it takes a community to build a community. Nonprofits and community stakeholders
should also endorse strategies that strengthen social cohesion in the broader environment when trying to recruit young
volunteers, because a high sense of community belonging may increase youths’ proclivity to engage in acts of philanthropy.
This not only has benefits for the individual but can benefit entire neighbourhoods through a constant flow of social capital,
whereby strong social cohesion can stir greater participation, thus sustaining, strengthening, and revitalizing communities.
Continued research in this area will pursue a more panoramic view of youth volunteerism by focusing not only on indi-
vidual-level determinants but also the environmental influences of helping behaviour, thus potentially warranting inter-
vention at the neighbourhood level to promote community involvement. 
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