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1  | INTRODUC TION

Since the beginning of 2015, a significant number of migrants have 
made their way to Europe. Many citizen initiatives supporting mi-
grants have emerged across Europe in order to respond to the 
perceived humanitarian crisis (e.g., Rea, Martiniello, Mazzola, & 
Meuleman, 2019). Since then, research in various disciplines—such 
as political science, human rights law, and social psychology—have 
examined possible factors explaining citizens’ mobilization in favor 
of migrants (e.g., Baumgärtel & Oomen, 2019; della Porta, 2018; 
Kende, Lantos, Belinszky, Csaba, & Lukács, 2017; Rea et al., 2019). 
The present article contributes to this line of research by uncovering 
the role played by personal social networks of national majority mem-
bers in participation in helping migrants.

While social psychological literature on intergroup relations ad-
dressing immigration issues has primarily focused on negative phe-
nomena such as discrimination, racism or prejudice, less attention 

has been devoted to positive intergroup behaviors, such as helping 
behaviors. Moreover, existing research has mainly considered indi-
vidual- or interpersonal-level antecedents of helping behaviors (e.g., 
Clary & Snyder, 1991).

However, research on the role of social inclusion has recently de-
veloped, underscoring the critical influence of the social environ-
ment in defining volunteers’ identity and participation in helping 
behaviors (e.g., van Leeuwen & Zagefka, 2017; Simon, Stürmer, & 
Steffens, 2000; Stürmer, Snyder, & Omoto, 2005). While the impact 
of whether and why belonging to an opinion-based group have al-
ready been addressed, research has neglected the role played by 
personal social networks1 on participation in such actions. This ab-
sence is surprising given the existence of close ties between social 
networks and social mobilization (Klandermans, 2014, p. 20).

 1In the present article, social networks will be considered as a set of relationships with 
relevant others in which individuals are embedded (Crossley et al., 2015).
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Abstract
Using an ego-centered network approach, we examine across two studies whether 
and how injunctive network norms—behaviors that are approved by alters—are related 
to majority members’ decisions to participate in helping actions supporting migrants. 
We hypothesize that the more people perceive their personal social networks as pos-
itive toward humanitarian actions for migrants, the more they consider their opin-
ions on migration issues as self-defining, and the more they are willing to mobilize 
in helping behaviors. With a name generator approach, we collected personal social 
network data among majority members of Belgian, mobilized volunteers (Study 1, 
N = 204) and Swiss, non-mobilized participants (Study 2, N = 247). Results demon-
strate the impact of injunctive network norms in promoting and maintaining helping 
actions for migrants, and the role of self-defining attitudes. Overall, the results high-
light the importance of injunctive norms within personal social networks for partici-
pation in intergroup helping behaviors.
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With two cross-sectional studies conducted among mobilized 
and non-mobilized citizens, we aim to fill this gap by examining 
whether and how personal social networks relate to intergroup help-
ing behaviors. More specifically, we argue that perceived injunctive 
norms—behaviors that are commonly approved by others (Cialdini, 
Reno, & Kallgren, 1990)—established in the personal social network 
are related to both citizens’ intention to mobilize and volunteers’ 
willingness to continue to participate in helping actions in favor of 
migrants.

Our research focuses specifically on helping behaviors. Solidarity 
actions can take different forms, such as volunteerism, donat-
ing to the disadvantaged, political activism or collective actions 
(Louis et al., 2019). Arguably, two broad forms of solidarity-based 
actions can be distinguished, benevolent support and activist sup-
port (Thomas & McGarty, 2018). Benevolence, or helping, aims at 
alleviating the suffering of people in need. Activism, in turn, aims 
at changing the socio-political system. The two differ in terms of 
actions, engagement, frequency, appraisal, emotions and outcomes 
(Thomas & McGarty, 2018). Benevolence has been studied at the 
individual and interpersonal level with little consideration of the so-
cial context and social norms. In both Studies 1 and 2, we focus on 
benevolent support through the act of giving humanitarian help to 
migrants, and examine the link between perceived injunctive norms 
of the personal social network and intentions to participate in help-
ing behaviors.

1.1 | Antecedents of helping behaviors

Past research has shown that people are motivated to engage in 
helping behaviors not only to meet the needs of the recipient, but 
also to satisfy the ingroup’s needs (Nadler, 2002) or to fulfill per-
sonal needs and interests, such as learning new skills or finding 
meaning in life (Omoto & Snyder, 1990). Researchers investigating 
motivations underlying these behaviors have sought to identify pos-
sible determinants from a multilevel perspective, including both the 
micro (individual) and meso levels (i.e., social inclusion in groups and 
networks) (Penner, Dovidio, Piliavin, & Schroeder, 2005; Snyder & 
Omoto, 2008).

On the one hand, research adopting an individual-level per-
spective is primarily concerned with the origins of helping behav-
iors in humans (e.g., neural or evolutionary basis) and in individual 
differences in these tendencies. A functionalist approach (Penner 
et al., 2005) emphasizes individual purposes leading to the actions, 
and the functions being served by engaging in such behaviors (e.g., 
Snyder, 1993). Most notably, the widely used Volunteer Functions 
Inventory developed by Clary and Snyder (1999) identifies six dif-
ferent functional motivations for performing helping behaviors (i.e., 
value, understanding, esteem enhancement, career, social concerns 
and protection motivation).

On the other hand, research adopting a meso-level perspective 
has argued that helping behaviors toward an outgroup are shaped by 
individuals’ embeddedness in social structures, such as groups and 

social networks. These social structures are a source of social identi-
fication, establish norms, and allocate resources that encourage par-
ticipation in such actions (Klandermans, 1984). Most of the research 
adopting this meso-level perspective has investigated how identifi-
cation with a social group influences the tendency to act—or not—in 
favor of an outgroup member (e.g., van Leeuwen & Zagefka, 2017). 
This literature has largely been influenced by the Social Identity 
Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986), which argues that, when a group 
membership is salient, people are likely to demonstrate strong fa-
voritism toward ingroup members as opposed to members of other 
groups. We want to contribute to this line of research and other more 
recent models (for instance, Nadler, 2002; the Intergroup Helping as 
Status Relations Model) based on identity dynamics, by highlighting 
other reasons for engaging in helping behaviors and, more specifi-
cally, the role played by norms and social networks.

1.2 | Role of norms and social networks in 
motivating helping behaviors

In this article, we argue that participation in helping behaviors for 
migrants is driven by the proximal normative climate. As perceived 
normative contexts play a critical role in every human behavior 
(Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975), prosocial and intergroup helping behaviors 
are influenced by perceptions of how one is expected to behave in a 
particular context (e.g., Gabriel et al., 2001; Shang & Croson, 2009). 
Indeed, the role of a normative climate in solidarity movements with 
migrants has already been suggested by Kende et al. (2017, p. 274): “in 
the context of the refugee crisis, volunteerism was the normatively 
appropriate response among those who held pro-refugee opinions, 
based on both their attitudes and the norms of their ingroup”.

However, despite the evidence that social networks establish 
prevalent norms, and have a critical influence on individuals’ at-
titudes and behaviors (McPherson, Smith-Lovin, & Cook, 2001; 
Sinclair, 2012; Zuckerman, Valentino, & Zuckerman, 1994), a network 
perspective has up to now been largely absent in the social psycho-
logical literature on intergroup helping. Yet, in addition to providing 
essential resources needed for mobilization (Klandermans, 1984), 
networks are also contextual environments establishing norms re-
lated to ingroup and intergroup relations (e.g., Paluck, 2011). By 
using a social network methodology, we contribute to the literature 
on helping behaviors and argue that perceived injunctive norms 
established in the personal social network are linked to intergroup 
helping behaviors.

We employ an ego-centered social network approach (see 
Appendix 1 for ego-centered social network visualization) 
(Burt, 1984; Crossley et al., 2015). This methodology is commonly 
used in a wide range of studies on attitudes and behaviors, such as 
political participation (protest, campaigning, voting, etc.), beliefs 
(Sinclair, 2012; Zuckerman, 2005) or health issues (smoking habits, 
disease infection, obesity, etc.) (Christakis & Fowler, 2009). The 
ego-centered network approach allows the collection of several 
key facts of one’s personal social environment. First, these personal 
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social networks chart an individual’s “alters”—the people they con-
sider most important to them. Second, both qualitative (level of 
intimacy) and quantitative (contact frequency, perceived alters’ at-
titudes and expectations regarding a certain issue) data related to 
these alters are collected. With this information, it is then possible to 
describe network composition (with whom), its structure (how people 
are connected), and the norms within one’s personal social network.

We postulate that injunctive network norms are linked to inten-
tions to participate in helping behaviors in favor of migrants (see 
Figure 1, path a). In Study 1, we analyze the personal social networks 
of mobilized citizens and investigate the relationship between these 
injunctive network norms and volunteers’ intentions to persist help-
ing migrants. In Study 2, we examine, among non-mobilized citizens, 
the link between injunctive network norms and the intentions to 
provide humanitarian assistance to migrants. Moreover, we inves-
tigate in this second study how this meso-level social structure (i.e., 
social network) is related to individual-level predictors of participa-
tion in helping actions. More specifically, we examine the extent to 
which immigration attitudes are self-defining or not.

1.3 | Internalization of external norms versus 
network selection

We postulate that external norms (i.e., injunctive network norms) will 
be perceived as cues that define how an individual should or should 
not act. The more injunctive network norms are in favor of solidar-
ity toward migrants, the more individuals should consider their at-
titudes toward this social issue as “self-defining” (path b, Figure 1). 
An attitude is self-defining when it is considered personally relevant 
and important, and thus defines the individual’s sense of self (see 
Zunick, Teeny, & Fazio, 2017). Injunctive network norms can indeed 
lead to the internalization of external norms (Crandall, Eshleman, & 
O’Brien, 2002; Sherif, 1966). Instead of merely conforming to ex-
ternal norms, individuals sometimes integrate these norms in their 
identity. When norms become particularly salient, individuals go 
through a period of adaptation, which leads them to internalize 
these norms and to consider them as part of their own personal and 
social identity (Hogg & Abrams, 1988). Following this line of thought, 
we assume that injunctive network norms about humanitarian as-
sistance to migrants could be internalized, and that attitudes toward 
immigration could be integrated in one’s identity.

Furthermore, self-defining attitudes have proven to be particu-
larly stable and predictive of behavior (Petty & Krosnick, 1995). For 
instance, Zunick et al. (2017, Study 4) showed that self-definition 

can be related to intentions to spontaneously advocate in favor of 
a self-defining attitude, and to engage in actual behavior. In line 
with this idea, Turner-Zwinkels, van Zomeren, and Postmes (2015) 
demonstrated that identity content is a significant predictor of 
action engagement. To quote them, “what it means to be me” be-
comes analogous to “what it means to be a political activist” (Turner-
Zwinkels et al., 2015, p. 435). Indeed, Kende et al. (2017) showed 
that the way people identify themselves—in this case, with an 
opinion-based group—relates to volunteerism in favor of migrants. 
Consequently, we expect that the more attitudes toward migrants 
are considered as self-defining, the more individuals intend to act in 
consonance with their attitudes (path c, Figure 1).

Finally, regarding network structure, we focus on network 
density, which is commonly used to estimate the level of net-
work connectedness (i.e., how well [dis]connected a network is) 
(Crossley et al., 2015). Network density is defined as the level of 
compactness of alters’ connections. In other terms, a high den-
sity of a network indicates that alters are well connected to each 
other, while low density reflects low connectedness. Though the 
direct link between network density, intergroup attitudes and 
behaviors remains relatively unclear (Crossley et al., 2015), re-
search suggests that this structural feature is likely to moderate 
the effects of a network’s social norms. Indeed, network density 
appears to reinforce processes of social influence and norm shar-
ing in social networks (Bienenstock & Oliver, 1990; Knoke, 1990; 
Lazer, Rubineau, Chetkovich, Katz, & Neblo, 2010; Paulis, 2018). 
Hence, we argue that social network density moderates the rela-
tion between perceived injunctive norms and helping behaviors 
(path d, Figure 1), and the extent to which immigration attitudes 
are self-defining (path e, Figure 1). When the network’s is density 
is high, the effect of injunctive (or descriptive) norms on the inten-
tion to participate in helping actions will be stronger than when 
network density is low.

2  | STUDY 1

The goal of this first study is threefold. First, we aim to highlight 
the descriptive characteristics of network structures and injunc-
tive network norms among a mobilized sample. Following our as-
sumption of a positive correlation between injunctive network 
norms toward helping actions for migrants and participation in 
these actions, we expect that volunteers’ networks will be per-
ceived as having, on average, positive to very positive attitudes 
toward humanitarian help for migrants. Second, we test the link 

F I G U R E  1   Indirect effect hypothesis 
predicting intention to participate in 
helping behaviors in favor of migrants

Injunctive network norms Intention to participate in 
helping behaviors

Immigration attitudes as 
self-defining

b
c

a (a’)

Network density

d
e
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between these norms and the intention to participate in future 
helping actions. Additionally, we test whether this link persists 
after controlling for explicit initial motivations, which are gener-
ally used to predict such behaviors (e.g., Omoto & Snyder, 2002). 
Finally, we also investigate the effects of both injunctive and de-
scriptive network norms. Contrary to injunctive norms that reflect 
“what most people approve or disapprove of”, descriptive norms 
refer to “what most people do” (Cialdini, Kallgren & Reno, 1991). 
For example, Smith and Louis (2008) recently showed that both 
norms predict political attitudes. In the present study, we op-
erationalize descriptive network norms about helping behaviors 
through the proportion of alters participating in helping activities 
for migrants. While intuitively one would assume that injunctive 
and descriptive norms are positively correlated, we also examine 
the independent links between these two norms and volunteers’ 
intentions to mobilize in the future.

Since the so-called “refugee crisis” of 2015, Belgium has experi-
enced the emergence of a wide range of solidarity initiatives provid-
ing support to asylum seekers, refugees and, more broadly, migrants. 
The Citizen’s Platform for Refugee Support was born in Brussels 
during the summer of 2015, when waves of thousands of migrants 
reached the Belgian capital. While their humanitarian and political 
activities were primarily focused on people wishing to receive asy-
lum in Belgium, the Citizen’s Platform volunteers have, since 2017, 
provided humanitarian assistance to migrants coming to, passing 
through and waiting in Belgium, whose main objective is to reach 
the United Kingdom. Taking advantage of a legal framework allow-
ing aid provided for humanitarian reasons to people in an irregular 
situation in Belgium, the Citizen’s Platform’s main activity is to find 
accommodation for up to 300 individuals per night. According to the 
Platform’s coordinators, around 8,000 volunteers hosted a migrant 
in their homes at least once between August 2017 and March 2019 
(Vandevoordt, 2019). With the support of the Platform’s coordina-
tors, we conducted an online survey among these mobilized citizens 
in 2018.

2.1 | Method

2.1.1 | Participants

Two hundred and four volunteers (179 females) of the Citizen’s 
Platform completed an online questionnaire.2 The questionnaire 
was disseminated on Facebook pages of the citizen movement by 
the research team and by the coordinators of the movement. Data 
collection took place between June and July 2018. Respondents 

participated in activities providing humanitarian assistance to mi-
grants: 73.5% of the respondents had hosted a migrant prior to 
completing the survey and the rest had provided other kinds of 
assistance (e.g., making donations or helping to coordinate the 
initiative).

2.1.2 | Measures

Volunteers’ initial motivations
We measured volunteers’ explicit motivations to help migrants 
with 12 items—two items for each of the six dimensions of the 
Volunteer Functions Inventory (Clary et al., 1998): Social factor 
(“My friends volunteer” and “People I’m close to want me to vol-
unteer”) (r = .25); Values factor (“I am concerned about those less 
fortunate than myself” and “I can do something for a cause that 
is important to me”) (r = .15); Protective factor (“No matter how 
bad I’ve been feeling, volunteering helps me to forget about it” 
and “Volunteering helps me work through my own personal prob-
lems”) (r = .60); Career factor (“I can make new contacts that might 
help my business or career” and “Volunteering experience will look 
good on my resume”) (r = .67); Enhancement factor (“Volunteering 
increases my self-esteem” and “Volunteering makes me feel bet-
ter about myself”) (r = .61); Understanding factor (“Volunteering 
allows me to gain a new perspective on things” and “I can explore 
my own strengths”) (r = .31). Participants indicated the level of 
importance (from 1 Not at all important to 4 Very important) they 
attach to each of these motivations in their choice to participate in 
Citizen’s Platform activities.

We performed an exploratory factor analysis with the items 
from the Volunteers Functions Inventory using the unweighted least 
squares procedure with an Oblimin rotation. This analysis indicated 
five factors explaining 67.73% of variance. The items concerning 
Enhancement and Protective motivations loaded on the same factor. 
The items measuring the other four dimensions loaded on indepen-
dent factors (i.e., the two items measuring Social Motivation loaded 
on the same factor and so on).

Injunctive and descriptive network norms
We adopted a name generator approach to collect personal social 
network data. This method comprises asking participants to name 
people (alters) with whom they have some social contact. Depending 
on the aims of the research, the instructions can vary from naming 
people with whom they have frequent social contacts (“frequent-
contact others”), people with whom they communicate about personal 
matters (“important matters discussant”) or people they consider 
central to their lives (“significant other”). Because we were interested 
in the possible effect of perceived injunctive norms, we adopted the 
third approach, namely the affective approach, which has a particu-
lar value for research interested in the role of personal network in 
shaping behaviors (Marin & Hampton, 2007). We therefore invited 
our participants to name up to 7 people they consider central to their 
lives (i.e., significant others). We opted to limit the maximum number 

 2Because the agreement between the association helping with the dissemination of the 
Study 1 questionnaire and the research team stipulates the confidentiality of the data, 
we cannot make data for Study 1 publicly available. However, the questionnaire is 
publicly available on the following link: https://osf.io/f4uxg/. These materials are those 
of Study 2. Because the agreement between the association helping with the 
dissemination of the Study 1 questionnaire and the research team stipulates the 
confidentiality of the data, we cannot make data for Study 1 publicly available.

https://osf.io/f4uxg/
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of alters to 7, in order to avoid discouraging participants when pro-
viding information about each alter (Marsden, 2011; Merluzzi & 
Burt, 2013). After naming these individuals, participants were asked 
a series of questions about each of these “significant others”. One of 
these pieces of information concerned the perception of alters’ at-
titudes toward humanitarian help provided to migrants. Participants 
were asked to answer questions for each alter, on a scale from 1 
Strongly Disagree to 4 Strongly Agree: “To what extent do you think 
this person agrees or disagrees with the assistance provided to 
migrants?” Injunctive norms about helping behaviors in favor of mi-
grants were operationalized as the mean of perceived alters’ atti-
tudes. Moreover, we assessed the perceived involvement of alters 
in helping actions for migrants. Participants indicated, for each alter, 
whether he or she had participated in the past, was currently partici-
pating, or had ever participated in helping activities for migrants. We 
operationalized descriptive network norms as the proportion of alters 
engaged in activities (i.e., the number of alters perceived as involved 
in helping activities divided by the total number of alters). Finally, 
participants were also asked to provide the type of relationship that 
they have with each alter (i.e., spouse, close family, extended family, 
friend, colleague, organization or association member, neighbor or 
acquaintance, professional advisor, or other).

Network density
In addition to information about the relations between themselves 
and alters, we invited respondents to provide their perceptions of 
the links among the alters. Concretely, participants were in front of 
a table matrix referring to their alters’ names in rows and columns. 
For each dyadic relation, they had to pinpoint whether or not these 
two people knew each other (e.g., “Does Alter1 knows Alter2? Yes 
or No”). Often neglected in research adopting an ego-network ap-
proach, this information allows us to examine personal networks as 
genuine small socio-metric networks. Therefore, we are able to take 
into consideration the network’s structural characteristics, such as 
density (Aeby, 2016). We measured network density of the alters’ re-
lations as the ratio of the number of existing ties among alters divided 
by the number of all possible ties among them (Crossley et al., 2015):

The measure ranges continuously from 0 (no actual ties among 
alters) to 1 (every possible tie among alters is an actual tie). Appendix 1 
presents some ego-network visualizations produced with our data, 
and shows how the density of the respondents’ personal networks 
can lead to variations in network structure (from sparse to dense).

Intention to participate in helping actions
We used a single item reflecting the intention to participate in the 
main activity organized by the citizen movement (host migrants): “To 

what extent do you intend to host one or more migrants by the end 
of the year (i.e., within the next 6 months)?” Participants were asked 
to answer the questions on a scale from 1 (Not at all probable) to 4 
(Very probable).

2.2 | Results

2.2.1 | Descriptive analysis

The name-generating procedure shows that most survey partici-
pants (81%) named up to 7 alters. People named on average 6 to 
7 people (M = 6.55), and a large part of the respondents is located 
close to this mean (SD = 1.15). In terms of density, more than a 
quarter of the networks reach the maximum value of “1” (26%) and 
show a phenomenon of perfect network clique, where everybody 
is connected to everybody. The remaining networks display more 
variation, as indicated by the standard deviation (SD = 0.24). The 
minimum value is 0.05 and the overall mean is rather high (M = 0.72).

Concerning the composition of our networks, respondents were 
asked to provide their perceived level of agreement of each alter 
regarding assistance to migrants. The means by network suggest 
that the participants were on average exposed to very positive atti-
tudes concerning assistance to migrants in their personal social net-
works (M = 3.48), with a large proportion concentrating close to the 
mean (SD = 0.46). The distribution reveals that 15% of respondents 
reached the maximum value for the variable “perceived injunctive 
norm”, meaning that they operate in a totally homogeneous and pos-
itive network toward migrant assistance. Only 20% of respondents 
display a network where the average is lower than 3. Moreover, 
47.1% of the participants declared that half of their alters had been 
involved in such helping actions. On average, participants said that 
42.1% of their alters had previously provided assistance to migrants 
(SD = 0.27). Finally, friendship appears to be one of the most dom-
inant relations in our sample of “significant others”, with 36.7% of 
alters falling into this category. Spouses represent 8.3%, whereas 
close and extended relatives represent 43.2% of the sample, when 
added together. Weaker social ties, such as colleagues (4.8%), people 
met in organization/association contexts (3.6%), acquaintances (1%) 
or professional advisor (0.6%), are only scarcely mentioned as alters.

The bivariate statistics support our prediction that Injunctive and 
Descriptive network norms are positively related to the Intention to 
participate in helping migrants (see Table 1). These network norms 
are, unsurprisingly, positively correlated with Social motivations and 
negatively with more egoistic motivations (i.e., Career, Protective 
and Enhancement motivations). Finally, Intention to participate in 
helping behaviors is positively related to Understanding Motivation.

2.2.2 | Regression analysis

A multiple regression analysis was conducted with Intention to 
Participate in Future Helping Behaviors as the criterion variable 

Ego network density =

Nactual ties

Npontential ties

Potential ties=
n(n−1)

2
wheren is thenumberofalters.
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(see Table 2). Injunctive and Descriptive Network Norms, Network 
Density, the interaction between Network Density and Injunctive 
Network Norms, and Volunteers’ Initial Motivations were entered 
as predictors. To control for prior assistance provided to migrants, 

we included a dichotomous variable on whether participants had 
hosted (or not) a migrant prior to participation in the survey. The 
multiple regression analysis confirms the pattern of the bivariate 
correlations. As predicted, the analysis shows that Injunctive and 
Descriptive Network Norms are positively associated with the in-
tention to participate in future helping behaviors, all other vari-
ables remaining constant. Second, Understanding Motivation also 
appears to be important: the more people participated in Citizen 
Platform to learn more about themselves and gain a new perspec-
tive on things, the more they report high intentions to continue to 
engage in helping behaviors. Third, having previously accommo-
dated a migrant is linked to the willingness to do so in the future. 
Finally, Network Density and the interaction variable between 
Network Density and Injunctive Norms are not related to the 
Intention to Participate.

2.3 | Discussion

Study 1 highlights that volunteers’ personal social networks are char-
acterized by injunctive norms that are almost exclusively (or unani-
mously) positive toward humanitarian help for migrants. In other 
words, volunteers reported the people they consider most important 
to them as having, on average, strong positive attitudes toward this 
particular helping action. This result provides support for our predic-
tion regarding the link between involvement in helping behaviors and 
injunctive network norms. Moreover, these norms appear to be re-
lated to the volunteers’ intentions to engage in a helping behavior, 
even after controlling for initial motivations. Furthermore, no causal 
link can be suggested by our results given the correlational nature of 
our data.

TA B L E  1   Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations (Study 1)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1. Injunctive norms 1

2. Network density .20** 1

3. Descriptive norms .32** .07 1

4. Social motivation .15* .01 .21** 1

5. Career motivation −.14* −.11 −.03 .05 1

6. Value motivation .06 −.01 −.05 −.08 .04 1

7. Protective motivation −.20** −.10 −.12 .02 .30** .09 1

8. Understanding motivation −.07 −.12 .05 .09 .19** .12 .32** 1

9. Enhancement motivation −.17* −.07 −.08 −.06 .18** .14* .54** .35** 1

10. Intention to participate in 
volunteering actions

.18* .08 .28* −.02 .04 .12 .11 .21* .08 1

M 3.48 0.72 2.68 1.53 1.18 3.76 1.62 2.60 2.46 3.16

SD 0.46 0.23 1.81 0.58 0.44 0.35 0.76 0.73 0.83 1.11

Notes: Values in boldface are statistically significant.
N = 204,
*p < .05, 
**p < .01. 

TA B L E  2   Multiple regression analysis predicting intention to 
participate in helping actions (Study 1)

β t

Injunctive network norms 0.16 2.52**

Network density 0.05 0.84

Injunctive norms*Density −0.02 −0.26

Prior activities 0.54 9.17**

Descriptive network norms 0.13 2.08*

Descriptive norms*Density −0.11 −1.71

Initial motivations

Social motivation −0.08 −1.36

Career motivation −0.04 −0.69

Value motivation 0.07 1.20

Protective motivation 0.13 1.81

Understanding motivation 0.16 2.49*

Enhancement motivation −0.13 −1.85

R2 0.48

Note: Values in boldface are statistically significant. When 
sociodemographic variables (i.e., age, gender) and the total number 
of alters are included as control variables, the result pattern remains 
identical. Injunctive network norms, network density and descriptive 
network norms were mean centered. We used centered variables to 
calculate our interaction variables.
N = 204,
*p < .05, 
**p < .01. 
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Regarding the role of descriptive network norms, our results 
highlight that the injunctive norms are linked to descriptive norms, 
operationalized as the proportion of alters who are already active 
in helping actions for migrants. These descriptive norms are related 
to intentions to host a migrant, suggesting that both types of norms 
are independently linked to behavioral intentions to help minorities. 
These results are in line with Smith and Louis’ study (2008) showing 
the effect of both injunctive and descriptive group norms on political 
attitudes.

Finally, the intention to participate in humanitarian helping ac-
tions is also related to volunteers’ initial Understanding Motivation, 
akin to willingness to gain new insights on oneself and on the im-
migration issue. Indeed, this is consistent with Omoto and Snyder’s 
(1995) findings that “the opportunity to have personal, self-oriented, 
and perhaps even selfish functions served by volunteering was what 
kept volunteers involved” (p. 684).

Although these results support our predictions, the study was 
carried out with a specific population (i.e., mobilized participants) 
and in a specific national context (i.e., Belgium), where the issue of 
immigration and humanitarian aid for migrants is very prominent. 
Therefore, Study 2 complements our findings and provides addi-
tional support to our predictions.

3  | STUDY 2

The aim of Study 2 is twofold. First, Study 2 aims to replicate, with 
a qualitatively different sample, the results of Study 1. Study 2 ap-
plies our predictions to citizens who are a priori not engaged in so-
cial initiatives providing humanitarian help to migrants. Moreover, 
Study 2 differs in the national context where the data collection took 
place. While Study 1 was conducted in Belgium, where many citi-
zen initiatives have emerged to provide humanitarian support since 
2015 (Mescoli et al., 2019), Study 2 was undertaken in Switzerland. 
Although Switzerland is characterized by a well-established pro-
test culture and by a relatively high rate of participation in politics 
(Bader, 2018; Hutter & Giugni, 2009), social mobilization for immi-
grants or against the reception of new asylum seekers is, contrary to 
Belgium, limited and infrequent (Rosenberger, 2018). Despite these 
contextual differences, we forecast the same relationship between 
injunctive network norms and intention to participate in helping be-
haviors. Finding common patterns in these two contrasting contexts 
would strengthen our findings.

In this second study, we further test the indirect link presented in 
Figure 1. We expect that meso-level social structures (i.e., social net-
works) relate to individual-level predictors of participation in help-
ing behaviors. More specifically, we assume that stronger injunctive 
network norms in favor of solidarity-based actions for helping mi-
grants are related to higher proportions of individuals who consider 
their attitudes toward this social issue as “self-defining”, and higher 
proportions of individuals acting in accordance with their attitudes. 
Finally, we examine the extent to which network density moderates 
the relation between injunctive norms and intention to participate.

3.1 | Method

3.1.1 | Participants

Two hundred and eighty participants completed an online ques-
tionnaire (88 females; Mage = 35.91; SD = 15.59). Participants 
were all Swiss nationals and descendants of at least one native-
born parent. Thirty-three participants were excluded from the 
analyses because they did not fulfill both criteria. The analyses 
were therefore carried out on a sample of 247 respondents. 
Recruitment was made via online social networks using a snow-
ball procedure.

3.1.2 | Measures

Injunctive network norms and Network density
The same measurement tools as Study 1 (the name generator and 
affective approach) were used to collect personal social network 
data, with the exception that perception of alters’ attitudes toward 
humanitarian help for migrants was measured on a scale ranging from 
1 Strongly Disagree to 5 Strongly Agree, instead of a 4-point scale. 
Participants were asked to give their perception of each alter’s atti-
tude toward the following affirmation: “If the need arises, humanitar-
ian aid should be provided to people who have been refused asylum 
and are therefore undocumented in Switzerland, even if this aid is 
illegal.”

Self-defining self-report measure
Based on Zunick et al. (2017), self-defining function of immigration 
attitudes was measured on a 7-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 
(Don’t agree at all) to 7 (Totally agree) combining two items (“My opinion 
about immigration is an important part of my identity” and “My opinion 
on migration policies in Switzerland shows what kind of person I am”) 
(r = .87).

Intention to participate in helping behaviors for migrants
In Study 1, we used a single item to measure the respondents’ inten-
tion to engage in helping actions. To overcome this limitation, we 
opted in Study 2 for multiple items measuring participants’ intention 
to engage in helping actions. In accordance with a scale developed 
by Kende et al. (2017), we use four items (α = 0.86), measuring the 
intention to engage in four different types of humanitarian action 
through helping vulnerable migrants in Switzerland (“I would help by 
temporarily housing one or more asylum seekers or undocumented 
migrants in my home, even if this can be considered illegal in 
Switzerland”,3 “I would pay money to an association that helps peo-
ple who have been refused asylum in Switzerland”, “I would donate 
clothes or other useful things to people denied asylum in Switzerland”, 

 3This item refers to a non-normative action. These actions are qualitatively different 
from normative actions (see for instance, Becker and Tausch, 2015). However, items 
were highly correlated. If separated into normative and non-normative actions, the result 
pattern is identical for both.
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“I would give my time to participate in the activities of an association 
that helps people who have been refused asylum in Switzerland”). 
The 7-point Likert-type scale ranges from 1 (Don’t agree at all) to 7 
(Totally agree).

3.2 | Results

3.2.1 | Descriptive results

As for Study 1, most participants (88%) named up to 7 alters. The 
mean is very high (M = 6.40) with a relatively low standard devia-
tion (SD = 1.07). Regarding the distribution of the injunctive net-
work norms about humanitarian help for migrants, respondents 
self-reported, on average, that their alters’ norms are slightly posi-
tive (M = 3.45; SD = 0.90). In comparison to Study 1, these norms 
are less positive. Twenty-four percent of the participants indicated 
that their alters are, on average, opposed to the help provided to 
migrants. This is in line with the different public in Study 2, which 
focuses on non-mobilized citizens. Network density ranges between 
0 and 1 (M = 0.55; SD = 0.23) and participants mentioned, on aver-
age, 6.40 alters (SD = 1.70).

As expected, bivariate correlations reveal that Injunctive 
Network Norms are positively related to both Immigration as Self-
defining Attitude and Intention to Participate in Helping Behaviors 
(see Table 3). Results also show a positive correlation between 
Immigration as Self-defining Attitude and Intention to Participate in 
Helping Behaviors.

3.2.2 | Multiple regression analysis

Using PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2018, Model 8), we tested the in-
direct relationship presented in Figure 1 (see Table 4). Injunctive 
Network Norms is the predictor, Immigration Attitudes as Self-
Defining Attitude is included to test the indirect relation, Intention 
to Participate in Helping Behaviors is the criterion variable, and 
Network Density is the moderator of the link between Injunctive 
Network Norms and both the Self-Defining Attitude and the 

dependent variable. Numbers of alters, age and gender were in-
cluded as control variables. Results show that Injunctive Network 
Norms are significantly related to Immigration Attitudes as Self-
Defining Attitude, 95% CI [0.20, 1.36]. Moreover, as expected, 
Immigration Attitudes as Self-Defining Attitude is positively related 
to Intention to Participate in Helping Behaviors, 95% CI [0.02, 0.24]. 
The total model, 95% CI [0.89, 1.26], and all conditional indirect rela-
tions are significant. The direct relation also remains significant, 95% 
CI [0.94, 1.93]. Finally, Network Density is not related to intention to 
participate in helping actions. Since none of the other control vari-
ables (i.e., number of alters, age, gender) had a significant effect, we 
do not report them.

3.3 | Discussion

These results replicate findings of Study 1 with a qualitatively dif-
ferent sample, providing support for a positive (and strong) link 
between involvement in helping behaviors and injunctive network 
norms. Moreover, although the correlational nature of our data does 
not allow determining causality, our results show that the extent to 
which immigration attitudes are considered as self-defining plays a 
significant role in the link between injunctive network norms and 
intention to participate in helping behaviors. As in Study 1, network 
density does not moderate this process.

4  | GENER AL DISCUSSION

This research provides novel insights into research on intergroup 
helping, which has thus far mainly been focused on the impact of 
individual or interpersonal factors, and, to a lesser extent, group 
membership. It examines the relation between injunctive network 
norms and helping behaviors in favor of migrants. By taking into ac-
count personal social networks, we demonstrate how interactions 
with significant others—or alters—are related to a person’s intention 
to engage in helping actions. In Study 1, we confirm the link between 
perceived injunctive norms and volunteers’ intention to maintain 
their engagement. The more their network is perceived as having a 

1 2 3 4

1. Injunctive network norms

2. Immigration as a self-defining 
attitude

.24**

3. Intention to participate in 
humanitarian actions

.60** .25**

4. Network density −.10 .05 −.03

M 3.45 4.48 4.39 0.54

SD 0.90 1.56 1.62 0.23

Notes:: Values in boldface are statistically significant.
N = 247,
**p < .01. 

TA B L E  3   Descriptive statistics and 
bivariate correlations (Study 2)
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positive attitude toward immigration, the more the respondents in-
tend to participate in future helping actions. Our results support this 
relationship even after controlling for initial motivations to engage in 
volunteerism. Study 2 replicates this pattern in a non-mobilized sam-
ple. Extending existing literature on the influence of social embed-
dedness on helping behaviors (see van Leeuwen & Zagefka, 2017), 
we demonstrate that the injunctive norms within these personal so-
cial networks play a critical role in engagement in intergroup helping.

Study 1 also highlights the independent effect of descriptive net-
work norms. Indeed, the perceived proportion of alters involved in 
actions providing assistance to migrants is relatively high (i.e., 42,1% 
of the alters) and relates to the intention to provide helping behav-
iors. This is in line with Smith and Louis’ (2008) results that highlight 
the independent effect of both injunctive and descriptive group 
norms on political activism.

Study 2 also examines the role of self-definition in the relation-
ship between injunctive norms and helping. Our results demonstrate 
that the more positive the injunctive norms of a personal social net-
work are toward solidarity with migrants, the more immigration 
attitudes are considered to be self-defining, and the more the in-
dividual is prone to engage in helping behaviors. Thus, meso-level 
social structures (i.e., social networks) are closely related to individ-
ual-level predictors of participation in helping behaviors. Our results 
imply that alters have the potential to influence a person’s engage-
ment in a helping behavior, and that the perception of these alters’ 
norms becomes integrated in a person’s identity and self-concept. 
This suggests that outside pressure is slowly internalized: the more a 
person perceives their action as consistent with their alters’ norms, 

the more they will self-identify with this norm and engage in actions 
(Marta, Manzi, Pozzi, & Vignoles, 2014).

However, we cannot exclude the opposite causal effect. Indeed, 
a limitation of our two studies inherent to social network analysis is 
the correlational nature of the data. Conversely to the internaliza-
tion process, the link between injunctive networks norms and the 
extent to which immigration attitude is self-defining could be due 
to a selection process. Because people tend to be attracted to those 
who are similar to them, they might select, in their personal network, 
people who share similar characteristics. Past literature has indeed 
provided extensive support for a selection effect within social net-
works (e.g., McPherson et al., 2001). Within a highly polarized so-
ciety regarding immigration issues, people may be more willing to 
select social peers who share similar attitudes toward immigration. 
Future studies could address this causality issue either by adopting 
a longitudinal approach or by manipulating experimentally the nor-
mative network context.

Three other methodological limitations should be acknowl-
edged. First, we measured perceived injunctive norms and not ac-
tual norms. However, the relationship between perceived norms 
and behavior has received much empirical support (Manning, 2009, 
for a meta-analytic review). Indeed, within the social network lit-
erature, there is empirical evidence on the relationship between 
the perceived norm and the alter’s actual attribute (Kashima, 
Wilson, Lusher, Pearson, & Pearson, 2013). Other social network 
approaches, such as complete networks and snowball networks, 
would allow testing the effect of both perceived and actual norms 
(see, Wölfer & Hewstone, 2017). In the same vein, we focused on 

b SE 95%C.I.

Total effect

Injunctive Network Norms to Intention to 
Participate in Helping Actions (a)

1.08 0.09 [0.89, 1.26]

Direct effect

Injunctive Network Norms to DV (a’) 1.03 0.09 [0.84, 1.22]

Network Density to DV 0.17 0.37 [−0.54, 0.89]

Interaction Network Density*IV (d) −0.73 0.41 [−1.54, 0.07]

Path from IV to self-defining attitude

Injunctive Network Norms (b) 0.45 0.11 [0.24, 0.67]

Network Density 0.57 0.43 [−0.29, 1.42]

Interaction Network Density*IV (e) −0.60 0.49 [−1.56, 0.36]

Path from self-defining attitude to DV

Self-defining attitude to intention to 
participate in helping actions (c)

0.13 0.05 [0.02, 0.24]

Conditional indirect effects

Indirect effect through self-defining attitude

Low density 0.08 0.04 [0.01, 0.17]

Medium density 0.06 0.03 [0.01, 0.13]

High density 0.04 0.03 [0.01, 0.11]

Note: N = 247. All variables were mean centered.
Bootstrap samples = 1,000.

TA B L E  4   Results for the indirect 
effect analysis of the link between 
injunctive network norms and intention to 
participate in helping actions (Study 2)
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behavioral intentions and not actual behaviors. Our results thus 
make it difficult to differentiate between genuine intentions and 
extrinsic compliance with the personal social network. Again, a 
longitudinal design focusing on actual behaviors could be used to 
address this issue.

Second, although our results highlight the relevance of a social 
network approach, we find that network density does not play a sig-
nificant role in the intention to participate in helping actions. More 
specifically, we expected that the higher the level of interconnection 
between the alters (i.e., network density), the greater the link between 
injunctive norms and the intention to engage in such actions. However, 
our results do not support this prediction. This suggests that, regard-
less of the structure of the network, the perception of norms plays a 
role on participation in action. This result implies that it is particularly 
important to differentiate the normative and structural dimension of 
personal social networks when adopting a social network approach on 
solidarity issues. The results regarding network structure also suggest 
that further research using alternative network approaches should be 
conducted. Different name generator approaches could be adopted 
to highlight other types of networks for which structure could have 
a greater impact. For instance, some approaches make it possible to 
assess not only networks with strong emotional ties, but also personal 
networks based on people with whom the participant has interacted 
over a certain period of time (Marin & Hampton, 2007).

Third, while the present article focused exclusively on helping 
migrants, solidarity behaviors are not limited to benevolent actions. 
Solidarity-based actions can indeed be distinguished in terms of in-
tention (van Leeuwen, 2017), consequences (Halabi & Nadler, 2017) 
or nature (Thomas & McGarty, 2018). In this research, we examined 
the relation between injunctive norms and a specific form of solidari-
ty-based action associated with humanitarianism or benevolence. This 
form of helping behavior is commonly distinguished from activism—
although some authors suggest that this dichotomy is not as clear cut 
as one might expect (Vandevoordt & Verschraegen, 2019). One could 
thus argue that similar processes occur for political activism. Indeed, 
Kende et al. (2017) show that identification with opinion-based groups 
predicts both outcomes (volunteerism and activism). Likewise, Smith 
and Louis (2008) show that injunctive group norms exert a significant 
influence on political attitudes and intentions. Therefore, injunctive 
norms of a personal social network concerning political actions should 
also increase intentions to engage in such actions.

Taking a step further, one could even hypothesize that personal 
social networks play a role in producing collective actions. Van 
Bezouw and Kutlaca (2019) demonstrate that emphasizing the griev-
ances shared with their close community leads people to engage in 
collective actions. Inasmuch as they are predicted by a politicized 
identity (van Zomeren, Postmes, & Spears, 2008) and moral convic-
tions (van Zomeren, Kutlaca, & Turner-Zwinkels, 2018), we can as-
sume that the internalization of injunctive network norms creates a 
self-defining politicized group identity that drives individuals to mo-
bilize as group members, thus engaging in collective actions.

Finally, the present article has important practical implications 
for the development of interventions that can prompt large numbers 

of individuals to exhibit such other-benefiting behaviors. While so-
cial norms are often formed and taught inadvertently through daily 
interactions (e.g., Deutsch & Gerard, 1955), our results suggest that 
making behaviors more visible to significant others can accelerate 
the diffusion of helping behaviors across social networks. In line 
with Paluck (2011) and Rogers, Goldstein, and Fox (2018), another 
effective communication strategy is to focus on people who have 
many connections in a social network and who, therefore, can 
establish—or reaffirm the existence of—norms among numerous 
social peers. To conclude, the present study provides insights for 
future research by showing the opportunities offered by a social 
network approach for psychologists conducting research on social 
influence, norms and behavioral change in the context of intergroup 
helping and solidarity.
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APPENDIX 

F I G U R E  A 1   Ego-network visualizations performed via Enet for respondents of Study 1. The first example refers to a respondent (ego, 
green node) with 3 alters (red nodes) who do not know each other (very low density), whereas the last example shows a “clique” network in 
which ego’s 7 alters know each other (maximum density) [Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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