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ABSTRACT

This is a case study of the Buddhist Tzu-Chi Association in
Taiwan, a volunteer, charitable organization that has been
expanding rapidly in recent years. From the case of Tzu-Chi,
this study tries to discover how helping behavior may actually
begin, develop, and be maintained in real social contexts.

Past research projects on helping behavior have often
relied on experimental approaches to studying spontaneous
helping episodes. The current case study was conducted using
qualitative methods, including participant observation and
intensive interviews, and was brought about by a specific
concern--how helping behavior works in everyday life. This study
can compensate for the theoretical and empirical gaps in past
studies of helping behaviors regarding the general patterns of
helping in social contexts.

Several topics are addressed: 1) Tzu-Chi’s recrultment
processes and influence of social networks on participants’
prosocial commitments; 2) Tzu-Chi’s collective action frame and
its meaning for participants; 3) the prosocial commitment
process among Tzu-Chi participants; 4) the motivation and motive
talk regarding commitment among participants; and 5) the
institutionalization of the norm of giving 1in Tzu-Chi's
collective settings.

We found that Tzu-Chi participants’ prosocial commitments

are socially fostered and constructed in a rather lengthy
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interactive process. However, even under these social
influences, Tzu-Chi participants usually articulate that their
reasons for helping are self-motivated. Tzu-Chi participants
talk about their prosocial commitment based upon cultural
repertoires and collective norms. By contextualizing themselves
in these cultural repertoires and norms, Tzu-Chi participants
not only make their prosocial commitment become more meaningful,
but also persuade themselves and others that they should
continue to engage in this prosocial behavior.

To conclude, we found that in Tzu-Chi, cultural norms and
social systems not only determine the possibility and patterns
of people’s helping behavior in everyday life, but also affect
people’s perception toward their own helping behavior. On the
other hand, we found that in a patterned way, individuals also
create their own meanings by situating themselves 1in the
cultural norms and social systems 1in which they are. As a
result, each Tzu-Chi participant thus can continue his or her

prosocial commitment in a specific social context.
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION: LITERATURE REVIEW AND

THE FOCUS OF THE CURRENT STUDY

People live in social systems. We spend most of our
time with members of primary social systems (with
family members, friends, classmates, colleagues,
neighbors) and in settings (living quarters,
classrooms, kindergarten, playground, bars, clubs,
public tramsportation, hospital, homes for the aged,
churches, stores, and so forth) that are characterized
by specific interaction rules and social roles. There
are specific norms, requirements, possibilities,
resources, and restraints to be found in all systems
and settings that also offer rules of understanding
that once more provide orientations for making
decisions. Prosocial behavior has rarely been studied
in long-term existing social systems or with special
attention to the impact of specific settings. (Montada

& Bierhoff, 1991:1)

A PRELIMINARY INTRODUCTION

This is a case study of the Buddhist Tzu-Chi Association in
Taiwan. The focus of this study is on how helping behavior may
actually begin, develop, and be maintained in a real social
context. Certainly, people’s helping activities are always

enmeshed in cultural contexts and social systems. However,
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because past experimental paradigms of helping behavior have
dealt only with relationships between a few measurable variables
in a "one shot" test, the social and cultural dimensions of
helping behavior have rarely been explored. By collecting and
analyzing multiple 1lines of data in Tzu-Chi’'s collective
settings, this case study hopes to show that there is no helping
behavior that can be understood outside of its cultural contexts
and social systems, nor could helping behavior possibly occur
outside of its cultural contexts and social systems.

In contrast to past paradigms of research on helping
behavior, which have mainly relied on experimental approaches to
the study of spontaneous episodes of altruism, this case study
was conducted using various qualitative methods, including
participant observation and intensive interviews, and was
brought about by a very specific concern--how helping behavior
works 1in everyday life. Thus, this study can compensate for the
theoretical and empirical gaps 1in past studies of helping
behaviors regarding the general patterns of helping behavior in
social contexts.

Recently some researchers have begun to study helping
behavior in nonspontaneous situations. However, these studies
are actually quite limited by the traditional way of thinking
about helping behavior (which focuses primarily on finding
predictors of helping behavior in wvarious settings). Such
studies often miss the dynamic picture of helping behavior in

nonspontaneous situations.
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This chapter will first offer a brief introduction to some

of the findings of current studies on nonspontaneous helping and
the 1limitations of these findings. By acknowledging these
problems, we are thus led to a more general review of problems
in past studies of helping behavior, and the ways we may
actually resolve these problems. While some studies on
nonspontaneous helping have indeed called our attention to the
patterns of helping behavior in natural settings, their research
strategies haven’'t been geared to that object of interest
directly, and their findings are also quite problematic. A more
thorough understanding of the nature of nonspontaneous helping
will reveal the best strategy for studying helping behavior in
nonspontaneous situations. Wich this understanding as
background, we then can attend to our agenda of research in the

later part of this chapter.

A SURVEY OF CURRENT FINDINGS ON HELPING BEHAVIOR IN

NONSPONTANEQUS SITUATIONS

Over the past several decades, the social psychological
literature on helping behavior has predominantly used
experimental methods to understand emergency intervention and
other transitory helping relationships (e.g., Latane & Darley,
1970; Batson, 1987). Recently, researchers have begun to pay
attention to helping behavior wunder naturally occurring
situations (e.g., Amato, 1985, 1990; Benson et al., 1980; Clary

& Miller, 1986; Clary and Snyder, 1991; McGuire, 1994; Omoto &
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Snyder, 1995). In contrast to spontaneous helping--one’s
immediate response to a stranger in a single, isolated event--
nonspontaneous helping involves a longer process of planning and
is usually sustained over a 1longer period of time. The
characteristics of nonspontaneous helping suggest a host of
dimensions surrounding helpers--such as social roles,
internalized needs and motives, past socialization histories,
and social networks--which may play important roles 1in
determining one’‘s altruistic responses in nonspontaneous
situations.

Among all kinds of nonspontaneous helping, one prototype,
volunteering, has received the most notice in past literature
(e.g., Cnann & Goldberg-Glen, 1921; Clary & Snyder, 1991; Omoto
& Snyder, 1995; Pierucci & Noel, 1980). Most studies of
volunteering have focused only on one’'s entry behaviors, on the
act of becoming affiliated with a new volunteer organization. A
few studies have given attention to the longevity or the
frequency of participation after initial entry (see Rubin &
Thorelli, 1984). Findings from cross-sectional survey data have
shown that participants are more -empathic, have more
internalized moral standards, have generally positive attitudes
and moods toward both self and others, have feelings of self-
efficacy, have better emotional adjustment, and perceive a lower
cost of helping others than non-participants (Allen & Rushton,
1983; Clary & Snyder, 1990; Sundeen, 1988).

Grounded in various kinds of survey data, Clary and Snyder
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(1990) offer a functional model of motivations for volunteering.
Four functions of volunteering have been identified: (1) value-
expressive, (2) social-adjustive, (3) knowledge, and (4) ego-
defensive. At the level of the individual helper, "the
functional analysis encourages the notion that a volunteer'’s
action may be guided by multiple motives" (p.141).

While Clary and Snyder’'s work does not explain whether,
during the process of helping, actors will maintain the same
combination of multiple motives, Piliavin, Evans, & Callero’s
(1984) study of blood donors provides some answers. Piliavin et

al. proposed five categories of motivation that underlay

voluntary altruistic blood donation: (1) external social
motives, (2) community or social group responsibility, (3)
personal moral obligation, (4) humanitarian or altruistic

concerns, and (5) hedonistic motives, which involve either
conscious pleasure in the activity or unconscious affective
"addiction" to the act. Their data support their argument that
there is a "developmental process through which donors move.
They add to their initial external 'push’ factors first,
internal ’'push’ motives and then new internal ‘pull’ motives"
(p.473). Thus, there is evidence for the increasing role of the
category of humanitarian or altruistic motivation throughout the
stages of the commitment process. New internal motives are added
to the more external ones as socialization to the role of
committed donor progresses, while the external motives lose

their relative importance.
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In this new paradigm (Amato, 1990; Smithson, Amato, &
Pearce, 1983), social psychological studies on helping behavior
begin to focus more intensively on nonspontaneous helping.
However, due to the difficulty of observing large numbers of
people across different situations over a long period of time,
the development of this new paradigm has been limited by its
methodological difficulties. Therefore, research on
nonspontaneous helping usually has been restricted to paper-and-
pencil self-reports of such behavior (e.g., Allen & Rushton,
1983; Amato, 1985; Benson et al, 1980; Omoto & Snyder, 1995),
rather than to a more thorough study of helpers’ inner 1life
states and external intensive social interactions in settings.
Moreover, the study of the motivation of volunteers 1is
plagued by a particularly difficult methodological problem. It
seems that the most obvious way to begin 1s to ask the
volunteers themselves what their motives are. However, first, as
indicated by the research, volunteers usually don’'t know exactly
why they are working (see Pearce, 1993, Pp. 3-6). Second, since
society praises altruism and condemns “using" charitable
activities for the pursuit of selfish goals such as social
position, diversion, and socializing, there is a social-
desirability bias in stated reasons for volunteering (Smith,
1981) .
Past studies have revealed that there are people with
particularly strong altruistic personalities and motivations for

nonspontaneous helping (e.g., Allen & Rushton, 1983; Sundeen,
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1988; Unger, 1991). However, there is actually no further
discussion of how and for what reasons the settings encourage
people to become more altruistic, to sustain their altruism, and
to perceive themselves as helpers. Studies most likely have not
treated situational factors in any serious and systematic way
due to two main factors: the conscious and deliberate rebellion
against the emphasis on situational influences used 1in the
experimental approach; and that the influence of situational
factors, such as cultural norms and patterns of social
interaction (both discussed later) on individual helpers in
nonspontaneous situations i1s too dynamic to observe and measure.
Actually, once we begin seriously consider situational
factors in nonspontaneous situations, we may find that results
based upon paper-and-pencil measurements of volunteers may have
much more complicated implications than their original face-
value. For example, one’'s reporting of high altruistic reasons
for volunteering may be due to the understanding that highly
committed volunteers in charitable organizations are supposed to
report such motives, since organizations have postulated clearly
that we should help based upon concern for others. While the
most highly committed volunteers may have better emotional
adjustment, this may not be due to any inherent qualities, but
because stronger social validation in the settings may make them
feel good.
Certainly, in natural settings an individual may believe

that his/her prosocial commitment is purely due to altruistic
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concerns, thus enabling him/her to sustain the commitment
without any relations with social contexts. However, in everyday
settings, both one’'s role playing as a helper and one’'s
motivational talk regarding prosocial activities are highly
enmeshed 1in the social system and cultural repertoire;
therefore, any specific altruistic concern, as it can be
articulated, is also highly culturally framed. Moreover, the
chances of reaching out our hands to help are also bound by our
personal network. Ry not taking into account how individuals
interact with their situational cues 1in their processes of
conducting nonspontaneous helping, the studies of nonspontaneous
helping have been quite restricted in examining social reality.

The shift of focus in the new paradigm begins to make
researchers take notice of the 1importance of studying
nonspontaneous helping. However, the majority of studies on
nonspontaneous helping still invest most of their efforts in
locating variables that may predict helping in a variety of
nonspontaneous settings (e.g., Omoto & Snyder, 1995; Pierucci &
Noel, 1980; Rubin & Thorelli 1984; Sundeen, 1988), this may be
due to the reasons we describe above (that situational factors
in nonspontaneous situations are difficult to observe and
measure), and also due to reasons such as a residual influence
of past paradigms emphasizing finding predictors of helping, or
the possibility that situational factors 1in nonspontaneous
situations are Jjust not salient enough for researchers to

explore. The authors of such studies are not aware that in
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natural settings the basic differences between nonspontaneous
helping and spontaneous helping demand that we take different
perspectives and approaches to the study of each.

Researchers have rarely noticed that people’s prosocial
commitments in the real world are no longer clear-cut (therefore
the membership of volunteers is actually not a good measure) .
The situational backgrounds of helpers are totally out of the
researcher’s control (therefore 1in similar kinds of self-
reporting of situational variables there may exist large

differences, and there 1is no way to isolate and observe the

effects of a solely situational variable). People’s perception
of motivations, meanings, and values are also socially
constructed rather than pre-existing; therefore, it 1is

epistemologically more important to first discuss those meaning
construction processes than to discuss specific motivations and
values 1influencing each 1individual’s helping. Aware of the
possible misleading difficulties in studies of nonspontaneous
helping 1in natural settings, we must raise a particularly
difficult gquestion: "So then, what kind of approach and
perspective can we and should we use to study nonspontaneous
helping in natural settings? Does such an approach really
existg?"

The current study attempts to find an answer to this
question by exploring a new means of studying nonspontaneous
helping. By studying of a setting with particularly intensive

social interactions and high salience of a normative climate
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with various data gathering strategies--participant observation,
intensive interviews, and written document collection, in
addition to scale-measurement of motivation. The current study
hopes to show that by this sort of in-depth study of a
"strategic research site" (Merton, 1959, see our later
discussion in this chapter), we can reconstruct the picture of
people’s nonspontaneous prosocial commitment 1in a specific
cultural and social background. In turn, this will lead to a
more systematic understanding of the general patterns of
people’s nonspontaneous helping behavior in natural settings.

While focused on similar concerns as other studies on
nonspontaneous helping, namely, how and why people engage in
nonspontaneous helping in natural situations, the current study
may differ in its emphasis on situational variables 1in
nonspontaneous situations and the individual’s interaction with
those situational factors. The study also differs in 1its
multiple methodological strategies for realizing these goals.

Some researchers have begun to seriously criticize past
experimental paradigms on spontaneous helping. Nevertheless,
their ways of formulating questions, methods for resolving
problems, and 1levels of analysis (as described above), were
still highly limited by the traditional paradigm of studies on
spontaneous helping. The following brief introduction of my
research interests and focus generates a more detailed
discussion of the limitations and problems of past studies on

helping behavior in general, and suggests how I might more
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seriously consider these problems and compensate for them in my

current study.

SHORTCOMINGS OF PAST STUDIES ON HELPING BEHAVIOR AND THE FUTURE

AGENDA OF RESEARCH

More than two decades ago, two pioneer social psychologists
on helping behavior--Latane and Darley--called to our attention
the importance of experimental research in studying helping
behavior. They stated that: "The results of our actual
experiments, then, seem counter-intuitive...It demonstrates the
importance of doing actual experiments--armchair speculation or
"as if" role playing would lead to different and wrong
conclusions" (Latane & Darley, 1970:125). Their imaginative
experiments were later influential 1in stimulating further
research on helping behavior. The two decades following Latane
and Darley represent the "golden age" of research on helping
behavior (see Dovido, 1984; Smithson, Amato, & Pearce, 1983).

While experimental approaches have certainly proven helpful
in understanding emergency intervention and other transitory
helping relationships (i.e., Callero, Howard, & Piliavin,
1987:247), recently, this approach also begins to cause much
serious criticism (Amato, 1985; Bar-Tal, 1984; Callero, Howard,
& Piliavin, 1987; Clary and Snyder, 1991; Foss, 1985; Montada &
Bierhof£ff, 1991; Simmons, 1991; Smithson, Amato, & Pearce,
1983) . Generally speaking, the experimental approach studies of

helping behavior continue to rely on operational definitions of






