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Volunteering to Support Refugees:  
A Question of One’s Scope of Justice

Elisabeth Kals and Isabel Theresia Strubel1

Abstract
Who volunteers on behalf of refugees, on the basis of what 
motives? Questionnaire data (N = 271) reveal that people 
who volunteer, and those who do not, share differentiated 
perceptions of fairness about refugee aid. However, volun-
teers have a broader and more inclusive scope of justice 
than a matched group of non-volunteers. The scope of 
justice proves to be a powerful construct when explaining 
the willingness to volunteer beyond group membership (vol-
unteers vs. non-volunteers) and the functional approach. 
Perceptions of fairness, especially the scope of justice, should 
therefore be considered in order to understand differences 
in reactions towards refugees if moral exclusion is to be 
avoided. 

Résumé
Qui fait volontairement du bénévolat en faveur des réfugiés 
et pour quels types de motifs ? Les résultats d’un question-
naire (N = 271) mettent en évidence que les bénévoles et 
les non-bénévoles ont des perceptions différentes de ce qui 
est équitable en matière d’aide aux réfugiés. Cependant, les 
bénévoles ont une vision plus large et plus inclusive de la 
justice que les non-bénévoles d’un groupe apparié. La por-
tée de la justice démontre ainsi qu’elle constitue un puissant 
construit quand on cherche à expliquer le désir d’être béné-
vole, au-delà de l’appartenance à un groupe (bénévoles par 
rapport à non-bénévoles) et d’une démarche fonctionnelle. 
Les perceptions d’équité, la portée de la justice en particulier, 
devraient ainsi être envisagées pour comprendre les diffé-
rences de réactions envers les réfugiés, si le facteur « exclu-
sion morale » doit être écarté.

Introduction

There is a worldwide movement of refugees. The Ger-
man Federal Foreign Office estimates that 65 million 
are displaced persons.2 People from Syria and other 

regions such as northern Africa, Afghanistan, and Iraq are 
trying to emigrate, due as the result of migration movements 
in Africa, the Syrian crisis and their affected neighbours, and 
the terror organization “Islamic State.” Approximately 4.2 
million Syrians have become displaced since the civil war 
began in 2011.3 In 2015 the number of refugees worldwide 
exceeded all annual figures since the end of the Second 
World War, half of these refugees being minors needing spe-
cial protection. The main causes of the exodus are violent 
conflicts, eroding state structures, insufficient economic 
prospects, and high population growth combined with a lack 
of resources.4

Germany, where the research for this article was con-
ducted, has decided to host a relatively high number of refu-
gees in relation to its size.5 However, for many years it was not 
considered a “classical immigration country” and it was only 
in 2005 that the German government formally recognized 
Germany as such.6 Postwar migration in Germany started in 
the 1950s. Since then 4.5 million of German heritage (“ethnic 
German resettlers”) have migrated to Germany from the for-
mer “Eastern bloc,” often fleeing discrimination or persecu-
tion.7 From 1955 on, labour migration to West Germany was 
actively planned for “guest workers.”8 In the late 1980s and 
the early 1990s a high number sought asylum in Germany, 
mainly as a result of the Balkan war, leading to an all-time 
record migration level in 1992, when the number of immi-
grants reached 440,000.9 Attitudes toward and acceptance of 
refugees arriving in the current wave differ from the first two 
historical migration waves, since the exodus is unplanned, 
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partly uncontrolled, and based mainly on international laws 
and a sense of moral obligation. The sheer numbers also dif-
fer from migration levels during the Balkan war. Analyses of 
numbers for the record year 2015 show that immigration to 
Germany peaked with more than one million refugees. In 
2015 German Chancellor Angela Merkel opened Germany’s 
frontiers to its eastern neighbours to avoid a human catas-
trophe. On a political level, the question of how to deal with 
the situation—triggered by the decision to provisionally 
open the borders—has led to a highly controversial political 
debate. This has triggered a wide range of reactions among 
the population: some vehemently oppose admitting the refu-
gees and regard the influx as a threat, whereas others see it as 
a dual benefit—for the refugees as well as for the host coun-
try, its society and economy. In response, stricter laws such 
as the “Integration Act” entered into force in August 2016,10 
and Germany boosted its efforts to support the key coun-
tries of origin and main transit states. For example, Germany 
became the third-largest unilateral donor of humanitarian 
support to Syria and its neighbouring countries, donating 
more than two billion euros.11 

The challenges posed by the large-scale immigration of 
refugees can be met more easily if the majority in the host 
country is willing to accept the refugees and is prepared 
to volunteer to assist with their integration. An increasing 
percentage of people are doing just that.12 The Institute for 
Empirical Integration and Migration Research in Berlin 
reveals that the majority of organizations dealing with refu-
gee aid reports an average increase of organized volunteers of 
70 per cent.13 The German Institute for Economic Research 
states that for the majority of the German population the 
risks of hosting refugees outweigh the gains, yet four out of 
ten are generally willing to volunteer to support refugees.14 
In May 2016 11.9 per cent of the German-speaking popula-
tion over the age of 14 volunteered in some way to assist the 
refugees. Excluding the financial and material support given, 
still 8.7 per cent of the population purely volunteered,15 a 
significant increase in comparison to 2014. This leads to the 
psychological issues at the core of this article: What are the 
motives behind the willingness to volunteer? 

The answer to this question is crucial, not only with 
regard to a scientific understanding of volunteering but also 
to political debates and decisions: volunteering processes are 
being analyzed in an unprecedented, historical era of fun-
damental change in the world that involves extraordinary 
challenges for Germany. Conducting research in such a con-
text not only results in a better scientific understanding of 
volunteering but is also of considerable political significance, 
since direct recommendations can be put forward, ena-
bling political institutions to deal more effectively with the 

challenges and to motivate people to constructively support 
the immigrants. 

It is assumed that attitudes toward fairness, in other 
words, one’s scope of justice, can contribute to answering 
these questions. This newly introduced approach combines 
with the well-established functional approach to volunteer-
ing. Together they form the theoretical basis for the research 
study presented below. 

Justice Research and the Scope of Justice
The terms refugee and migrant describe people who move 
from their home country to another. Refugees flee armed 
conflict or persecution and are protected under interna-
tional law, whereas migrants move voluntarily to improve 
their lives.16 There are many reasons for legal migration and 
mobility, such as economic migration, reuniting families, 
and study and research opportunities, on the one hand, and 
the demand for international protection and asylum on a 
national and European level, on the other. Unaccompanied 
minors and other vulnerable groups also play a special role.17 
In the UNHCR text, quoted above, as well as in the underlying 
study, the term refugee is used, since in the German political 
debate it is this term that is used primarily to define non-
Western immigrants coming to Germany in the context of 
the above-mentioned migration movements. Moreover, it is 
impossible to make a clear distinction between refugee and 
migrant without knowing a person’s individual situation.

It is assumed that a sense of justice plays a major role in 
justifying volunteering as well as the opposite: objections 
towards refugees. This moral dimension of the question 
of how a country and its people deal with refugees is also 
reflected in the public discussion. On the basis of an altruis-
tic and universalistic moral theory,18 it is morally commend-
able that people in existential distress be helped by sharing 
goods, which is also in line with Kant’s categorical impera-
tive. However, whether the inhabitants of the accommodat-
ing countries share this opinion and are willing to accept and 
integrate the newly arrived seems to be a question of justice 
and especially of one’s individual scope of justice.19 To what 
extent are refugees morally excluded or included and per-
ceived as outside or inside the boundaries in which moral 
values, rules, and considerations of fairness apply? Integra-
tion and accompanying aid imply side effects, such as the sac-
rifice of time and effort, financial costs, political risks. These 
side effects need to be weighed and may lead to other forms 
of unfairness und inequality, such as the unequal distribu-
tion of financial and immaterial costs incurred in supporting 
refugees to the large extent currently experienced. Whether 
the integration of refugees is regarded as a dual benefit seems 
to depend on how the situation and the refugees are viewed. 
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Empirical literature reveals that competition for resources 
leads to negative attitudes toward refugees and immigration, 
such as in North America.20 Above all, it is the zero-sum 
competition between groups that has such strong negative 
influences; the zero-sum competition can be situationally 
induced or result from a constant, unquestioning belief in 
zero-sum relations. 

These selected examples of the current moral debate on 
the refugee movement already reflect the significance of the 
justice dimension. People tend to worry about justice when 
social conflict occurs, such as in allocation problems, trig-
gering feelings of injustice.21 Numerous other normative jus-
tice questions could be raised in this discussion and could be 
debated from a theoretical perspective. Such normative per-
spectives are indeed taken into consideration here, but the 
current article is based on an empirical perspective, focus-
ing upon individual judgments on justice and injustice with 
regard to the refugee movement and the willingness to vol-
unteer to support refugees, regardless of the costs involved.

In Germany volunteering to assist refugees is of immense 
political importance, as a great number of refugees need to 
be integrated into society.22 The general population plays an 
important role, perhaps a key role, in enabling this task to 
be fulfilled. It is a question of being willing to welcome and 
integrate refugees23 into the community, involving physical, 
social, and psychological integration.24 Such help can con-
sist of “one-off ” support, such as the provision of equipment 
(clothing and other donations in kind) and financial aid, as 
well as regular time-consuming support, including language 
courses or helping refugees in their daily lives in the new 
country and culture. Language skills are key to integration 
and can best be learned by attending language courses, 
enhanced by everyday contact with local people.25 

Volunteering covers such practical material assistance, as 
well as immaterial support for refugees, and is defined as 

“voluntary, sustained, and ongoing helpfulness.”26 It should 
be differentiated from spontaneous helping, whereby the 
helper is confronted with an unexpected call for help, yet it 
shares its altruistic motivations.27

It has been empirically shown that the justice motive is 
relevant for social volunteering.28 This should also apply to 
social volunteering for aiding and integrating refugees: what 
judgments are made, and what categories of fairness are 
applied to the refugees? 

This can be reframed as a question of “scope of justice.” 
This concept was introduced by Opotow. On the basis of 
and inspired by Deutsch‘s original contribution,29 Opotow 
developed the idea that there are individual and situational 
differences in the extent to which justice is perceived to be 
relevant. The scope of justice is defined as the psychological 
fairness boundary, implying the application of moral values, 

rules, and justice considerations to those individuals, groups 
of people, animal species, or other general entities seen 
within this boundary. Thus, the scope of justice is “the psy-
chological boundary within which considerations of fairness 
govern our conduct.”30 Entities that are perceived as inside 
the boundary are regarded as morally included, whereas 
those outside the boundary are morally excluded. Opotow 
conducted many exploratory studies in which she observed 
the effects of moral inclusion and exclusion31 and applied 
the concept to important action fields.32 Together with other 
authors who implemented the construct, which includes 
exclusion of Haitian refugees33 and mass internment,34 it 
was shown that entities that are excluded from the scope of 
justice are vulnerable to harmful treatment.35 They are seen 
as “nonentities,”36 expendable or undeserving, leading to 
social problems and conflicts.

There is a considerable literature on attitudes toward 
disadvantaged groups,37 but only very few studies aim to 
apply the scope of justice to minorities: in the context of 9/11, 
Coryn and Borshuk38 investigated to what extent Muslim 
U.S. Americans are considered to be within the scope of 
justice of non-Muslim U.S. citizens. The data show that only 
about one-third of the sample feels that the Muslim Ameri-
cans are within their scope of justice. In line with this find-
ing, Lima-Nunes, Pereira, and Correia39 were able to show 
that the relationship between prejudice against immigrants 
in general and discrimination against them is mediated by a 
restricted view of the scope of justice. 

Conceptualization of the Scope of Justice
The conceptualization of the scope of justice is sometimes 
regarded as a continuous and sometimes as a dichotomous 
construct.40 As a dichotomous construct, entities would 
either be included or excluded from one’s scope of justice; 
as a continuous construct, the inclusion and exclusion crite-
ria can be expanded, and the boundaries are relative. In our 
article we have opted for the continuous approach, as the 
belief that fairness considerations should be applied seems 
to depend on the extent to which this takes place in practice. 
This decision is also in line with empirical justice research 
that usually assesses justice judgments on a continuous 
scale, varying, for example, from strong agreement to strong 
disagreement.41 

Moreover, in some empirical studies the scope of justice 
is constructed as a mediator variable, which mediates the 
impact of neediness and similarity on behavioural outcome 
variables, such as environmental protection.42 However, this 
mediating process has not been sufficiently investigated, and 
measurement of the construct needs clarification.43 

The core of the construct is the attitudinal belief that con-
siderations of fairness are applied to other groups or entities. 
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It reflects to what extent refugees should be treated equally 
to the people of the host country and have equal legitimate 
claims. This seems to be one crux of the question regard-
ing the degree to which refugees should be accepted and 
integrated, since there are limits to the material and non-
material goods allocated. Gains by one group might be seen 
as losses for other groups.

In Opotow’s quantitative empirical work44 the behav-
ioural implications of the justice boundaries comprise the 
willingness to make sacrifices to foster the other’s well-being 
and to allocate resources to the other. Hafer and Olsen45 
argue in their analysis of empirical research on the scope 
of justice that its operationalization should not be confused 
with other constructs; in fact, the application of the fairness 
rules constituting the core construct does not necessarily 
lead to positive reactions toward a particular entity. Thus, 
this core construct is regarded as the “scope of justice.” The 
willingness variables serve as the behavioural validation of 
this construct. 

Functional Approach to Volunteering
The second theoretical approach is offered by research on 
volunteering, which has a long tradition,46 especially in 
the context of social relationships.47 The most prominent 
method used to explain current and potential volunteering 
is the functional approach by Clary et al.48 Based on Katz,49 
the functional approach starts from the assumption that cer-
tain types of volunteering can fulfil different functions for the 
volunteer simultaneously. In this respect, the same attitudes 
can serve various functions for different people within the 
context of volunteering. In the light of the altruism-egoism 
discussion these functions can serve the interests of the com-
munity and those of the individual volunteer. Assuming that 
voluntary work can satisfy different motives simultaneously, 
the approach differentiates between six functions:50

1. Value function, which represents an altruistic concern 
for others; by volunteering, people are able to express 
values related to altruistic and humanitarian concerns 
for others; 

2. Understanding function, which comprises gaining new 
skills and knowledge through the volunteering experi-
ence as well as the opportunity to exercise knowledge, 
skills, and abilities; 

3. Social function, which reflects motivations involving 
relationships with others and the normative influence 
of others, including opportunities to be with one’s 
friends or commit to activities that are also seen as 
important by significant others; 

4. Career function, which is concerned with career-
related benefits, such as preparing for a new career or 
acquiring career-relevant skills; 

5. Protective function, which means shielding the ego 
from negative emotions and experiences; volunteer-
ing may help to reduce guilt and to address one’s own 
personal problems; and 

6. Enhancement function, which involves a motivational 
process involving the growth and development of the 
self, including the growth of one’s own self-esteem; in 
contrast to the protective function, this enhancement 
dimension involves an active positive ambition to 
develop one’s ego. 

These six functions have been validated in many studies 
by the original authors, as well as by the wide range of inter-
national literature referring to volunteering in various con-
texts51 and using different forms of conceptualization.52 The 
multiple specific motives defined above show that the simple 
differentiation of “egoistic” versus “altruistic” motives is out-
dated;53 thus, the dichotomous approach should be replaced 
by the multiple motive approach. 

Important empirical studies can also be found on refugees 
and volunteering, with some studies linking the question of 
immigration with justice.54 The current wave, described in 
the introduction, is quite new, and although research is tak-
ing place, few studies have been published. Nevertheless, the 
broad relevance of the functional approach in the form of 
the Volunteer Functions Inventory means this approach can 
be applied to volunteering for refugees. 

Integrative Approach and Hypotheses
Volunteering for refugees comprises two aspects: a general 
willingness to volunteer as well as actual volunteering on 
behalf of refugees in organizations (“volunteers”). The willing-
ness to volunteer does not refer to individual behaviour but 
indicates a general willingness to volunteer in various ways 
(ranging from public political statements to private everyday 
help and support). These willingness criteria have proved to 
be valid proxies of current behaviour revealed in a longitu-
dinal study, especially if situational and social conditions 
promote the behavioural transfer, as in the positive modelling 
of friends and significant others.55 These criteria are assumed 
to be explained by the functional motives in the approach by 
Clary et al.56 The scope of justice supplements these motives. 

The willingness to make sacrifices to foster the other’s 
well-being as well as the willingness to allocate resources 
constitute the behavioural dimensions of the scope of justice, 
which are used as further validation criteria. 

We are mindful of the fact that originally Opotow formu-
lated a moderation hypothesis on the effect of the scope of 
justice. However, in our approach, the scope of justice varia-
ble has a different status: Its direct explanatory power should 
be tested and weighted against the power of the functional 
variables of Clary et al. 
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Three hypotheses are derived:
1. Differentiated justice judgments concerning the scope 

of justice for refugees are made among the general 
population. The scope of justice intercorrelates with 
the two willingness variables as behavioural correlates.

2. The controversy results in significant differences 
between the volunteers and a matched sample of non-
volunteers on the scope of justice and its two behav-
ioural correlates.

3. The functions of the Volunteer Functions Inventory of 
Clary et al. can explain why people volunteer on behalf 
of refugees. The scope of justice defined by Opotow 
proves to be a powerful construct to explain the will-
ingness to volunteer beyond group membership (vol-
unteers vs. non-volunteers) as well as the functional 
approach.

Methodology: Sample
To test the hypotheses, an online survey was conducted with 
a convenience sample of the overall population as well as a 
criterion group of volunteers. The overall sample of N = 271 
was recruited in two ways: by means of a snowball principle 
using social networks, so as to reach people with different 
opinions on the current migratory situation (non-volunteers 
n1 = 198), as well as by contacting voluntary organizations 
supporting refugees that aim to recruit volunteers (volun-
teers n2 = 73). With nine missing values, women (166) are 
overrepresented compared to men (96). The average age is 
30.31 (ranging from 16 to 76, with a standard deviation of 
12.31). The educational level is above average. 

The average age of the volunteers (n2) is 32.01, which is 
slightly higher than in the overall sample, and the percent-
age of women is significantly higher than men (52 women 
as opposed to 18 men). The educational level is even higher 
than in the overall sample. 

In order to compare the group of volunteers and non-
volunteers (H2), a sample matched according to size, age, sex, 
and educational level was used (n = 2 x 73). 

Measurement Instruments
All variables were measured using several six-point answer-
ing scaled items (ranging from 1 = strong disagreement to 6 = 
strong agreement). Preventive measures were taken to avoid 
socially desirable answering behaviour, such as a guarantee 
of anonymity, and the content of the constructs and their 
item formulation were balanced, e.g., by integrating outrage 
about excessive refugee aid, appeals to honesty, and admis-
sions about the scientific character of the study. Furthermore, 
the effect of socially desirable answering behaviour was 

controlled by integrating the validated short scale of Kemper 
et al.57 The six-item scale covers the exaggeration of positive 
and the understatement of negative qualities and also uses a 
six-point Likert type answering scale. 

All scales were factor analyzed by principle axis analyses 
with subsequent varimax rotation. The factorial structures 
presented below are based upon the whole sample and were 
successfully cross-validated within the subsamples of volun-
teers and non-volunteers.

The Volunteer Functions Inventory (VFI) was measured 
using the German translation of the instrument by Oost-
lander et al.,58 which was successfully applied in many studies 
by our research group. In the current study, we used a short 
version of the inventory. A four-factor solution was found 
with the aid of the protection and enhancement function, as 
well as values and understanding loading based on the same 
factor. This is in line with the factor structures reported by 
Clary et al., who present for their original six functions a 
five-, six-, and seven-factor solution, showing that items of 
various factors are loaded together on the same factor. This 
is especially the case for the protective and enhancement 
items. The four-factor solution leads to good reliability with 
Cronbach’s alphas as an estimation index of intern consist-
ency ranging from .83 (value and understanding function) 
to .89 (career function). 

The scope of justice was measured according to three 
items with Cronbach’s alpha of .90:

1. “Refugees should be treated as fairly as all other fellow 
citizens.”

2. “The same justice standards should be applied to refu-
gees as to all other citizens.”

3.  “Refugees have the same right to be treated fairly as all 
other citizens.” 

The behavioural correlates lead to Cronbach’s alpha of .85 
(willingness to make sacrifices; item example: “I am willing 
to make financial sacrifices for the well-being of refugees”), 
and .92 (willingness to allocate resources; item example “Our 
society must provide the necessary resources so that refu-
gees can live here”). 

Eleven items measured the various aspects of the will-
ingness to volunteer for refugees during the following year 
(item example: “In principle, I am willing to participate in 
actions in favour of refugees, by donating/collecting clothes 
or toys”). The items loaded on the same factor with a Cron-
bach’s alpha of .93.

Items of the same factor were summarized, and a mean 
score of the corresponding items was computed. The fol-
lowing results are based on these newly computed complex 
variables.
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Descriptive and Correlational Results of the Scope 
of Justice (Hypothesis 1)
The scope of justice as an overall variable leads to a high 
agreement score within the total sample (see table 1). 

Although the willingness to make sacrifices for the sake of 
the refugees is also highly prevalent, the mean value of this 
variable is clearly lower. The mean value of the willingness 
to allocate resources lies between these two statistical values. 
The standard deviations of all three variables are quite high. 

High correlations with the scope of justice can be found 
in the total sample as well as in the groups of volunteers and 
non-volunteers (see table 1). This is also true when the effects 
of socially desirable answering behaviour are partialled out.

Differences between Volunteers and Non-
Volunteers in the Scope of Justice (Hypothesis 2)
As table 2 shows, volunteers and the matched group of non-
volunteers differ in the scope of justice variable, as well as 
in the two willingness variables: volunteers include refugees 
significantly more into their scope of justice. The highest 
scores resulted from the willingness to make sacrifices for 
the well-being of the refugees. This is in line with the willing-
ness to volunteer in favour of refugees (see table 2).

Explanation of the Willingness to Volunteer on 
Behalf of Refugees (Hypothesis 3)
Hierarchical regression analyses were conducted to explain 
the willingness to volunteer on behalf of refugees and to ana-
lyze the relative weighting of the scope of justice variable and 
the different functions of the VFI. 

The first predictor block includes the group membership 
(volunteers vs. non-volunteers); the second the volunteer 
functions and the third the scope of justice. Together, these 
variables explain 57 per cent of the criterion variance with a 
14 per cent incremental variance due to the scope of justice 
(see table 3a). 

The value and understanding function becomes highly 
significant. If measures of socially desirable answering 
behaviour are integrated in the first predictor block, the 
equations remain stable (see table 3b).

In sum, the scope of justice plays a major role in the expla-
nation for the willingness to volunteer on behalf of refugees. 

Discussion
Beyond the applicability of the functional approach, the power 
of the scope of justice is confirmed: within the sample, fair-
ness motives in refugee aid are frequently and differentially 
expressed. Nevertheless, there is a variation in the valuations, 
especially in the motive valuations. People who volunteer for 
refugee aid differ from a matched group of non-volunteers in 
their corresponding scope of justice. The question, to what 

extent the same justice claims should be applied to refugees 
as to all other citizens, is a crucial distinction between the 
groups. In line with previous findings, the use of the Volun-
teer Function Inventory (VFI) for volunteers and non-volun-
teers could be validated for this field of volunteering. Scope 
of justice explains a significant part of the variance within the 
willingness to volunteer for the sake of the refugees, beyond 
the traditional functional motives and group membership. 

The newly applied scope of justice construct has proved 
to be relevant for supporting refugees, confirming earlier 
results.59 For a further peaceful development in the host-
ing country but also for international development and 
peace building, it is helpful to regard immigration as a non-
threatening process with dual benefits, which has occurred 
repeatedly in history. Yet there are significant differences 
from earlier postwar immigration processes in Germany, as 
described above. However, it is important to know that 12 
per cent of the German population is volunteering to assist 
refugees, which constitutes a significant segment of the 
population, even though roughly 88 per cent of the popula-
tion is not yet volunteering.60 The latter group also needs 
to be reached. Individual worries about zero-sum beliefs61 
or national security interests,62 a constructive management 
process to deal with this political situation and the conse-
quences for those affected, create a moral demand based on 
international law and civil rights.63 

Therefore a public political debate should be held on the 
philosophical and legal level of morality, but also on the level 
of individual perceptions of justice: obviously, people care 
about fairness and make differentiated judgments on the sit-
uation of refugees. Their individual scope of justice is related 
to their willingness to volunteer. Empirical literature gives 
guidance on how this scope of justice can be expanded and 
broadened. Perspective-taking seems to be one key approach 
to broadening the scope of justice and reaching moral inclu-
sion, or rather, as Opotow says, “If a single cure for moral 
exclusion exists, it is probably a pluralistic perspective.”64 On 
an emotional level, such perspective taking evokes empathy 
as a powerful motivation for altruistic behaviour.65 To over-
come the specific difficulties of perspective-taking, which 
is the core of such pluralistic thinking and attitudes, the 
literature offers concrete support and techniques, which are 
embedded in the context of moral development.66 In line 
with this development, the goal is to overcome stereotypes, 
distrust, hostility, and—the key construct—moral exclusion. 
Such a development can be viewed as a learning experience 
and calls for public debate but also necessitates cultivating 
dialogue, listening to personal narratives, as well as sharing 
mutual aims and projects.67 

Research aiming to overcome stereotypes and moral 
exclusion is also of great value when studying refugees. In 
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics and intercorrelations within the overall sample (total; N = 271), the volunteering subsample (vol;  
n1 = 73), the non-volunteering subsample (non-vol; n2 = 198), and the matched non-volunteering subsample (non-vol [m]; n3 = 73)

Variable Sample M SD 1 2 3

Scope of justice Total 5.37 0.97 (.90) .66** .79**

Vol 5.63 0.69 (.93) .51** .65**

Non-vol 5.27 1.04 (.89) .67** .80**

Non-vol (m) 5.30 1.07 (.88) .73** .87**

Willingness to make sacrifices Total 4.37 1.21 (.85) .80**

Vol 5.00 0.76 (.66) .63**

Non-vol 4.13 1.26 (.85) .82**

Non-vol (m) 4.29 1.16 (.85) .76**

Willingness to allocate resources Total 4.98 1.14 (.92)

Vol 5.36 0.74 (.85)

Non-vol 4.84 1.23 (.92)

Non-vol (m) 5.00 1.21 (.94)
Note. All variables range from 1 to 6 with a higher value indicating a stronger agreement. 

* p < .05. ** p < .01.

Table 2. Mean differences between volunteers and non-volunteers (n = 2 x 73) 

Vol Non–vol

Variable M SD M SD t df d

Scope of justice 5.63 0.69 5.30 1.07 2.23* 122.95 0.37

Willingness to make sacrifices 5.00 0.76 4.29 1.16 4.38** 124.11 0.72

Willingness to allocate resources 5.36 0.74 5.00 1.21 2.21* 119.41 0.36
Note: All variables range from 1 to 6, with a higher value indicating a stronger agreement. 

* p < .05. ** p < .01 (unilateral testing, including the Bonferroni correction).

a longitudinal field study, for example, attitudes, including 
prejudice, negative emotions, and discriminatory intentions, 
were measured before and after the opening of a refugee cen-
tre in Germany.68 Many living in the neighbourhood initially 
opposed the opening of the centre. However, it was shown 
that all kinds of contact (brief encounters, as well as personal 
or even extended contact) had positive effects on attitudes 
towards the refugee group. In line with the “mere exposure” 
hypothesis of Zajonc,69 even “mere contact” decreased prej-
udices and discriminatory intentions over time. 

Taking these empirical findings and the high inter-corre-
lations between the scope of justice and a willingness to vol-
unteer to support refugees into consideration, it is likely that 
they influence one another: on the one hand, a wide scope 
of justice positively influences the willingness to volunteer; 
on the other, actual volunteering might widen the scope of 

justice. Explanatory and moderation variables, such as mere 
contact, positive experiences with refugees, and personally 
experienced similarities might account for these effects. 
These hypotheses will have to be tested.

In principle, conflicts of interests should not be seen as 
win-lose struggles, since zero-sum competition is counter-
productive.70 Instead, conflicts of interests should be seen 
as an opportunity for a win-win situation with dual benefits. 
This allows a variety of perspectives and mutual interests to 
become effective. Resources need to be divided fairly, and 
that can be done in the light of the knowledge that the exist-
ence and relevance of a universal justice motive is confirmed 
in practice.71 A mutual perspective, based on the under-
standing of each actor’s motives, and by questioning the 
inclusiveness of national identity helps to overcome narrow-
mindedness72 and paves the way for mutual gains and profits. 
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This is a well-known finding in the social conflict–solving 
context:73 psychological mediation with the basic principle 

“to enlarge the cake.”74 It is difficult to widen the scope of 
justice and to include refugees, but it is necessary, to avoid a 
possible “clash of civilizations.”75

Since the aim is to promote integration and recruit greater 
numbers of volunteers, individual and controversial fairness 
judgments on the scope of justice should be taken seriously. 
Simple appeals to one’s scope of justice might not be suc-
cessful, but in view of the complexity of the subject, a pub-
lic discourse should be held on justice questions, based on 
empirical data. Such a discourse might help to direct and 
productively tap into the emotional power of the current 
debate. Self-reflection on one’s personal sense of fairness and 
judgment and behavioural attitudes seems to be necessary to 
overcome the political conflict caused by the refugee move-
ment within the host country.

Moreover, the significance of the traditional functional 
variables includes recommendations for recruiting and 
keeping volunteers. These variables concern the value func-
tion (representing an altruistic concern for authors) and the 
understanding function (gaining new skills and knowledge 
and exercising them). Both variables are correlated very 
positively to volunteering and constitutes powerful motives. 

The issue of moral values related to a basic concern for oth-
ers (value function) should be addressed by encouraging the 
view that volunteering is a valuable way to gain and exercise 
new skills and knowledge (understanding function), such as 
by support of positive “testimonials.” 

Before discussing the theoretical implications, limita-
tions should be mentioned in the critique by Hafer and 
Olson76 of this kind of research. They pointed out that the 
mediation process should be investigated further. For this 
purpose, further variables should be taken into account 
longitudinally, such as the previously discussed perception 
of similarity, leading to empathy, between local inhabitants 
and refugees. Furthermore, the scope of justice variable 
needs further validation. This includes data sources other 
than self-reporting, such as assessments by peers or family 
members or by observing people in their interaction with 
refugees. Also, the problem of a lack of awareness about 
personal justice judgments could be dealt with by including 
additional methodological approaches in the form of more 
subtle measures of exclusion, such as reaction time meth-
odologies.77 Moreover, the sample should be enlarged by 
including people who actively reject refugees. Together with 
a longitudinal design, these concerns would result in clear 
causal conclusions in the future. It would also be of great 

Table 3a. Hierarchical multiple regression of willingness to volunteer on group membership (step 1) (volunteers coded as 1), 
volunteer functions (step 2), and scope of justice (step 3)

Predictor R2 B SE (B) ß r

Step 1 Group membership .13 0.95 .15 .37** .37

Constant 3.97 .08

Step 2 Group membership 0.67 .13 .25** .37

Career function -0.04 .05 -.04 .06

Value and understanding function 0.66 .06 .55** .58

Social function 0.09 .05 .10 .37

Protective and enhancement function .43 -0.12 .06 -.10 .10

Constant 1.17 .26

Step 3 Group membership 0.58 .11 .22** .37

Career function 0.02 .04 .02 .06

Value and understanding function 0.40 .06 .34** .58

Social function 0.07 .04 .08 .37

Protective and enhancement function -0.08 .05 -.07 .10

Scope of justice .57 0.52 .06 .43** .64

Constant -0.57 .30
Note. Ftotal = 59.81**. df = 6/264. All variables range from 1 to 6, with a higher value indicating a stronger agreement. 

* p < .05. ** p < .01. 
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interest to find out whether the identity of refugees matters 
to volunteers. Have race, gender, national origin, or religion 
an influence on the scope of justice? These unanswered ques-
tions require further research.

Some of the criticism has already been rebutted by pro-
viding a clear definition and operationalization of the scope 
of justice construct, as well as taking alternative explana-
tions into account and testing them explicitly. In addition, 
the social desirability bias issue has been addressed, but 
this does not fully solve the problems associated with self-
reporting measures. 

On a theoretical level, the results show that models of 
volunteering and justice research, with special focus on 
the scope of justice, can be fruitfully combined in the field 
of refugee aid. In this respect, the present study can be 
regarded as a pilot study aiming to apply existing constructs 
and research traditions on justice to the understanding of 

reactions to the current refugee movement and its potential 
for conflict, in view of the highly controversial reactions of 
those who are confronted with the influx in the host coun-
tries. Further in-depth research is needed to validate the 
findings, because in modern democracies, political meas-
ures can be implemented only if the majority of voters accept 
these measures. The recent political debate, in Germany 
and in many other countries, has shown how difficult and 
controversial such a discussion can become among different 
political parties but even within a single party, such as the 
CDU conservative party within the German coalition govern-
ment. The scope of justice argument may enable this debate 
to take a more constructive, rational direction. And beyond 
the German borders, it shows on a scientific and political 
level how much perception of justice matters. The current 
migration movement, often disparagingly called a “refugee 
crisis,” is a worldwide challenge that can be resolved only by 

Table 3b. Hierarchical multiple regression of willingness to volunteer on social desirability and group membership (step 1) 
(volunteers coded as 1), volunteer functions (step 2) and scope of justice (step 3)

Predictor R2 B SE (B) ß r

Step 1 Understatement of negative qualities -0.01 .09 -.01 .04

Exaggeration of positive qualities -0.12 .07 -.10 -.13

Group membership 0.13 0.92 .15 .35** .36

Constant 4.31 .46

Step 2 Understatement of negative qualities 0.00 .07 .00 .04

Exaggeration of positive qualities -0.04 .06 -.04 -.13

Group membership 0.63 .13 .24** .36

Career function -0.04 .05 -.05 .06

Value and understanding function 0.64 .06 .55** .59

Social function 0.09 .05 .10 .37

Protective and enhancement function 0.42 -0.10 .06 -.08 .11

Constant 1.25 .47

Step 3 Understatement of negative qualities 0.08 .06 .05 .04

Exaggeration of positive qualities 0.00 .05 .00 -.13

Group membership 0.55 .11 .21** .36

Career function 0.02 .05 .02 .06

Value and understanding function 0.39 .06 .33** .59

Social function 0.07 .04 .08 .37

Protective and enhancement function -0.06 .05 -.06 .11

Scope of justice 0.56 0.53 .06 .44** .64

Constant -0.93 .47
Note. Ftotal = 44.15**. df = 8/260. All variables range from 1 to 6, with a higher value indicating a stronger agreement. 

* p < .05. ** p < .01. 
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constructive cooperation between countries, their political 
decision-makers, and the citizens they represent. Empirical 
research shows that the justice motive is a universal principle 
but that judgments passed on justice differ from one indi-
vidual to the next.78 Judgments on the scope of justice with 
regard to the inclusion of refugees are of great importance 
for each individual`s decision to volunteer and to accept 
refugees. This article therefore calls for a further examina-
tion, and possibly measures that contribute to an individual 
extension of the scope of justice. 
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