
Student pro-sociality: Measuring institutional and individual factors
that predict pro-social behaviour at university

Chris Stiff1 & Harriet E. S. Rosenthal-Stott2 & Stephanie Wake3 & Amelia Woodward1

# The Author(s) 2019

Abstract
Students operate within a bounded social context and often face decisions regarding whether to pursue selfish or group-level
benefit. Yet little work has examined what predicts their behaviour towards fellow students. This work addresses this gap by
investigating what factors may predict students’ performance of pro-social actions at university, and how an institution may
maximise such behaviour. Study 1 created the student pro-sociality scale, used tomeasure these tendencies in students. In study 2,
428 students from 25UK universities took part an online survey study using this scale, and several other pre-existing measures of
possible predictors. Analysis suggested that of those factors examined, role clarity, affective commitment, empathy, and
perspective-taking emerged as the most influential. This first foray into this area can now inspire further research in finding
the effective ways of fostering pro-social behaviour in students.
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Imagine the following scenario: a student takes a library book
from the shelf and reads it at a nearby desk. When they are
finished, do they replace it, or leave it in the now-vacant study
space to be found by the librarian? Or, imagine a student
eating their lunch in the cafeteria. When they are finished,
do they place their remains in the bin and return their tray, or
leave their table littered with the detritus from their meal?
What influences whether a student acts in a fashion that is
pro- or anti-social? What predicts whether a student acts in a
way that selfishly benefits them, or philanthropically benefits
the student body as a whole?

Outside of universities, these kind of spontaneous pro-
social behaviours (e.g. working outside contracted hours,
performing duties beyond one’s job description) have been

shown to be extremely beneficial in terms of economic suc-
cess and employee retention. Meta-analyses have indicated
that high levels of pro-sociality are linked with better perfor-
mance, and lower levels of employee exit and absenteeism
(Podsakoff et al. 2009). Productivity and customer satisfaction
were also substantially higher in companies where employees
frequently engaged in pro-social acts. Clearly, the perfor-
mance of these kinds of behaviours is desirable and valuable
in the maintenance of a productive system. At university, how
to promote pro-social behaviour has implications for improv-
ing the educational experience for students, and thus is a vital
consideration for higher education authorities.

Within the extant literature there is little work that has ex-
amined how these kinds of behaviours may manifest in a
higher education context, nor investigated what factors may
propagate them. Although the student population is often used
in research on pro-sociality (and indeed other research areas),
the educational setting is not usually the embedding context.
That is, students are rarely asked about their actions specifi-
cally at university, and how the frequency of these actions
may be moderated.

Here, we seek to explore this link by examining pro-social
actions performed by students within a university context and
also seek to examine what factors predict such behaviours. We
have defined pro-social behaviour in this work as simply
Bbehaviour which benefits others^.
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Predicting Students’ Pro-social Behaviours:
Institutional Factors

Previous research has indicated several factors that may pre-
dict pro-social action within an organizational context. For
example, Kamdar et al. (2006) demonstrated that perceptions
of the way superiors meted out rewards and punishments – i.e.
procedural justice – positively influences performance of pro-
sociality. Meierhans et al. (2008) have indicated that support
from authority was another key factor in predicting pro-social
behaviour in employees. Finally, clarity of one’s role in an
institution also positively predicts pro-social behaviours.
While attending university, students are subject to formal rules
and regulations, and are integrated within a hierarchical struc-
ture wherein they can be subject to diktats and declarations
from authority figures. Therefore, we would expect these fac-
tors would also be influential in predicting student pro-
sociality.

An employee’s perceptions and assessment of their
employing institution are clearly important when predicting
pro-social behaviour. Organizational commitment – i.e. em-
ployee’s feelings of loyalty and willingness to work towards
an organization’s objectives (Pierro et al. 2013) – is a consis-
tent positive predictor for pro-social behaviour in traditional
office environments (Schappe 1998) and also in other, less
organization-like settings, such as teachers in schools
(Feather and Rauter 2004). More elaborate models tend to
conceptualise commitment as a multi-faceted construct. For
example, Meyer and Allen (1991) posited three kinds of com-
mitment: affective (an emotional attachment to an organiza-
tion), continuance (a need to staywith an organization because
of the costs associated with leaving the organization), and
normative (feelings of obligation towards an organization).
Meierhans et al. (2008) have demonstrated affective and nor-
mative commitment are most predictive of pro-social behav-
iours within organisations. We believe that these kinds of
commitment to one’s university may therefore be important
when examining students’ pro-sociality.

To take a more general view, the extant literature suggests
that efforts by an organization to support and nurture its em-
ployees facilitates pro-sociality. Within universities, this is of-
ten manifested as pastoral care, wherein students can seek
assistance with academic or personal issues (e.g., Van Van
Laar and Easton 1994). It is possible then that the perceived
presence of such a support system within the university may
also be predictive of pro-social behaviour.

Predicting Students’ Pro-social Behaviour:
Individual Factors

The conflict between whether to act in a way that maximises
payoffs for oneself, or to optimise payoffs for everyone, is

known as a social dilemma (Bruins et al. 1989; Dawes and
Messick 2000) and these conflicts have been subject to con-
siderable scrutiny in the literature. For example, the decision
to take public transport over a private car to work is a social
dilemma (Van Vugt et al. 1996); while driving is quicker, and
allows greater flexibility, if all citizens drove the result is rush
hour traffic jams and high levels of pollution. Many other
socially responsible behaviours can also be considered social
dilemmas - e.g. recycling (Ohnuma et al. 2005) - and students
are faced with similar dichotomies when deciding how to
behave at university (Abele et al. 2010). Acting pro-socially
can be thought of as the Bcooperative^ option in a social di-
lemma, as this seeks to optimise payoffs for all concerned.
Maximising the likelihood of this behaviour is extremely im-
portant, as witnessing Bselfish^ actions tends to cause negative
emotional states (Martinez et al. 2011; Stouten et al. 2006) and
a contagion of non-cooperation in order to avoid exploitation
(Bruins et al. 1989; Robbins 1995; Schnake 1991).

To this end, there are numerous methods highlighted by
previous research that can be used to diminish selfish actions
by those in a social dilemma situation and heighten the likeli-
hood of pro-social behaviour. Several individual differences in
particular have been shown to be predictive of cooperation.
For example, high levels of social identity (Brewer and
Kramer 1986) and empathy for others (Rumble et al. 2010)
both tend to lead to cooperation over defection. Dispositional
trust of others is also a key indicator in promoting cooperation
(De Cremer et al. 2001), as is the extent that individuals value
others’ opinion of them – their level of self-monitoring
(Danheiser and Graziano 1982).

Beyond the social dilemma domain, other factors also ex-
plain pro-social behaviour. Gratitude plays a role in philan-
thropic actions (McCullough et al. 2002), the assumption be-
ing that those who are more grateful to others are higher in
agreeableness, which in turn leads to pro-sociality (see Koole
et al. 2001).

An Overview of the Current Work

The primary aim of this work was to examine some of the key
predictors of students’ pro-social behaviour in a university
context; that is, what are the institutional and individual fac-
tors that will result in students engaging in pro-social behav-
iour at university. To this end, in Study 1 we developed a scale
(using focus groups and a pilot) to measure student pro-soci-
ality. In Study 2, we distributed our scale with measures of
institutional (procedural fairness, perceived support, pastoral
care, clarity of role, organisational commitment) and individ-
ual (social identity, empathic concern / perspective taking,
trust, self-monitoring, gratitude) predictors of pro-social be-
haviour to examine: (1) which factors correlated with inci-
dents of student pro-sociality; and (2) which factors were the
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most influential in the prediction of students’ pro-social be-
haviour. Overall, we aimed to gain a clearer picture of precise-
ly how we may foster cooperative and socially responsibility
behaviour from the student body and maximize the positivity
of the educational experience for those attending university.

Study 1a – Focus Groups

Method

Participants

Focus groups took place at four UK universities. A total of 31
participants (20 female) were involved, aged between 18 and
24 (M = 20.13; SD =1.22). The size of the focus groups
ranged from 6 to 9 participants: Focus group 1 (Durham
University) consisted of 9 participants (6 female; 3 male),
aged 19–22 (M = 20.44; SD = 0.88); Focus group 2
(University of Birmingham) consisted of 6 participants (2 fe-
male; 4 males), aged 19–24 (M = 20.67; SD = 1.97); Focus
group 3 (Keele University) consisted of 9 participants (7 fe-
male; 2 male), aged 18–22 (M= 19.67; SD = 1.12); and Focus
group 4 (University of Leicester) consisted of 7 participants (5
female; 2 male), aged 19–21 (M= 19.83; SD = 0.75).

The majority of participants identified as straight/
heterosexual (N = 28; gay/lesbian N = 2; undisclosed N = 1),
were British (N = 21; other nationalities N = 9; undisclosed
N = 1), and White (N = 19; other ethnicities N = 10; undis-
closed = 2). The focus groups ran for 50 min and participants
were paid £10 for taking part. Informed consent was obtained
from all individual participants included in the study.

Procedure

Following ice-breaker activities, participants were asked to
discuss in pairs/threes what they considered Bpro-social
behaviour^ to be, and to produce their own definitions. This
was designed to promote engagement with the activity.
Following whole-group discussion, participants were present-
ed with the simple pro-social behaviour definition –
Bbehaviour that benefits others^ – and were given examples
from the organisational behaviour literature (e.g., washing
people’s cups in staffroom; helping someone with workload;
attending non-mandatory meetings). Participants were then
asked to generate prosocial behaviours that exist at university
in their pairs/threes. Finally, participants engaged in whole-
group discussion where they were asked to produce their
Bbest^ 15–20 pro-social behaviours (dependent on time-
restraints) – i.e. the behaviours that best exemplified the pa-
rameters given – by combining/refining items already
discussed. No specific method was given to arrive at these

items, and most groups simply engaged in discussion amongst
themselves to record these with little disagreement.

Results

The 15–20 pro-social behaviours generated in each focus
group were combined, resulting in 48 unique items after ex-
cluding duplications. Due to the large number of duplications
resulting in a lower number of items than expected, the re-
searchers examined the original prosocial behaviours generat-
ed in the paired generation stage and identified a further 8
unique items that were not included by the participants at the
group stage. For example, Brespect lecturers^ led to the crea-
tion of the Brespect support staff^ item by researchers, creating
a total of 56 items. The majority of these items (54) were
positive in valence, therefore, in order to reduce response bias,
the phrasing of 12 items were reversed, such that one-quarter
of the questions (14) were negative in valence. In addition,
items that included terms that were unique for some universi-
ties (e.g. those that referred to a specific building) were edited
to be more generic.

Study 1b: Piloting the Scale

Method

Participants

Eighty participants (40 female) took part; twenty participants
(10 female; 10 male) were recruited from each of the four
universities as Stage 1a. Participants ranged in age from 18
to 35 (M = 20.47; SD = 2.85) and included more undergradu-
ates (N = 73) than postgraduates (N = 6; 1 undisclosed). The
majority of participants were British (N = 69; British-
American, N = 1), with the remaining participants from a
range of countries (USA (N = 2); China; Cyprus; Germany;
Mongolia; Nigeria; Pakistan; Saudi Arabia; 1 undisclosed).
The majority of participants were White (N = 57), followed
by Asian (N = 18), Black (N = 2), mixed ethnicity (N = 1)
andYonbu (N = 1; 1 undisclosed). Themajority of participants
identified with being straight/heterosexual (N = 70), the re-
maining participants identified with being gay/lesbian (N =
5) or bisexual/pansexual (N = 4; 1 undisclosed). Participants
were paid £5 for taking part.

Procedure and Materials

Participants were approached on the campuses of the four
universities. If they agreed to take part, they provided with
the survey document which consisted of the student pro-
sociality scale items, followed by demographic items.
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The student pro-sociality scale listed the 56 items and
asked participants to report how often they engaged in the
activities on a 5-point scale. Responses on the scale were:
never (1); rarely (2); sometimes (3); often (4); and always
(5). The order of items was randomized, with the items pre-
sented in the same order for all participants. Following com-
pletion of the scale, participants were asked to indicate their
age, gender, sexual orientation, ethnicity, and nationality.
Participants were also asked to provide optional feedback on
the questionnaire, including potential improvements that
could be made.

Results

Refinement of Items Four items were flagged as problematic
by some participants. These were items that were only appli-
cable if somebody was a smoker (BOnly smoke in designated/
respectful areas^), drinker (BBe aware of alcohol intake and
behaviour when intoxicated^), car owner (BShare car
journeys^), or did their laundry in a shared machine (BNot
take laundry out of washing machine on time^). An additional
three items were removed for having limited range (< 3): BBe
polite/have good manners^; BLook out for others^; and BTake
care of university property .̂ Five further items were removed
as they were deemed to be measures of Brespecting others^
rather than Bhelping others^ (i.e. BRespect university rules and
regulations^; BRespect university support staff (e.g., security/
student support/administrative staff)^; BBe respectful in
lectures^; BRespect the public around campus^, and
BRespect university staff members (lecturers))^. We focus
here on observable, physical behaviours; by contrast, while
Brespect^ is often pro-social it may not be visible and may
only manifest as an attitude towards another person, rather
than a behaviour.

Factor Analysis A varimax rotation was run on the remaining
44 items. KMO = .493. Items less than .5 in the anti-image
correlation matrix were removed, which resulted in the remov-
al of 25 items. A second varimax rotation was performed on
the remaining 19 items, KMO = .702. This indicated that
24.96% of the variance in the unrotated solution was ex-
plained by a single factor – see Table 1. The seven items not
loading onto this factor were removed.

The remaining 12 items were then subjected to confirma-
tory factor analysis, with all items loading onto a single
Blatent^ (i.e. pro-social behaviour) measure. In assessing
goodness of fit, indices of 0.9 or greater indicate a good match
between the model and data, with an RMSEA ideally below
0.8 with a non-significant p value (Byrne 1999; Schreiber
et al. 2006). Comparative goodness-of-fit indices were there-
fore moderate – see Table 2. The Hoelter figure was 71 indi-
cating that our sample size (80) was sufficient for this analysis.

These 12 items then comprised our pro-sociality scale and
were used in Study 2.

Study 2

Method

Participants

Four-hundred-and-twenty-eight participants took part in ex-
change for entry into a prize-draw to win Amazon vouchers.
Participants were recruited by contacting universities across
the UK. Methods of recruitment included contacting students
directly (email; flyers; posters) and advertising on social me-
dia (twitter; Facebook; internal online student message
boards). Participants were recruited from 25 different univer-
sities (undisclosed N = 28), with the majority of participants
from Canterbury Christ Church University (N = 96), Durham
University (N = 92), University of Glasgow (N = 75) Keele
University (N = 58), and the University of Cumbria (N = 31).
The number of participants from other universities ranged
from 1 to 7. The majority of participants were female (N =
324; Male N = 98; Transgender N = 1; undisclosed N = 5) and
undergraduates (N = 339; postgraduate N = 70; undisclosed
N = 19). Age ranged from 18 to 64 (undisclosed N = 18;
M = 23.29; SD = 7.03). Informed consent was obtained from
all individual participants included in the study.

Design

The survey was distributed online, and access was provided
by distribution of a web link. All participants completed the
student pro-sociality scale first. Participants were randomly
assigned to one of four versions that counterbalanced the order
of the questionnaires (order 1 N = 102; order 2 N = 107; order
3 N = 99; order 4 N = 120). The orders were either the institu-
tional measures followed by the individual measures, or the
individual measures followed by the institutional measures. In
addition, the order of the measures was reversed for half of the
participants. Therefore, the four orders were: (1) institutional-
individual; (2) individual-institutional; (3) institutional
reversed-individual reversed; (4) individual reversed-
institutional reversed. Participants then received the demo-
graphic information.

Materials

With the exception of the student pro-sociality scale and
pastoral care scale, all measures were presented with the
same 7-point Likert-type scale: Strongly Disagree (1);
Disagree (2); Slightly Disagree (3); Neutral (4); Slightly
Agree (5); Agree (6); Strongly Agree (7). Institutional
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measures were adapted from the original version to be ap-
plicable to a university setting.

Student Pro-sociality

Participants were presented with the 12-item scale created in
Study 1. Participants were asked to state how often they en-
gaged in the activities on a scale of: Never (1); Rarely (2);
Sometimes (3);Often (4);Always (5). SeeAppendix.

Institutional Measures

Procedural Fairness Two scales were used to measure proce-
dural fairness. Four items were adapted from Byrne, (1999;
see also Kamdar et al. 2006), for example I can count on my
supervisor to have fair policies became I can count on my
university to have fair policies. Fifteen items were adapted

from Niehoff and Moorman (1993), constituting two sub-
scales of formal procedures (6 items) and interactional justice
(9 items).

Perceived Support Four items adapted from Meierhans et al.
(2008, taken from Eisenberger et al. 1986) were used to mea-
sure perceived organizational support. E.g. help is available
from university staff when I have a problem.

Pastoral Care 16 items were adapted from a scale originally
designed to measure satisfaction with chaplains in
healthcare settings (Flannelly et al. 2007). This was
adapted to examine students’ perceptions of the extent to
which university staff engaged in pastoral care activities
(e.g. communicate caring for you). Four items were ex-
cluded due to non-relevant religious references (e.g., Take
the time to pray with you). The original 5-point scale was
used: Not at All (1); Slightly (2); Moderately (3); Very
Much (4); Not Certain (5); with an additional not appli-
cable option.

Clarity of One’s Role Six items (adapted from Bettencourt and
Brown 2003; taken from Rizzo et al. 1970) measured role
conflict (3 items, e.g., I receive incompatible requests from
two or more people) and role ambiguity (3 items, e.g., I know
what my responsibilities at university are).

Table 1 Factor analysis of items for pro-sociality scale

Item 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Volunteer .524

Be involved in lectures/discussions .448

Keep the campus tidy .694

Provide emotional support to peers .505

Clean away tables after eating in university dining/cafe areas .536

Offer/give fellow students advice .592

Keep organised (bring work to student meetings) .585

Be Friendly .594

Be punctual for meetings/lectures .477

Pick up other peoples rubbish .625

Help new students .420

Let others know when you have guests .481

Efficiently use space in communal areas (e.g. libraries cafes) .590

Be quiet in library .525

Recycle (be green) .510

Turn up for arranged events/appointments .570

Respect others’ belongings .718

Volunteer to take part in others research studies/surveys .440

Keep communal areas tidy .536

Only the highest factor loading for each item is shown, for clarity

Table 2 Goodness of fit
indices for 12-item pro-
sociality scale

Index Value

NFI .69

RFI .55

IFI .87

CFI .85

RMSEA .08
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University Commitment An organisational commitment
scale (Meierhans et al. 2008) was adapted to measure par-
ticipants’ commitment to their university. Twelve items
measured three subscales: affective university commitment
(5 items, e.g., I am proud to belong to my university);
normative university commitment (4 items, e.g., I would
somehow feel guilty if I left my university now); and affec-
tive supervisory commitment (3 items, e.g., university staff
successes are my successes).

Individual Measures

Social Identity Two scales measured social identity. The
first scale was specifically designed to measure universi-
ty identification (Johnson et al. 2012), and consisted of
eight items measuring the two subscales of affective so-
cial identity (4 items, e.g., I feel happy to be a student in
the university) and cognitive social identity (4 items, e.g.,
My self-identity is based in part on my membership in
the university). The second scale was adapted from the
identity subscale of Luhtanen and Crocker (1992) collec-
tive self-esteem scale and consisted of four items (e.g.,
the university I belong to is an important reflection of
who I am).

Empathic Concern Seven-items measured empathic concern.
In line with Kamdar et al. (2006) the empathic concern sub-
scale of the Interpersonal Reactivity Index scale (Davis 1980)
was used. This consisted of seven items (e.g., I am often quite
touched by things that I see happen).

Perspective TakingAlso in line with Kamdar et al. (2006),
the perspective taking subscale of the Interpersonal
Reactivity Index scale (Davis 1980) was included, which
consisted of nine-items (e.g., Before criticizing some-
body, I try to imagine how I would feel if I were in their
place).

Trust Five-items taken from De Cremer et al. (2001; see also
Yamagishi 1986) measured trust (e.g., Most people are basi-
cally honest).

Self Monitoring Thirteen items from Lennox and Wolfe's
(1984) revised scale were used to measure self-monitoring.
(e.g. in social situations, I have the ability to alter my behav-
iour if I feel that something else is called for).

Gratitude Five items from McCullough et al. (2002) were
used to measure grateful disposition in participants (e.g. I feel
thankful for what I have received in life).

Results

Assessment of Pro-sociality Scale

As before, a confirmatory factor analysis was performed to
examine the fit between our data and the pro-sociality scale.
All 12 items were loaded onto a single Blatent^ factor. This
again yielded a moderate fit, strengthening the validity of our
scale – see Table 3.

Student Pro-sociality and Predictor Variable Correlations

Reliability analyses on predictor scales showed high reliability
with all α > .700, except for trust. Means/totals of items were
then calculated (as per scale instructions) and entered into a
bivariate correlation. All assumptions for correlations were
met (i.e. data was interval/ratio, homoscedastic, and did not
contain significant outliers). All predictors except trust, self-
monitoring, and normative commitment were shown to be sig-
nificantly positively correlated with pro-sociality – see Table 4.

Student Pro-sociality Regression Analyses

An analysis of standard residuals showed the data contained
no outliers (Standardised Residual Minimum = −2.86;
Standard Residual Maximum = 2.95). The data met the as-
sumptions of independent errors (Durbin-Watson Value =
2.09). The histogram of standardised residuals indicated that
the data contained normally distributed errors, as did the nor-
mal P-P plot of standardised residuals. The scatterplot of
standardised residuals showed that the data met the assump-
tions of homogeneity of variance and linearity. The data also
met the assumptions of non-zero variances. Table 5 shows the
inter-correlations between all predictor variables.

An initial regression analysis was performed with all vari-
ables entered into the model simultaneously. This model
(model 1) explained a significant amount of variance in pro-
sociality scores (F (15, 411) = 7.23, p < .01, R2 = 20.9%, ad-
justed R2 = 18.0%. The average variance inflation factor was
2.05, and all tolerances were greater than .02, suggesting
multicollinearity was not an issue. An examination of the in-

Table 3 Goodness of fit
indices for 12-item pro-
sociality scale derived
from main sample

Index Value

NFI .73

RFI .75

IFI .89

CFI .88

RMSEA .07
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dividual predictors showed that role clarity, empathic concern,
and perspective taking all contributed significantly to the
model. In order to reduce the likelihood of suppressor effects,
a backward linear regression was then performed using all
predictors. This new model (model 2) was also significant
(F, (4, 422) = 25.63, p < .01), and accounted for nearly 20%
of the variance (R2 = 19.3%, adjusted R2 = 18.6%). This
new model also showed affective organizational commit-
ment contributed significantly to the model – see Table 6.
Finally, a hierarchical regression was performed using only
model 1’s predictors at stage 1, and adding the affective
organizational commitment at stage 2. The R2 change be-
tween models was significant (p = .019). Thus, we conclude
that model 2 is the best model for explaining variance in
student pro-sociality.

Discussion

An enormous amount of psychological literature has exam-
ined the performance of pro-social behaviour in small groups
(e.g. laboratory based Bgame theory^ studies) or in a more
generalised fashion with an organisational context. This paper
is the first to examine such actions outside of a traditional

organization context. Specifically, we examined what might
predict similar kinds of pro-social behaviour performed by
students, within universities. We posited that two kinds of
variable would be of interested: those relating to the individual
(e.g. personality traits) and those relating to the institution (i.e.
the perception of one’s role within the university). To investi-
gate this, we first created new scale to measure student pro-
sociality and then measured what factors may predict this
behaviour.

Overall, we found strong support for our ideas. There
was a high prevalence of pro-social behaviour enacted at
all participating universities, suggesting that this kind of
benevolence is widely enacted. Although most predictors
showed strong correlations with student pro-sociality (the
exceptions being normative commitment, trust and self-
monitoring), four emerged as the most influential predic-
tors in our regression model. Of these, it is worth noting
that two were individual factors - empathic concern and
perspective taking – and two institutional factors – affec-
tive organizational commitment and role clarity. Clearly,
student pro-sociality is a complex construct, and is influ-
enced by both individuals’ dispositions / personalities
and by the institutional context.

Table 4 Means, standard
deviations, scale reliabilities and
zero order correlations between
student pro-sociality and the pre-
dictor variables

Variable Mean (SD) Correlation with student pro-sociality α

Student pro-sociality 4.02 (.38) – .70

Institutional factors

Procedural fairness

Byrne scale 5.40 (.052) .193* .81

Niehoff scale 4.91 (1.06) .234* .95

Percevied support 4.59 (.74) .215* .83

Pastoral support 3.15 (.64) .224* .88

Role clarity 5.33 (.93) .270* .76

Organisational commitment

Affective 5.12 (1.31) .228* .88

Normative 4.30 (1.38) .07 .75

Affective supervisory 3.43 (1.44) .142* .85

Individual factors

Social identity

Johnson scale 4.98 (1.15) .171* .88

Luhtanen & Crocker scale 4.07 (1.44) .141* .85

Empathic concern 5.25 (.92) .301* .81

Perspective taking 4.89 (.94) .307* .74

Trust 3.60 (.89) −.06 .59

Self-monitoring 4.02 (.70) −.08 .72

Gratitude 5.80 (.99) .260* .82

Figures in brackets indicate SD

* p < .05. ** = p < .01
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Applications of Findings – Increasing Student Pro-sociality

Having identified what seem to be the key predictors of stu-
dent pro-sociality, we can now posit a number of routes that
can be taken to increase their occurrence. Empathy and
perspective taking can often be increased by simply asking
individuals to consider the viewpoints of others. Batson
et al. (1997) instructed participants to listen to an individual
undergoing a (fake) stressful situation, and then asked them to
imagine how the actor felt, or how they would feel in that
same situation. Both strategies increased feelings of empathy.
More long-term training in perspective taking is also often
administered to medical students. Winefield and Chur-
Hansen (2000) examined the effectiveness of a programme
where participants attended classes teaching them how to treat
distressed patients, develop rapport, and deal with difficult
situations. Most participants showed an increase in empathy
after they had completed such training compared with baseline
measures (see also Shapiro et al. 2006 for a similar method).

Institutional predictors of student pro-sociality are perhaps
easier for a university to address. An employee’s role is usu-
ally indicated through descriptions of the behaviours expected
of them, and the norms and values adopted by someone in that
position (Brookes et al. 2007). Clear communication of these
expectations should increase an individual’s role-clarity,
which – according to our findings – should also increase per-
formance of students’ pro-social behaviour. However, this in-
formation is usually provided by an employee’s manager
(Shivers-Blackwell 2004), which may complicate matters in
a university context where a student’s Bsuperior^ may not be
clear. Role making is also a dynamic process between employ-
ee and manager and requires continued communication and
clarification (Brunetto et al. 2011; Hassan 2013) again, how
this may operate outside of organizations is difficult to dis-
cern. Individuals may also differ on their need for clarity
which may moderate any relationship between role informa-
tion and action (O’driscoll and Beehr 2000). Despite these
issues, we can posit, at minimum, that some kind of induction
process wherein students are clearly informed of the expec-
tancies placed on them by their institution should facilitate
pro-social behaviour. Sawyer's (1992) examination of role
clarity found that feedback or recognition for performing ap-
propriately within a role’s parameters is also an important part
of this process. Therefore, students should receive a clear in-
dication that they are behaving Bcorrectly^ in order to best
foster pro-social behaviour.

Only affective commitment was predictive for student pro-
sociality, contrary to the findings of Meierhans et al. (2008)
who found both affective and normative commitment were
predictive of pro-social behaviours within organisations.
This may be because a students’ involvement with a universi-
ty is finite in length; they are expected to leave, and therefore
normative commitment is nullified, unlike in an organisationalTa
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setting. Methods to increase organizational commitment exist
in the extant literature. Bulut and Culha (2010) found the
quality of training for employees explained variance in their
levels of commitment towards that organization. More specif-
ically, as well as providing high quality training, the authors
report that employees need to be adequately supported during
the training process in order to maximize commitment. In a
university context, teaching provided by the faculty is akin to
Btraining^. Thus, it should be emphasized to staff not only the
importance of high quality teaching, but also the additional
support students require to assimilate the information- such as
access to frequent office hours, and the assurance that contact/
questions are always welcome.

Pierro et al. (2013) have highlighted how transformational
or Bcharismatic^ leadership may impinge on this aspect of
employees’ affective commitment to their organization. This
may be more challenging for universities to implement, as
there is no simple way to encourage staff to be charismatic.
Nevertheless, perhaps universities may like to increase the
visibility of particularly magnetic staff if they wish to alter
students’ commitment, and accordingly their performance of
pro-social behaviour.

The above mentioned strategies are perhaps not surprising;
indeed most universities engage in some or all of these prac-
tices already. However, they are usually performed as part of
the traditional university landscape rather than being ground-
ed in psychology theory, and may lack the necessary formality

and structure in order to maximize effectiveness. By examin-
ing our research here, university authorities can precisely tar-
get the facets of their institution that may facilitate student
behaviour, and overall increase the pro-sociality of the student
population.

The Universality of Extra-Role Behaviours

Pro-social behaviour has been examined in an organisational
context, and in this paper we have investigated these behav-
iours in a university environment. What then are the key fac-
tors for the manifestation of these kinds of behaviours?
Organizations and universities are similar in that they both
contain large groups of individuals who work towards produc-
tion of certain outputs. However, they also have many differ-
ences. First, students attending university pay to attend,
whereas employees receive pay for their work. This invest-
ment may in fact facilitate pro-sociality, as individuals’ tend to
act in a more positive fashion towards endeavours they have a
stake in (Seta et al. 1992). Second, whilst both collectives
experience the entry of new members and the loss of older
members, this membership flux operates in a much more pre-
dictable and systematic fashion at universities. Such an
Bopen^ group structure may undermine cooperation as it di-
lutes feelings of investiture and group cohesion (Burnette and
Forsyth 2008). Previous research has also shown that as the
end of an interaction draws near, there is a tendency for indi-
viduals to engage in more selfish behaviour (e.g. Heide and
Miner 1992). Thus, we may expect that incidents of pro-
sociality to be weaker towards the later part of students’ uni-
versity life. Third, organizational Boutput^ is usually tangible,
visible, and operates at a superordinate company level. At
universities, none of these things are true; output is at the
individual level (via the conferring of degree awards), and is
considerably more ephemeral, in the form of Beducation^.
Fourth, the dynamics within each embedding system may be
very different. Universities lend themselves to the formation
of sub-groups; students are encouraged to join clubs and so-
cieties and to form strong social identities with fellow mem-
bers. Sub-group formation is usually deleterious to coopera-
tion with those outside of one’s immediate sub-group (Huddy
and Virtanen 1995). It is unlikely that the simple bringing
together of large groups of people is enough to initiate pro-
sociality; group size is usually negatively correlated with co-
operation (Brewer and Kramer 1986). In future work then, we
may like to examine what are the necessary infrastructure
conditions that are required in order to observe sizeable man-
ifestations of spontaneous pro-sociality in group members.

Future Work

As well as gaining insights in the minimal necessary condi-
tions for eliciting pro-social behaviour from students, there are

Table 6 Forced entry and backward entry regression analyses for
predictors on student pro-sociality

Student pro-sociality

Model 1 Model 2

Variable B SE B B SE B

Role clarity .057** .024 .077** .020

Empathic concern .073** .021 .082** .020

Perspective taking .078** .021 .077* .020

Affective organizational commitment .032 .021 .033* .014

Self-monitoring −.026 .025

Gratitude .036 .020

Pastoral care .023 .043

Social identity (Johnson scale) −.027 .029

Social identity (Luhteman scale) .006 .020

Procedural fairness (Byrne scale) .023 .022

Perceived support −.001 .024

Procedural fairness (Niehoffpf scale) .003 .028

Trust .023 .020

Normative commitment .006 .014

Affective supervisory commitment −.005 .015

Model 1 indicates enter method, Model 2 indicates backward entry

* = p < .05. ** = p < .01
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a number of other avenues for future research. First, we would
like to investigate further why these specific predictors seem
to be so influential. To do this, further qualitative workmay be
useful to get more insight into students’ thinking. Second, we
have outlined several interventions that may increase student
pro-sociality performance. The use of such interventions
could be formally tested to examine whether they are effec-
tive. Third, student pro-sociality could directed towards an
institution generally or a specific person (Jahangir et al.
2004; Smith et al. 1983). We have not examined students’
behaviour with this level of detail in this work; clearly future
studies have scope to do so.

Finally, it would be enlightening to investigate to what
extent self-reported behaviour aligns with students’ actual be-
haviour. Although self-reports are ubiquitous in psychological
research, there is a movement towards more direct measures
of action in studies to ensure congruency between report and
deed (e.g. Baumeister et al. 2007). By observing the pro-social
(or otherwise) behaviours that students perform, we may bet-
ter be able to predict what elicits them. Of course, this concept
is rife with methodological and practical issues; nevertheless,
it may be a further step in our understanding of what prompts
the performance of selfless, non-rewarded behaviour amongst
students attending university.
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