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O HRERITER , 2 2 1 58 8 Bl R 28810 AT 5 B IR A & JRI.
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PR SE 30 % 5K 2 AR A e B B 2 D5 i At S A B AR L rh T BB R FE R AR F o O [ R X — S R
5w N ESE ARG T EBERS D75 FE TS D7 mA s AR i, R N -9
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— B IE 1 R 5 R L FE S T B U A B . KRR 2 5 ERIE IR S5 S 0, IE g A
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Ho 0 R IR 5 0 H B e S MR 45 SRS M O TR LR R Bl A o AR K AR Rl A N
BEAA B 5T A E S5 M BUN Al A 1R i R BRI 55 5L [ S8 5 AE 7l B
R 2 R PRARIE A DX R SR SO A A B AR U T LSS TR R R R S R IE R S E
ST M AR TR R S5 W H B S TR R A . [ R A R R R S5 Rk s ST e it
EHRT KBRS S L% M F R BRSBTS AME.
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Rooted in Rural Areas: An Empirical Study on the Impact of Volunteer Service
Experiences on Rural College Students’ Willingness to

Return for Employment in Their Hometowns

Cai Yingwei' Zhou Hang’
(1. Yangzhou University, Yangzhou 225009;
2. Department of Social Work, The Chinese University of Hong Kong, Hong Kong 999077)

Abstract: In the context of China’ s rural revitalization strategy and the structural challenges of
graduate employment, encouraging college graduates with rural hukou to return to their hometowns
for work has become an urgent concern for policymakers and educators. However, many rural youths
with higher education background migrate to cities in search of better career opportunities, leaving
rural regions facing a severe “brain drain.” Understanding the factors that influence rural-origin
college graduates’ willingness to return for employment is of practical significance.

Existing research has primarily examined macro-level structural conditions or individual-level
determinants, while giving limited attention to the role of meso-level educational processes, such as
volunteer participation and student leadership experience. Volunteer service is theorized to
strengthen self-efficacy and outcome expectations, thereby motivating rural students to pursue career
paths aligned with local development needs. Leadership experience, meanwhile, may enhance civic
identity and public responsibility, amplifying the influence of volunteer participation on return
intentions. This study addresses these gaps by investigating how volunteer participation and
leadership experience jointly shape rural graduates’ willingness to return for employment.

Guided by Social Cognitive Career Theory (SCCT), the study draws on survey data from 12,
722 rural-origin college students across multiple universities in East China to explore the relationship
between volunteer participation and rural students’ willingness to return to their hometowns for
employment, as well as the moderating role of leadership experience. Moreover, this study has
employed various robustness checks methods including alternative control variables, propensity score
matching, and double machine learning, to confirm the stability of these results and strengthen causal
interpretation. Heterogeneity analyses are further performed to confirm the consistency of results.
The findings illustrate that volunteer experience significantly increases students’ willingness to
return, and leadership experience positively moderates this relationship. These findings are robust
across robustness checks. While no gender differences were observed, students in humanities-related
majors exhibited stronger responsiveness to volunteer experiences.

Building on these findings, the study provides practical implications. At the institutional level,
universities should refine evaluation systems for volunteer service, integrate service projects with
teaching and professional training, enhance developmental support, and assign student leaders
substantive roles within programs. At the policy level, governments should establish comprehensive
support systems for rural-returning graduates, including differentiated subsidies, long-term career
incentives, and bundled services such as housing, education, and healthcare. Efforts should also be
made to enhance the visibility and accessibility of return policies through digital platforms and
targeted outreach to rural hukou students.

Keywords: Rural-origin students; Intention to Return hometown for employment; Employment of
college graduates; Volunteer; All-around rural revitalization

[REHE: %]

114



