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This research, based on the free association method and conducted in France among 276 young adults born between 1979 and 1991

(financially autonomous), shed light on the complex representations Generation Y has of itself and of giving behaviors, offering cues

for charities and associative organizations to renew their potential donators.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT 
The emergence of each successive generation raises new 

questions on the transmission, continuity and rupture of social 
behaviors (work, consumption, daily life…). Also referred to as 
the E-generation, Net Generation or Millennial Generation, the 
generation Y is composed, in the western world, of individuals born 
between the late 1970s and the mid 1990s who grew up with the 
excesses of the consumer society and amidst the astounding devel-
opment of the information society. This generation takes the social 
and societal transformations of the 1960s and 1970s for granted, or 
even considers them obsolete, and is immersed in growing debates 
on ecology, the harmful effects of globalization and tomorrow’s 
uncertainties (Allain, 2009). Socialized in a world in profound 
mutation, it is made up of young adults liable to develop new and 
unexpected solidarity and giving representations and practices.

In the face of the emergence of these new lifestyles and mindsets, 
and of growing debate over monetary donation collection methods, 
how should associations and charities approach this generation? 
This question brings out two preliminary lines of investigation 
which are the focus of this research: 

How do the individuals of this generation define themselves?
How do they represent giving? 

Several conceptions of giving emerge from the human and 
social sciences literature: an instrument of power for the giver 
(Mauss, 1923-1924), of domination (Weiner, 1992) making the 
receiver dependent, or even alienated (Testart, 1982), a sacrifice 
(Lévinas, 1987, 1995), a deprivation, an impossibility (Derrida, 
1991), a purely disinterested, altruistic gesture, a free exchange 
but which creates links, obligations, debts (Mauss, 1923-1924; 
Lévi-Strauss, 1949; Titmuss, 1970; Sahlins, 1972; Godbout and 
Caillé, 1992). This polysemy shows that giving is both a collec-
tive and an individual phenomenon which is represented by a wide 
range of practices (Authors, 2009b). Our work is assimilated with 
the comprehensive research trend which has developed within 
Consumer Culture Theory (Arnould and Thompson, 2005). Giving 
is thus regarded as a system (Sherry 1983) and revolving aroud 
consumption (Giesler, 2006 ; Marcoux, 2009).

Our research focus on social representations (SR), known as 
allowing individuals to interpret reality in their physical and social 
environment and direct their behaviors and social relations (Abric, 
1994). SR studies can mobilize different methodological approaches 
(Viaud and Roussiau, 2002; Doise, Clemence and Lorenzi-Cioldi, 
1993). The free association technique, already employed in market-
ing (authors, 2009a), was selected for this study. This technique 
“consists, based on an induction word (referring to the object of the 
SR), of asking the informant to provide all the words, expressions 
or adjectives which come to mind” (Abric, 1994).

In order to answer the research questions, an exploratory 
quantitative study was conducted on a convenience sample of 276 
individuals born between 1979 and 1991 (people belonging to Gen-
eration Y aged 18 plus as they were presumed to have autonomous 
giving practices). In French language, the questionnaire began with 
the following open question: “Generally speaking, what does the 
term giving evoke for you?”, in response to which informants were 
asked to provide five words. It carried on to cover giving practices, 
exchange behavior, entourage, knowledge of associations, to finish 

with questions on identity (sex, age…), including “give five words 
which come to mind to describe your generation”. The free as-
sociations generated were analyzed with the software EVOC2005.

These results show both an individualistic Generation Y and a 
very mobile generation seeking links which is united around tech-
nology and the consumer society. This generation is not marked by 
collective events (as previous generations may have been). Festivity 
appears to be a structuring element.

Over and above this specificity, Generation Y givers and 
non-givers express convergence in their representations of giving:

- A vision of giving which is becoming institutionalized: 
associations and volunteering are terms which structure the 
representation.
- The strong presence of a relationship with others: at the center 
or close to the representation we find the notions of solidarity, 
sharing, aid, charity and gifts.
- A freely consenting act: a free gesture, or a gesture belong-
ing to a gratuitous approach, which reflects an individualist 
dimension.

Illness is the prominent element against which giving can be 
mobilized: it appears first, far ahead of poverty for instance. This 
risk is no doubt conveyed by the media more frequently than eco-
logical risks or natural disasters (telethon, AIDS, cystic fibrosis…) 
and is more easily associated with the person’s close entourage.

Givers and non-givers have a pragmatic vision of giving: the 
objects of giving of blood, money and organs are central elements 
of the representation. Nevertheless, non-givers insist upon this 
functional component (blood and money are quoted significantly 
more). One hypothesis is the media coverage of giving blood or 
money, non-givers thus expressing a “media-broadcast” vision of 
giving (they more frequently employ the term telethon). Furthermore, 
givers show a collective apprehension of giving, seen as a system, 
while, in an emerging trend, non-givers have a more personal vision.

Finally, two results are worth emphasizing. First, the almost 
complete absence of terms expressing a negative vision of giving. 
Secondly, the notions of constraint and commitment were rarely 
touched upon. This conception of giving is distant from the notion 
of obligation presented in the literature on the subject (Sahlins, 
1972; Sherry, McGrath and Levy, 1993; Marcoux, 2009). This rep-
resentation of giving is coherent with the way in which Generation 
Y describes itself: turned towards others, free, largely unconcerned 
with notions of duty and effort. Commitment and investment must 
undoubtedly be a pleasure.

From a managerial point of view, these results are the first to 
shed light on the factors liable to cause members of this generation 
to give : use of social networks such as Facebook or Twitter, use 
of factors such as pleasure, festivities and efficiency to encourage 
them to adhere to causes and actions rather than recourse to guilt 
and duty, encourage them to “work for the association” using their 
skills to improve its offer. 


