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A B S T R A C T

Prosocial behaviors (PB), referring to voluntary acts intended to benefit others, have become increasingly 
prevalent online due to advancements in Internet and technology, providing opportunities to benefit people 
globally. Moreover, previous research suggests that age is a crucial determinant of PB, although the findings are 
mixed. This study explored the types of online prosocial behaviors (OPB) preferred by different age groups 
among a sample of 31 Hong Kong Chinese aged 20–70. The participants included a roughly equal number of 
females and males, recruited through social media platforms. Participants engaged in four focus group discus-
sions, sharing their experiences and thoughts on OPB. The thematic analysis was guided by a recently developed 
classification of prosociality, distinguishing between interpersonal prosociality (direct PB with immediate 
feedback) and ideological prosociality (indirect benefits toward collectives without immediate outcomes). 
Inductive codes that could not be allocated to either type were grouped as a new theme. Three themes emerged: 
(i) interpersonal OPB (e.g., helping others online for specific goals), (ii) ideological OPB (e.g., concern about 
injustice and environmental issues), and (iii) mixed OPB (e.g., saving animals, updating COVID-19 information). 
We found that attention to interpersonal prosociality was highest among older adults (aged 60+), while younger 
adults (aged 18–29) exhibited greater concern for ideological OPB compared to their older counterparts. Our 
findings contribute to the conceptual framework of prosociality and underscore the importance of age-related 
factors in future quantitative research on OPB and on the design of online charity campaigns.

1. Introduction

1.1. Age and prosocial behavior

Prosociality (or prosocial behavior) is a constellation of voluntary 
and intentional acts that aim to benefit others (Eisenberg, 1982; Hui 
et al., 2020), including but not limited to the acts of helping, sharing, 
comforting, guiding, rescuing, and defending (Batson & Powell, 2003; 
Dovidio et al., 2017). The positive effects of prosociality on both societal 
functioning (McCullough et al., 2008) and individual well-being (Dunn 
et al., 2008) have been well-documented. Some demographic 

characteristics have been found to be associated with prosociality. For 
instance, women are more likely to offer emotional support in close 
relationships, while men tend to show more agentic prosocial behavior 
toward strangers and social collectives (Eagly, 2009). Notably, 
high-income individuals are more likely to donate money and time to a 
good cause than those with lower income (Macchia & Whillans, 2021). 
Furthermore, people living in rural areas are more likely to participate in 
volunteer work when compared to urban residents (Paarlberg et al., 
2022; Svendsen & Svendsen, 2016).

Prosociality can be shaped by cultural factors (Luengo Kanacri et al., 
2021). In China, prosocial behavior is deeply rooted in collective 
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cultural norms and Confucian values, which emphasize cooperation and 
prioritize hierarchy over egalitarianism (Feygina & Henry, 2015; Guo 
et al., 2021). These values promote positive ingroup ties through helping 
behaviors, particularly in maintaining interpersonal harmony with 
influential figures. However, acceptance of these traditional values has 
declined among younger generations, indicating a shift in attitudes to-
ward prosocial actions (Fu et al., 2021; Yang et al., 2018). Despite a 
decline in traditional practices, the emphasis on ingroup helping in 
Chinese culture remains strong (Luengo Kanacri et al., 2021; Schwartz, 
2006).

Nevertheless, we cannot expect the same patterns of prosociality to 
be directly mirrored in every Chinese society, such as Hong Kong. As a 
special administrative region of China, Hong Kong is a highly globalized 
city with a unique history as a predominantly ethnic Chinese society that 
was once a British colony. It serves as a cultural nexus where Chinese 
and Western influences converge (Louie, 2010). This legacy has shaped 
various aspects of Hong Kong culture, including its legal system, edu-
cation, and social values, resulting in a distinctive blend that differs from 
those in Mainland China. The “One Country, Two Systems” principle 
(Constitutional and Mainland Affairs Bureau, 2024) further emphasizes 
the differences in governance and societal norms, allowing Hong Kong 
to maintain a unique cultural identity that reflects its contemporary 
globalized status, illustrating how its values and behaviors stand apart 
from those in mainland China.

Research has found that prosocial behavior differs as a function of 
people’s age (Cutler et al., 2021; Lockwood et al., 2021; Sze et al., 2012). 
From a socioeconomic perspective, middle-aged and older adults are 
particularly well-positioned to perform prosocial acts because they have 
more resources such as time, energy, and wealth to contribute than their 
younger counterparts (Freund & Blanchard-Fields, 2014; Mayr & 
Freund, 2020). Consistent with this, compared to younger adults, older 
adults have been found to be more prosocial in donating money or 
sharing materials (Li et al., 2024; Sze et al., 2012). Older adults also tend 
to make greater efforts in physically demanding prosocial tasks than 
younger people (Lockwood et al., 2021; Raposo et al., 2021).

Several prevailing theories exist to explain the phenomenon of the 
increase in prosociality with age. According to Erikson’s theory of psy-
chosocial development (Erikson, 1985; Erikson et al., 1989), gen-
erativity—the tendency to focus on giving back to society and leaving a 
legacy for others—emerges in middle adulthood and continues until late 
adulthood (Erikson et al., 1989; Villar et al., 2023). An increase in 
prosociality is also part of the prosocial growth hypothesis proposed by 
van Lange and colleagues (van Lange et al., 1997). They suggest that 
over the course of adulthood, people’s motivations for resource man-
agement shift from competition for scarce resources during younger 
adulthood to responsibility for others during middle adulthood, then to 
achieving mutual interdependence in older age. Also, Carstensen in her 
Socioemotional Selectivity Theory (SST; Carstensen, 2006) proposes 
that with age a sense of finite time motivates an evolving set of goals 
toward meeting emotional needs, resulting in increased empathy and 
enhanced prosocial behavior with age (Beadle et al., 2015; Carstensen, 
2006).

Nevertheless, some recent research indicates a potential decline in 
prosociality with age. Studies involving economic games show that older 
participants, compared to younger ones, tend to maximize their gains, 
allocating more fund to themselves than to others (Ehlert et al., 2021; 
Falco et al., 2023), which contrasts with earlier findings of greater 
prosocial tendencies among the elderly in such games (Bailey et al., 
2013; Matsumoto et al., 2016). This emerging contrary evidence high-
lights an important research gap regarding age-related prosocial 
behavior and the need for further investigation to better understand the 
factors influencing these variations across different age groups.

1.2. Two types of prosocial behavior

Though prosociality fundamentally aims to benefit others, it can take 

different forms, involving different actions, targeting different benefi-
ciaries, and producing different outcomes. As recently proposed by 
Nezlek (2022), prosociality can be conceptualized into two distinct 
domains: interpersonal and ideological prosociality. Interpersonal pro-
sociality involves direct actions that elicit immediate emotional feed-
back and benefit specific individuals (Nezlek, 2022), such as giving food 
to a needy family or donating money to an individual. Traditionally, 
prosocial research has focused on this type of interpersonal prosociality 
(e.g., Penner et al., 2005).

In contrast, ideological prosociality refers to indirect actions that 
benefit collectives, often over time (Nezlek, 2022), such as signing a 
petition to raise the minimum wage. While this act does not provide 
immediate benefits to individuals, it can lead to broader societal change 
in the long run. This new distinction is supported by emerging research 
demonstrating that interpersonal prosociality is positively related to 
well-being, whereas ideological prosociality is negatively related to 
well-being (Nezlek, 2023). However, to develop a comprehensive un-
derstanding of prosocial behavior, more research is needed to validate 
this framework and to understand how these two forms of prosociality 
are manifested across different age groups.

Based on Carstensen’s Socioemotional Selectivity Theory (SST), we 
expected that younger adults would be more ideologically prosocial, 
while older adults would be more interpersonally prosocial. Younger 
adults, with their perceived expansive time ahead, tend to pursue future- 
oriented goals (Carstensen, 2006). Ideological prosociality, often linked 
to social justice and social transformation, holds greater potential for 
creating significant societal change in the future, making it particularly 
appealing to younger generations despite its lack of immediate experi-
ential rewards. In contrast, older adults, given their perceived limited 
time, tend to focus on present-oriented goals and prefer imminent 
emotional rewards over uncertain future gains. Interpersonal proso-
ciality, characterized by clear, direct, and observable relationships be-
tween actions and immediate outcomes, is more emotionally gratifying 
and thus more attractive to them. As we expect that the shift from 
ideological to interpersonal prosociality is influenced by changing per-
ceptions of remaining time, we also anticipate that this shift will man-
ifest in Millennials and Generation X as transitional phases characterized 
by an increasingly prioritization on emotional rewards, alongside a 
decreasing interest on social issues. Nevertheless, empirical evidence 
supporting these theoretical expectations is limited, highlighting the 
need for further research.

Previous study has also provided some initial clues and showed that 
older adults may have a stronger inclination toward interpersonal pro-
sociality than younger individuals. The study was conducted among 155 
Chinese people aged 18–84 years and used a hypothetical donation task 
to examine age differences in prosocial behaviors (Gong et al., 2019). 
Specifically, participants were asked to donate an amount of hypothet-
ical money to a relative or nonrelative. Compared to younger adults, 
older adults tended to give more to relatives and less to nonrelatives, 
indicating an increased preference in helping socially close others as 
people age. In terms of interpersonal and ideological prosociality, such 
preferences in helping familiar people among older adults could also be 
interpreted as a manifestation of interpersonal prosociality, because the 
act of kindness targets a more specific group (relatives they are close to) 
rather than the larger collectives (people they may not know or are not 
close to). Yet, the study’s sole reliance on a hypothetical scenario 
highlights the need for research that allows participants to reflect on 
their real-life experiences, as this can provide more accurate and 
nuanced insights into prosocial behavior by capturing genuine emo-
tions, motivations, and contextual factors that hypothetical scenarios 
may overlook.

1.3. Online prosocial behavior

Advances in technology have provided an additional context within 
which prosociality can occur, and these developments may be 
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particularly relevant for interpersonal prosociality. People from all 
walks of life and all corners of the world can now offer or receive acts of 
kindness online (Armstrong-Carter & Telzer, 2021). Moreover, people 
can remain anonymous more easily in cyberspace than in many physical 
world settings.

Anonymity may make it easier for people to request help (e.g., 
people may find asking for assistance embarrassing), and it may make it 
easier for people to provide help (e.g., remaining anonymous reduces 
the likelihood of receiving unsolicited requests for help). Such ano-
nymity may not be as relevant to ideological prosocial behavior, which 
may not necessarily entail benefits to a specific person, but to the extent 
that not disclosing one’s personal identity is viewed as desirable, cy-
berspace may be more conducive to being ideologically prosocial 
compared to the physical world.

It can also be more efficient to act prosocially in cyberspace than in 
the physical world (Wallace, 2015; Zheng et al., 2018). For example, 
donations can be made with a few clicks versus arranging payments with 
checks or via other physical means. Online platforms enable people to 
broadcast their needs to a wider audience. Connections between those 
benefit providers and benefit receivers can be made more efficiently. 
These benefits are pertinent to both interpersonal and ideological be-
haviors. Overall, such reduction of social and temporal barriers pre-
sented by the digital environment may have a more significant impact 
on prosocial behaviors than traditional, offline avenues 
(Armstrong-Carter & Telzer, 2021; Zeng et al., 2023; Zheng et al., 2018).

Importantly, a digital divide between the younger and older adults 
(Neves & Mead, 2021; Pew Research Center, 2022) may influence both 
the frequency and characteristics of online prosocial behavior for people 
of different ages. According to a recent survey conducted in the United 
States by the Pew Research Center (2022), older adults (aged 65 years 
and above) have the lowest adoption rates of digital technologies, 
whereas younger adults (aged 18–29) have the highest rates among all 
adult age groups. In particular, only 61% of older American adults own a 
smartphone and 45% of them use social media, lagging far behind 
younger adults whose smartphone ownership and social media usage 
stand at 96% and 84%, respectively (Pew Research Center, 2022).

A similar age-specific digital divide exists in Hong Kong. As one of 
leading technological hubs in the globe with a remarkable Internet 
penetration rate of 95.6% (Statista, 2022, 2024a), Hong Kong has 
approximately 99.9% of adults aged 25 to 34 owning a smartphone, 
while only 90.7% of older adults aged 65 or above do (Statista, 2023). 
Moreover, older adults, who represent 22.8% of Hong Kong’s total 
population (Census and Statistics Department, 2024), account for only 
8% of Facebook users and 3.7% of Instagram users among all adults. In 
contrast, nearly 30% of Facebook users and over one-third of Instagram 
users are aged 25 to 34 (Statista, 2024b, 2024c). As a result of their 
lower adoption rates of digital technologies and limited social media 
engagement, older adults may be less active in any online activity, let 
alone online prosocial behavior.

In addition to disparities in Internet access, discrepancies in digital 
literacy may further exacerbate the age-related divide in the engage-
ment of online prosocial behavior. Younger adults, often referred to as 
digital natives, have either been born into the digital age or have had 
early exposure to the Internet. This early access to a wealth of online 
information, including news about global injustice, enhances their un-
derstanding of the world and fosters a sense of belonging. Previous 
research indicates that the Internet connects individuals to the global 
community, encouraging active participation in global events, particu-
larly among young people (Kwak et al., 2006).

Age plays a crucial role in shaping attitudes and behaviors toward 
globalization. A study found that Millennials are more open to global 
culture than Generation X and Baby Boomers (Carpenter et al., 2012), 
Although Generation Z was not included in the study, their deeper im-
mersion in digital technologies suggests their receptiveness may exceed 
that of previous generations, which may further facilitate the develop-
ment of their global identity. This development provides them with “a 

sense of belonging to a worldwide culture and … an awareness of the 
events, practices, styles, and information that are part of the global 
culture” (Arnett, 2002, p. 777). Research shows that identification as 
world citizens is closely associated with six clusters of prosocial values: 
intergroup empathy, intergroup helping, valuing diversity, social jus-
tice, environmental sustainability, and a sense of responsibility to act for 
the betterment of the world (Reysen & Katzarska-Miller, 2018); whereas 
global identity is positively correlated with priorities to reduce global 
poverty (Bayram, 2019) and concerns for human rights (Hackett et al., 
2015). Young people’s digital literacy may help manifest their global 
identity by enabling them to engage in ideological prosocial behaviors 
on the cyberworld, such as crowdsourcing (Baruch et al., 2016), 
contributing to Wikipedia entries (Jadin et al., 2013), and digital 
activism (George & Leidner, 2019).

In contrast, middle-aged adults usually start picking up advanced 
technologies later in their professional and personal lives and may be 
more inclined to engage in less technology-demanding prosocial acts 
such as sharing timely and useful information online (Lee et al., 2015), 
or participating in online volunteering (Amichai-Hamburger, 2008), 
which fall into the interpersonal domain (Nezlek, 2022). Lastly, prob-
ably due to their general limited access to and lack of knowledge of 
digital technologies, older adults may be less likely than the younger age 
groups to take part in any kind of online prosocial behavior. Even if they 
do, their online acts of kindness are likely to be interpersonal in nature, 
in line with their tendency to pursue present-rather than future-oriented 
goals (Carstensen, 2006) and prioritize helping specific others over the 
larger collectives (Gong et al., 2019).

Although there has not been much research examining the patterns 
of online prosocial behavior among people of different age groups, a 
study on media posts regarding organ donation found that individuals 
under 30 years old were more likely to share such information through 
social media than older people (Jiang et al., 2019). However, the study 
focused solely on organ donation and did not provide sufficient insights 
into the age difference in other types of online prosocial behavior. This 
gap highlights the need for further research on a broader range of online 
prosocial activities across age groups to understand how different de-
mographics, for example, older adults from the Baby Boomer genera-
tion, middle-aged adults from Generation X, young-middle-aged adults 
from the Millennial generation, and younger adults from Generation Z 
engage with digital platforms for social good, given their varying levels 
of digital literacy and global exposure.

The increasing significance of the digital world as a platform for 
prosociality, combined with the present-vs. future-oriented goals of 
different age groups, the age-related sense of global identity, and the 
generational digital divide, highlight the potential age-related differ-
ences in online prosocial behavior. This perspective underscores the 
likelihood that younger individuals engage more actively in online 
prosocial activities, particularly regarding global issues and social jus-
tice, compared to their older counterparts. Our study aimed to address 
this critical gap by exploring these age-related differences in online 
prosociality through the lens of interpersonal and ideological frame-
work. Conducted among Hong Kong Chinese, our research is particu-
larly relevant given that Hong Kong is one of the most technologically 
advanced societies in the world with a unique blend of Chinese and 
Western cultures and a high degree of globalization. It is interesting to 
investigate how this interpersonal and ideological prosociality frame-
work, which originated in Western culture, is applicable in this specific 
context. Using a qualitative approach, we examined these age-related 
distinctions in online prosocial behavior and examined the potential to 
enrich this framework with additional complementary dimensions. This 
comprehensive analysis aimed to deepen our understanding of how age 
influences digital engagement and to offer valuable insights for fostering 
effective prosocial initiatives across generations.
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1.4. The present study

Based upon our literature review, our research sought to address the 
following two research questions: 

RQ1: Can online prosocial behavior be classified within the inter-
personal and ideological framework, or are there additional di-
mensions of prosociality that need to be considered?
RQ2: Do age-related differences in online prosocial behaviors man-
ifest across the interpersonal, ideological, and potentially other di-
mensions identified in response to RQ1?

To answer these two research questions, we examined the online 
prosocial behaviors of four different age groups in Hong Kong through 
semi-structured focus group discussions. The use of qualitative methods, 
such as semi-structured focus group discussions, is essential for 
capturing the nuanced experiences and motivations behind online pro-
social behavior (OPB) across different age groups. This approach pro-
vides a rich understanding of how different age cohorts perceive and 
engage in OPB, revealing potential new dimensions of prosociality that 
may inform more effective cross-generational initiatives. Due to their 
interactive nature, focus group discussions were organized to facilitate 
comments and questions among respondents for better comprehension 
and easier clarification (Grønkjær et al., 2011). Every discussion group 
consisted of seven to eight participants of the same age range to capture 
age-specific perspectives and distinct experiences in online prosocial 
behavior (Halcomb et al., 2007).

2. Method

2.1. Participants

A total of 31 participants, 15 women and 16 men, aged 20 to 70 
(Mage = 40.03; SD = 17.52), were recruited to take part in four semi- 
structured, in-depth focus group discussions using a validated web- 
based recruiting model (Pedersen & Kurz, 2016). Advertisements on 
Facebook and Instagram targeted Hong Kong residents and were further 
shared through LinkedIn, X, and WhatsApp to enhance visibility. The 
recruitment strategy sought a diverse audience without focusing on 
specific communities.

Each participant was of ethnic Chinese descent, fluent in Cantonese, 
and familiar with digital technology use, with those lacking digital de-
vice experience being excluded. Participants were allocated into four 
focus group sessions according to their age groups: 18–29 years, 30–44 
years, 45–59 years, and 60 years or above, largely corresponding to 
Generation Z, Millennials, Generation X, and baby boomers, respec-
tively. This categorization reflects the present- vs. future-oriented goals 
of different age groups, their sense of global identity, and the genera-
tional digital divide, highlighting potential age-related differences in 
online prosocial behavior. Each group had eight participants, except for 
the 18–29 group, which had seven participants because one of them 
failed to appear as scheduled. This sample size aligns with recommen-
dations in qualitative research literature, deemed sufficient to achieve 
thematic saturation (Morgan, 1996). Demographic information of the 
participants is shown in Table 1.

2.2. Procedure

The focus group sessions were conducted in September 2021 at the 
corresponding author’s affiliated institution, with ethical approval ob-
tained from the institution’s research ethics committee. Before each 
session, informed consent was obtained from all participants to indicate 
their voluntary participation in the research study and their under-
standing of their rights to both participate and withdraw. To ensure free 
communication among respondents, all focus group discussions were 
conducted in Cantonese, the most widely spoken language among Hong 

Kong Chinese.
The discussions were co-facilitated by the first and third authors as 

moderators, both being local Hong Kong Chinese and having extensive 
expertise in conducting focus groups. The second author summarized 
participants’ OPB experiences on a computer and projected them on a 
large screen to facilitate discussion. Each group discussion lasted 1.5 
hours and was conducted and summarized by the same research team. 
Participants and the research team were seated around a large table. All 
discussions were audio-recorded by placing three mobile phones on the 
table, which ensured a clear recording of the voice of each participant.

At the start of each session, the third author outlined the objectives of 
the study and defined prosocial behavior and online prosocial behavior 
explicitly. Participants were then asked to brainstorm about general 
prosocial behavior, followed by online prosocial behavior in general and 
toward specific groups of people, including family and friends, people in 
their communities, strangers, and all human beings. To enrich the dis-
cussion, we included prosocial behaviors that participants had wit-
nessed, rather than focusing solely on those they engaged in. This 
approach helps avoid limiting the scope of our analysis and reflects 
participants’ knowledge of prosocial behavior as well as the specific 
types they are concerned with. Below is the list of questions used to 
guide and facilitate the discussion: 

• Have you ever heard about prosocial behaviors? What do you think 
prosocial behaviors are?

• Have you ever witnessed or participated in any prosocial behavior, 
either online or offline?

• What and how do you typically do when you come across such 
opportunities?

• What kind of prosocial behaviors could be performed online to help 
others?

• What online prosocial behaviors could be done to help your family, 
friends, strangers, or all human beings?

• Could you please provide more details about how the online proso-
cial behavior you mentioned is performed?

During the discussion, the second author supported the process by 
capturing key phrases from participants and projecting them onto the 
screen. This approach facilitated the conversation’s flow, because the 
two moderators leveraged these keywords to spur further discussion. At 
the end of each 90-min session, each participant was thanked and given 
a remuneration of HK$250 (i.e., USD $32) as compensation for their 
time and travel costs.

2.3. Coding and data analysis

The audio-recorded focus group discussion was transcribed verbatim 
into Cantonese by a research assistant who is a native Cantonese speaker 
and experienced in transcription. To ensure transcription accuracy, at 

Table 1 
Demographics of participants (N = 31).

Variable N (%)

Sex
Female 15 (48.4)
Male 16 (51.6)
Education
Primary or below 0 (0)
Secondary 5 (16.13)
Post-secondary 3 (9.68)
Bachelor’s degree or above 23 (74.19)
Employment
Employed 13 (41.94)
Unemployed 1 (3.23)
Retired 9 (29.03)
Students 6 (19.35)
Others 2 (6.45)
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least 20% of the transcripts were cross-verified against the audio re-
cordings by the first and corresponding authors. Following this, the 
transcripts were imported into NVivo software, and a systematic process 
of data coding and theme identification was conducted. Adopting 
Fereday and Muir-Cochrane (2006)’s approach, we employed a hybrid 
thematic analysis combining both deductive and inductive methods. 
This hybrid approach allowed us to explore potential categories that did 
not align with the existing theory, contributing to a more comprehensive 
understanding of online prosocial behaviors. The chart shown in Fig. 1
represents each stage of the coding process.

In Stage 1, a code manual was developed based on the research 
questions and Nezlek (2022)’s theoretical concepts of prosocial 
behavior. Two broad code categories, interpersonal and ideological 
prosocial behavior, were clearly defined and formed the code manual. 
These two categories guided the coding and theme formation in the 
deductive analytic process. In Stage 2, initial codes were developed and 
cross-checked by the first and second authors. Specifically, the tran-
scripts of four focus groups were reviewed multiple times by the two 
authors, and keywords related to online prosocial behavior were high-
lighted as initial codes. The results were compared between the two 
authors to ensure agreement. In Stage 3, initial codes that encapsulate 
similar concepts were summarized and consolidated to form initial 
subthemes. For example, “sharing information about safety issues,” 
“reminding family or friends of scams,” and “sharing useful information 
to colleagues” were summarized as “sharing useful information.” In 
Stage 4, these subthemes were assigned to either interpersonal or 
ideological prosocial behaviors, based on the definition in the code 
manual from Stage 1. For instance, “sharing useful information” was 
assigned to interpersonal theme, “injustice or immoral issues” was 
assigned to ideological theme. Meanwhile, inductive codes that did not 
align with the two existing concepts were organized into a novel theme 
beyond the established categories of prosocial behavior. In Stage 5, the 
final stage, the previous two stages were thoroughly scrutinized to 
ensure that the subthemes clustered accurately represented the over-
arching themes.

To ensure the trustworthiness and credibility of the data, several 
steps were undertaken during the coding process. First, the first and 
second authors independently developed codes across transcripts, using 
participants’ own words to minimize bias. There was a 97% agreement 
between the coders on the codes. In addition, an audit trail was main-
tained throughout the coding process to document every decision made, 
ensuring transparency. After the initial coding phase, the first and sec-
ond authors engaged in comprehensive discussions regarding all codes 
and themes. In cases where discrepancies were across the two coders, 
themes were reanalyzed and checked against other coded data until 
consensus was achieved. Peer debriefing sessions with colleagues (Cope, 
2014) provided external feedback on our coding process. Finally, the 
themes and subthemes were refined and finalized, with exemplary 

quotes selected and translated into English to substantiate each identi-
fied theme.

3. Results

3.1. Qualitative analysis

The analysis of the verbatim transcript revealed that participants 
paid attention to different types of OPB. These OPB manifested in three 
main themes: 1) Interpersonal OPB, encompassing direct online helping 
behaviors intended to provide immediate benefits to specific in-
dividuals; 2) Ideological OPB, involving indirect online prosocial actions 
that aimed at benefiting collectives in the long run; and 3) Mixed OPB, 
comprising online acts of kindness that incorporate both interpersonal 
and ideological components. Ten subthemes were also identified, 
enriching our understanding of the nuanced expression of OPB. Table 2
provides a comprehensive summary of the themes, subthemes, and the 
aggregate count of codes referenced by participants across all discus-
sions. To illustrate the essence of each theme, selected quotes from 
participants are presented below. Participants were divided into four 
age groups: G(18–29) for younger adults, G(30–44) for young-middle- 
aged adults, G(45–59) for middle-aged adults, and G(60+) for older 
adults. Male participants were denoted by “M” followed by a number (e. 
g., M1), whereas female participants were identified with “F” and an 
associated number (e.g., F2).

Table 3 shows the frequency and distribution of topics discussed by 
individuals across the four groups. To enrich our analysis, we performed 
a quantitative content analysis. This method allows us to quantify the 
qualitative data, revealing trends in participants’ focus and emphasizing 
the significance of different themes across age groups. In general, the 
focus of participants was more likely to be on interpersonal OPB. Ideo-
logical OPB was discussed most frequently by younger adults (18.3%), 
followed by middle-aged adults (14.8%) and young-middle-aged adults 
(4.5%). Older adults did not mention ideological OPB at all during the 
focus group discussion. The proportion of discussion about interpersonal 
OPB was the highest among older adults (91.9%), followed by young- 
middle-aged adults (89.4%), middle-aged adults (85.2%), and younger 
adults (76.1%). Mixed OPB, incorporating elements of both interper-
sonal and ideological prosociality, was not mentioned by middle-aged 
adults but was discussed with similar frequency among the other three 
age groups. A chi-square test of independence was performed to examine 
the relationship between age groups and the frequency of themes 
mentioned. The results indicated a significant association between age 
groups and the frequency with which the three themes were mentioned, 
χ2(6, N = 235) = 16.35, p = .012. This suggests that the likelihood of 
mentioning certain themes varies significantly across different age 
groups. Below is a detailed overview of the main themes and subthemes 
identified.

Fig. 1. Diagrammatic representation of the stages undertaken to code the data 
(adapted from Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006).

Table 2 
Themes and subthemes.

Themes Subthemes Total Times of 
Mention

Interpersonal 
OPB

Contributing personal knowledge and 
skills

56

Sharing useful information 50
Helping others to achieve some goals 37
Providing emotional support 37
Prosocial spending 11
Sharing items 8

Ideological OPB Injustice or immoral issues 12
Environmental issues 6
Historical conservation 4
Equality of using free sources 3

Mixed OPB / 11
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3.2. Themes and subthemes

3.2.1. Theme 1: Interpersonal online prosocial behaviors
Participants identified a variety of interpersonal prosocial behaviors 

that offered direct help or benefits to specific people online while 
bringing immediate benefits to others or emotional gratification to 
themselves. These behaviors could be categorized as interpersonal OPB. 
Six subthemes emerged under this theme: contributing personal 
knowledge and skills, sharing useful information, helping others to 
achieve some goals, providing emotional support, prosocial spending, 
and sharing items.

Subtheme 1.1: Contributing personal knowledge and skills. 
Several participants mentioned people sharing their skills and knowl-
edge gained from personal experience with people online. 

G(18–29), M2: The current development of technology allows more 
people to share their knowledge. For example, if you are good at design, 
you could discuss ways to improve your skills or offer some practical tips 
in social media groups.

Participants also noted that people can use their experience and 
knowledge to help their friends or family with daily problems. 

G(45–59), M5: When a family member is facing an exam-related issue, 
other members with experience in the same subject matter or those who 
are familiar with the difficulty of such an exam can provide help and 
support.

Subtheme 1.2: Sharing useful information. This subtheme was 
frequently mentioned by different age groups, highlighting their 
dissemination of information or sources to their friends, family, col-
leagues, and even strangers in related interest groups. 

G(30–44), F6: Sometimes you can share information such as incidents 
that have occurred near your home with other family members […] send a 
message asking them not to go to that specific area.

G(60+), M4: There are some online projects that post videos of exercises 
online, then I can introduce them to my friends and ask them to do ex-
ercises together […], I can easily share the link with them and they can 
click on it.

Subtheme 1.3: Helping others to achieve some goals. Participants 
noted that people can provide help when someone is striving to achieve 
a goal or has a need to accomplish something, such as raising money, 
promoting an event, completing a questionnaire, etc. 

G(18–29), M1: As I am going to hold a talk, I have asked people on the 
Facebook page to help me promote the event by posting information about 
the talk.

Participants also noted that the goal of finding lost items, pets, or 
people could be achieved through online platforms. People can share 
posts on social media websites to help reunite owners with their lost 
properties or help people locate missing family members. 

G(45–59), M5: For example, if you lose your wallet somewhere on a bus 
at a particular time, then you can post it online and people can help you 
find it.

Subtheme 1.4: Providing emotional support. The convenience of 

communicating through the Internet allows people to express their 
concerns and care for their family and friends online more easily. Par-
ticipants said: 

G(30–44), M4: Now we tend to communicate with our family or friends 
through WhatsApp groups, we usually talk to and care for each other in 
the group.

A participant from another group also shared the same idea: “Some 
emotional friends may express their negative mood on Facebook, 
sometimes it can be helpful if you can leave a comment and encourage 
them to cheer up [G(45–59), M6].” He also noted that people even care 
for strangers online, for example: 

G(45–59), M6: When parents post about their sick baby online, other 
parents will offer encouragement and leave supportive messages to cheer 
them up on the Internet.

A participant from the older adult group noted that people can 
provide emotional support through online volunteering. 

G(60+), F1: During the pandemic, the Chaplaincy Services Department 
of the hospital arranged Zoom meetings for volunteers to offer services to 
cancer patients and care for each other.

Subtheme 1.5: Prosocial spending. Several participants noted that 
it is more convenient for people to donate money through online plat-
forms than it has been in the past. 

G(45–59), M1: In the old days, if you wanted to donate money, you 
would need to write a check, put it in an envelope, and then mail it. Now 
you do not need to do that, you can just click a button, and type in your 
credit card number, then the money will be transferred immediately.

Some participants mentioned that people participate in fundraising 
for individuals in need. 

G(60+), F6: Sometimes the church would share fundraising information 
through online groups or Zoom meetings, asking us to help poor children in 
remote mountainous regions, and then we would donate money to support 
their education.

Subtheme 1.6: Sharing items. Some participants noted that people 
can share or exchange items they no longer need with others who may 
find them useful. The items may include books, household goods, 
furniture, etc. 

G(45–59), M1: Donating second-hand things, for example, I donated my 
no-longer-needed wardrobe by putting it on the online platform to ask if 
anyone needed it. There are also apps or concern groups on Facebook for 
this.

A participant from the young-middle-aged adult group also 
mentioned donating materials to people in disaster areas. 

G(30–44), M7: When natural disasters such as floods or hurricanes strike 
mainland China, people in Hong Kong will generously donate many 
materials to the affected area.

3.2.2. Theme 2: Ideological online prosocial behaviors
Participants identified several online prosocial behaviors aimed at 

Table 3 
Frequency and distribution of the three themes across the four age groups.

Themes Groups

G(18–29) G(30–44) G(45–59) G(60+)

Times of mention % Times of mention % Times of mention % Times of mention %

Interpersonal OPB 54 76.1 59 89.4 52 85.2 34 91.9
Ideological OPB 13 18.3 3 4.5 9 14.8 0 –
Mixed OPB 4 5.6 4 6.1 0 – 3 8.1
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addressing global social issues and negative policies that could have 
undesirable outcomes over time. These behaviors fall under the category 
of ideological OPB. Four subthemes emerged under this theme: injustice 
or immoral issues, environmental issues, historical conservation, and 
equality of using free sources.

Subtheme 2.1: Injustice or immoral issues. Participants 
mentioned that people would share posts about injustice around the 
world or sign a petition to raise public concern and support those 
affected by the incident. 

G(45–59), M6: There are some human rights groups that I am also 
following. When the incident happened in Afghanistan, you can join the 
petition to demonstrate your support.

Participants in another age group also mentioned that people can 
speak up for the interests of consumers online when they have been 
impacted by unethical business practices. 

G(30–44), F6: Some people who had negative shopping experiences with 
a service or product would create a Facebook group to disclose it, so that 
other people in the community would not suffer from similar issues.

Subtheme 2.2: Environmental issues. Participants in the middle- 
aged group expressed specific concern and interest in environmental 
issues, particularly climate change. 

G(45–59), F8: Many international environmental organizations have set 
up a division in Hong Kong, they usually repost some environmental in-
formation online to raise people’s concern about important issues, such as 
climate change.

G(45–59), M5: I remember the case of the Swedish girl (environmental 
activist Greta Thunberg) and her signature move of holding a sign with a 
slogan that gained substantial public attention. People helped her post it 
online to attract international concern and government attention.

Subtheme 2.3: Historical conservation. Participants acknowl-
edged that Facebook pages or concern groups play an important role in 
promoting historical conservation, disseminating valuable information, 
and even mobilizing the government to take concrete preservation 
measures. 

G(18–29), M1: Some people or organizations would create a Facebook 
page to promote historical conservation, they may interview some elderlies 
and upload related history online […] When people find some mistakes in 
the content, they may help correct those errors and restore the historical 
facts by searching through the documents for accuracy.

G(45–59), M5: The concern group of Central and Western District in 
Hong Kong managed to persuade the government to preserve Wing Woo 
Grocery, which is in the earliest Tong Lau (tenement buildings) in Hong 
Kong.

Subtheme 2.4: Equality of using free sources. Some participants 
noted the significance of online open sources in providing people with 
equal access to information or knowledge. 

G(18–29), M7: In the I.T. (Information Technology) world, there are 
many open sources for people to use for free.

Participants in the young-middle-aged group shared similar views: 

G(30–44), M7: I think sharing free software is also a kind of online 
prosocial behavior, in that I can create software and let everyone use it for 
free.

3.2.3. Theme 3: mixed online prosocial behaviors
Certain participants discussed policy-related or social issues that 

demand public attention, such as animal protection, unfriendly behav-
iors, the situation of minorities, community policy, and information 
transparency. At first glance, these topics could be categorized as 
ideological OPB as they focus on the long-term benefits for collectives 

(Nezlek, 2022). However, the distinction between ideological OPB and 
mixed OPB is more nuanced, as it encompasses not only the long-term 
focus but also the immediate social dynamics they generate. Ideolog-
ical OPB typically emphasizes broader societal goals and collective 
welfare, while mixed OPB incorporates elements that provide immedi-
ate social support or responses to urgent needs, thereby fostering a sense 
of community engagement. This dual nature allows mixed OPB to serve 
both immediate and long-term purposes. While these actions may pro-
vide immediate benefits, they also encompass elements typical of 
interpersonal OPB (Nezlek, 2022). Due to their dual nature, they were 
coded into a new theme named “mixed OPB.”

One example came from a participant in the younger adult group 
who mentioned an online appeal to rescue animals at a local kennel 
where there was a lack of fire safety precautions to protect the animals. 
The appeal could raise public awareness of animal welfare in the long 
run, while the rescue itself brought immediate benefits to the dogs inside 
the kennel, demonstrating the characteristics of both ideological and 
interpersonal OPB: 

G(18–29), M7: Once there was a fire at a kennel, some people made an 
appeal online, asking if anyone could provide help. Then many people 
drove to the kennel with cages and leashes to rescue the dogs inside.

A participant from another age group also mentioned a website that 
provided instant information on COVID-19 cases during the pandemic. 
This served to warn people in the specific neighborhood to take imme-
diate precautions, while also bringing long-term benefits to the collec-
tive by helping to control the spread of the virus in the community: 

G(30–44), F1: I remember there was a website that allowed people to 
update instant information on COVID-19, such as the location of infected 
people and the number of cases. It is very convenient for people to be 
aware of the information and avoid being affected.

Another participant in the older adult group also cited an example 
where community members shared their opinions in an online group 
about a construction project in their neighborhood. Participating in the 
online group not only offered immediate mutual social support but also 
generated valuable suggestions that could potentially influence gov-
ernment policies in the long run: 

G(60+), F6: Recently the Highways Department planned to implement 
construction work in our community […] it would cause the two-way 
road to become one-way and clog up traffic during peak hours. Then 
people in the village started to voice their needs and give suggestions in the 
online group.

4. Discussion

In contrast to previous research that has focused on prosociality in 
general in real-life settings (Cheng et al., 2017; Raposa et al., 2016), our 
qualitative study examined online prosocial behavior (OPB) guided by a 
new conceptual framework that distinguished interpersonal and ideo-
logical prosociality (Nezlek, 2022). We did this among four distinct age 
groups using semi-structured focus group discussions. Our hybrid 
approach of thematic analysis led to the identification of the third type 
of OPB, named mixed OPB, which expanded the current knowledge on 
prosociality in the online context. Our analysis also revealed potential 
age-related differences in these three types of OPB, contributing to a 
better understanding of online prosocial behaviors across different age 
groups.

In response to RQ1, although we found that the majority of online 
prosocial behavior could be categorized into either interpersonal or 
ideological framework, we also found that a few OPBs did not easily fit 
neatly into either category. These online prosocial behaviors involved 
both direct and indirect actions that benefited both specific individuals 
and collectives in both the short and long term. Hence, they were 
categorized into a new theme termed mixed OPB, representing a new 
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category of OPB that embodies the fundamental characteristics of both 
ideological and interpersonal OPB. This tripartite model of OPB was 
used to guide the analysis of the age-related differences in OPB in this 
study.

In response to RQ2, although we found the majority of OPB are 
interpersonal across all age groups, we found some differences among 
the age groups. Notably, older adults emphasized interpersonal OPB. In 
contrast, the younger adult group, while still predominantly engaging in 
interpersonal OPB, had the highest involvement in ideological OPB 
compared to all other age groups. These findings offer preliminary ev-
idence of age-related differences in OPB.

We found that participants from the older adult group mentioning 
online prosocial behavior primarily about direct actions, such as 
teaching others, sharing useful information, and providing emotional 
support. This suggests that older adults may view the Internet as an 
extension of traditional offline prosocial behavior (i.e., interpersonal 
PB). In contrast, younger adults talked about prosocial behaviors in a 
broader spectrum such as addressing issues of injustice, protecting the 
environment, and conserving history through online petitions and 
advocacy. This implies that, in addition to using the Internet to extend 
the offline prosocial behavior (i.e., interpersonal PB), younger adults 
have a relatively greater capacity to have knowledge of other forms of 
prosocial behavior (i.e., ideological PB) in cyberspace.

These differences can be attributed to the distinct life experiences of 
different generational cohorts. In our study, the older adult group is 
comprised of members of the baby boomer generation (Dimock, 2019) 
who grew up during a time when online technologies were not widely, if 
at all, available. This may have left them feeling overwhelmed by the 
sudden proliferation of new technologies in their midlife. As a result, 
their utilization of the Internet tends to be limited in functionality, 
primarily focused on maintaining connections with family and friends 
(Wang et al., 2017).

Conversely, the middle-aged adult group and the young-middle-aged 
adult group, which largely correspond to Generation X and Millennials 
respectively, came of age during the rise of the Internet and the expo-
nential growth of technological innovations, making them more at ease 
with technology and online experiences (Sia et al., 2022). Lastly, the 
younger adult group, which largely corresponds to Generation Z, grew 
up with ubiquitous Internet access and possesses an even greater fa-
miliarity with technology (Sia et al., 2022). Consequently, individuals 
from these three younger generations are more adept at leveraging 
technology to accomplish diverse tasks and goals, and are thus more 
likely to know about or be involved in ideological prosocial behaviors 
than the older adult group.

Moreover, the findings of the heightened ideological prosociality 
among the younger cohorts echoes the introduction’s assertion about 
their stronger sense of global identity. This trend highlights how their 
enhanced digital literacy and early exposure to the Internet facilitate a 
deeper connection to global issues. Younger generational cohorts are 
hence more likely to prioritize global issues and actively pay attention to 
or engage in ideological prosociality in the cyberworld.

Another possible explanation for the greater attention to and 
mentioning of ideological OPB among the younger cohorts is their 
higher sense of control. People in various age groups hold different at-
titudes and beliefs regarding their ability to influence the world. There 
are age differences in levels of internal locus of control, which refers to 
people’s beliefs in their ability to bring about an outcome through their 
actions (Rotter, 1966). Longitudinal data collected by Gatz and Karel 
(1993) found that internal locus of control decreases after middle age. 
Subsequent research also found that younger people tend to have higher 
levels of perceived control that decline with age (Mirowsky, 1995).

It is possible that younger individuals with higher perceived control 
have more confidence in participating in ideological prosociality and 
creating an impact on people around the world. Cleveland et al., 2005
claimed that the sense of control over some aspects of the external world 
motivates individuals to care about and improve those aspects. Previous 

research supports this notion, indicating that higher levels of perceived 
control are associated with volunteering and social participation (Curtis 
et al., 2016; Infurna et al., 2011).

Studies have also found that those with a higher internal locus of 
control have a higher perceived efficacy to influence the political system 
and are more active in politics (Cohen et al., 2001). The active partici-
pation of young people in social movements is also evident in Hong 
Kong. For instance, during the 2019 anti-extradition bill movement, 
which challenged a proposed law allowing extraditions to mainland 
China, the majority of demonstrators were young, with nearly half in 
their twenties and almost one-fifth in their thirties (Statista, 2019). 
These findings are consistent with our results that participants from 
younger generations were more concerned about social and political 
issues compared to the older adult group.

Contrary to our expectations, participants in the middle-aged group 
(ages 45–59) demonstrated a greater concern for ideological prosociality 
and had a particular focus on environmental issues, compared to the 
young-middle-aged group (ages 30–44). According to Erik Erikson’s 
psychosocial development theory, individuals in middle adulthood will 
enter the generativity stage, characterized by the concern for and 
commitment to the next generation (Erikson, 1950). During this stage, 
generative adults will attend more to their contribution to the next 
generation and society as a whole (Peterson & Stewart, 1993). Hence, 
middle-aged adults might strive to contribute to a positive change in 
society and create a better environment for future generations (Ehlman 
& Ligon, 2012). Indeed, generativity has been found to be associated 
with pro-environmental attitudes (Barnett et al., 2019; Matsuba et al., 
2012), as environmentalism is considered an important aspect of 
expressing generativity (Jia et al., 2016).

Interestingly, the older adult group did not exhibit the same level of 
environmental concern as the middle-aged group, possibly due to their 
limited ability to use the Internet to engage in non-interpersonal pro-
social behavior. It may explain why the middle-aged group demon-
strates a greater involvement in ideological prosociality with a special 
focus on environmental issues. To mobilize middle-aged and older 
adults in support of pro-environmental behavior, initiatives could focus 
on community-based programs that emphasize their generative role, 
such as local conservation projects or educational workshops on sus-
tainable practices. Additionally, leveraging accessible technology and 
providing support for digital literacy can empower these groups to 
engage more effectively with online platforms that promote environ-
mental initiatives. Engaging in generative activities can increase the 
well-being of these middle-aged and older individuals by fostering a 
greater sense of meaning and purpose in life, as well as enhancing their 
overall life satisfaction (Becchetti & Bellucci, 2021; Villar, 2012).

Although our findings indicate that the majority of OPBs are inter-
personal in nature, younger adults showed greater concern for ideo-
logical OPBs than all other age groups. Such empirical evidence can be 
used to inform charitable organizations to tailor online campaigns for 
different age groups. To give an example, charitable campaigns that aim 
to end child poverty may target older audiences by adopting an inter-
personal approach that emphasizes personalization and proximity, such 
as launching a child sponsorship program. Specifically, sponsors can 
choose a child according to certain criteria such as his/her name, age, 
gender, family background, and home country. Along with this, they 
will be sent photos and updates of the sponsored child, thereby devel-
oping a connection with them via electronic communication or virtual 
visits. These tangible outcomes of their prosocial behavior toward an 
individual may be particularly appealing to older adults.

In contrast, for the same goal of ending child poverty, charitable 
campaigns that target younger adults may adopt an ideological 
approach through hashtag activism, which is retweeting and sharing 
hashtags on social media to support various social causes, mobilize 
communities, and bring about positive social change (Ames & McDuffie, 
2023). The use of hashtags allows netizens to spread awareness about 
child poverty throughout the world, opening up conversations around a 
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larger and collective effort to tackle the root cause of this problem. 
While this kind of hashtag activism may not bring immediate and direct 
benefits to impoverished children, it has the potential for more 
long-term success in advancing policies that prioritize child protection. 
Therefore, it may be especially appealing to younger audiences who are 
generally concerned about justice and equality.

To enhance motivation for prosocial behavior across all age groups, 
NGOs can incorporate gamification elements that reward users for 
participating in prosocial activities. For younger users, this might 
include social sharing, competitions, or challenges centred on ideolog-
ical prosocial goals. For older adults, incentives can emphasize com-
munity impact, such as recognition for mentorship or direct support to 
individuals. Moreover, rewards can be designed to appeal to all age 
groups, featuring badges or points that signify collective achievements 
in prosocial actions and foster a sense of shared accomplishment. Online 
platforms should also focus on facilitating connections among users of 
different ages to promote cross-generational engagement in prosocial 
behavior. Features like mentorship programs, collaborative projects, 
and intergenerational challenges can enable younger users to learn from 
the experiences of older users while providing opportunities for older 
individuals to gain fresh perspectives from younger generations. By 
fostering these joint initiatives, platforms can cultivate a sense of com-
munity and shared purpose that resonates with all age groups, ulti-
mately enhancing engagement in prosocial behavior.

However, as mentioned earlier, interpersonal prosociality is posi-
tively, whereas ideological prosociality is negatively, related to well- 
being (Nezlek, 2023). To battle the psychological and moral fatigue 
associated with ideological prosocial behavior, NGOs should encourage 
young people—who often have the time and flexibility due to fewer 
responsibilities such as not having children—to engage more in inter-
personal prosocial activities, like volunteering. By highlighting the im-
mediate impact of their efforts through stories of those who benefit 
directly, organizations can inspire action. Creating hands-on opportu-
nities, such as community service projects and mentorship programs, 
can foster connection and promote responsibility. Utilizing social media 
to showcase these volunteering activities and incorporating skill devel-
opment components can also attract participation. Building a sense of 
community among young volunteers through networking and recogni-
tion programs can motivate ongoing involvement. Lastly, educating 
young people about local needs will help encourage engagement in 
making a tangible difference. By engaging young people in interpersonal 
prosocial activities, we can enhance their well-being and create a more 
compassionate and interconnected community.

Our findings revealed that people of all ages are exposed to different 
kinds of prosociality on the Internet, which is in line with previous 
research indicating that advances in Web 2.0 technologies have pro-
vided new opportunities for the engagement of online prosocial 
behavior such as pro-environmental actions (Ballew et al., 2015). 
Nevertheless, along with the increase in online activities, cybercrimes 
such as scams and fraud are also on the rise, with older adults particu-
larly vulnerable to such crimes (Federal Bureau of Investigation, 2022). 
It was reported that in 2021, people aged 60 years or above accounted 
for nearly a quarter of all cybercrime losses in the United States, to the 
amount of USD 1.7 billion—a staggering 74.4% increase from 2020 
(Federal Bureau of Investigation, 2022).

Older adults’ heightened susceptibility to online risks may be 
attributed to their limited digital literacy (Guess et al., 2020). As 
mentioned previously, they did not grow up with technology and may 
have only recently begun to adapt to digital technologies. As a result, 
they may face challenges in assessing the reliability of online informa-
tion with their limited skills, making it easier for them to believe in 
misinformation. To help bridge the age gap in digital literacy and protect 
seniors against cybercrimes, government bodies, technology industry 
leaders, non-profit organizations, and education providers should offer 
digital literacy training programs for them. These programs would equip 
older individuals with knowledge and skills to identify online threats 

and evaluate information, enabling them to stay safe while engaging in 
prosocial behavior or other positive activities in the online world. 
Additionally, policymakers should rightly devise and implement 
cybersecurity policies that maintain a secure environment for seniors.

Our research reveals distinct patterns of prosocial behavior across 
different age groups in the online environments, highlighting the crucial 
role of digital platforms in fostering these behaviors. To enhance the 
effectiveness of online platforms, developers and platform managers 
should ensure that their designs are accessible, intuitive, and engaging 
for users of age groups. This could involve incorporating age-friendly 
features, improving user interfaces, and creating inclusive environ-
ments that encourage prosocial interactions. Furthermore, organizations 
and community leaders can leverage these platforms to promote pro-
social campaigns tailored to different age groups, optimizing engage-
ment and impact. It is also important to continually monitor how 
emerging technologies influence prosocial behavior, ensuring that dig-
ital tools remain adaptable and effective in fostering positive social ac-
tions across diverse demographics.

5. Limitations and future research

There are some limitations in our research that deserve further 
consideration. First, although our qualitative results provide significant 
implication about age difference in online prosocial behaviors, our re-
sults did not reflect participants’ Internet usage frequency and digital 
literacy, which can be an influencing factor on people’s knowledge of 
and access to various forms of online prosocial behavior. The current 
study was based on the online experience of respondents from Hong 
Kong—one of the most technologically advanced places in the world 
with an Internet penetration rate of 95.6%, far higher than the global 
average of 67.1% (Statista, 2024a). Since the digital divides can impede 
people’s online prosociality (Naqshbandi et al., 2023), our data are not 
necessarily reflective of the experiences of most people in the world, or 
the relationship between Internet usage and online prosociality. To 
strengthen our knowledge of age disparities in online prosociality and 
the possible affecting factors, future research may expand to other 
countries with various levels of access to the web, and may also collect 
participants’ Internet usage and digital literacy among these countries, 
such as the Ghana and Kenya which are in the middle (69.8%) and lower 
(40.8%) bands of Internet penetration rate (Statista, 2024a).

Second, our research findings were based on respondents from Hong 
Kong, who may not represent those in Mainland China due to significant 
cultural, social, and political differences. For example, recent research 
indicates that communist-authority priming can promote prosocial 
behavior among university students in Mainland China, as participants 
may feel they are being watched (Sheng et al., 2022). However, given 
that Hong Kong operates under capitalism whereas Mainland China is 
governed by socialism with Chinese characteristics (Boer, 2021), it is 
uncertain whether communist-authority priming would have the same 
effects on prosociality in Hong Kong as it does in Mainland China. Future 
research should compare diverse Chinese contexts to better understand 
how cultural and regional factors influence prosocial behavior.

Third, the themes and subthemes of our qualitative analysis were 
built upon the theoretical conceptualization of interpersonal and ideo-
logical prosociality (Nezlek, 2022), a model that awaits more empirical 
testing. Even though this model is conceptually sound and intellectually 
reasonable, the constructs of interpersonal and ideological prosociality 
rely solely on two and three items (benevolence and universalism, 
respectively) from the World Value Survey (Schwartz et al., 2012) as 
proxies. Although such value variables may be useful in depicting peo-
ple’s prosocial thoughts and beliefs, they may not accurately reflect 
people’s actual prosocial behavior.

To provide stronger empirical support for the conceptual model, 
future research should develop and validate a psychometric tool that 
directly measures the constructs of interpersonal and ideological pro-
sociality, covering both attitudinal and behavioral aspects. An original 
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and dedicated psychometric tool will enable the application of a quan-
titative approach to complement the qualitative findings of this study, 
providing more compelling empirical evidence for the conceptual model 
of interpersonal and ideological prosociality. Future research could also 
consider incorporating the third type of prosociality (i.e., mixed proso-
ciality) into the dichotomous conceptual model of interpersonal and 
ideological prosociality, thereby deepening our understanding of the 
dimensionality of prosociality.

Lastly, although the present study provides a snapshot of the age 
difference in the experience of online prosocial behavior, it does not 
assess the psychological benefits or harms of such experience. Although 
the positive effects of prosocial behavior on well-being are well- 
documented, it is noteworthy that existing empirical evidence is 
mainly drawn from interpersonal prosociality (Hui et al., 2020; Son & 
Padilla-Walker, 2020)—the type of helping acts characterized by the 
direct relationship between actions, outcomes, and positive and imme-
diate feedback, which is often worthy and rewarding, and thus, bene-
ficial to well-being.

In contrast, ideological prosociality—the type of helping acts where 
the direct relationship between actions and outcomes is unclear, and 
positive and immediate feedback is rarely provided—may result in a 
sense of worthlessness and frustration, which may be detrimental to 
well-being. As discussed previously, a recent study (Nezlek, 2023) 
analyzed nine waves of the European Social Survey from 2002 to 2018 
(ESS, 2021). The analyses found that endorsing interpersonal prosocial 
values was positively related to well-being (e.g., satisfaction with life), 
whereas endorsing ideological prosocial values was negatively related to 
well-being. Future research should explore the possible differential ef-
fects of these two types of prosociality on well-being, in both online and 
offline contexts.

6. Conclusion

In conclusion, our study has provided valuable insights into the na-
ture of online prosocial behavior and the influence of age on individual 
engagement in such behaviors. Using a new framework of interpersonal 
and ideological prosociality to understand OPB, we have identified a 
new category of mixed OPB that captures the complexity of online 
helping acts. Furthermore, our study has revealed that interpersonal 
OPB is the most prevalent form of engagement across age groups, 
particularly among the older adult group. However, younger adults, 
while still primarily engaging in interpersonal OPB, also demonstrate a 
propensity for ideological OPB. These findings underscore the need for 
further research in the conceptual framework of prosociality and a 
deeper understanding of how individuals from different age groups 
navigate and contribute to online communities. Our results also high-
light the importance of age-related factors in future research on online 
prosocial behavior, and our results may have implications for designing 
online prosocial campaigns and strategies such as those conducted by 
charitable organizations. Lastly, they can inform governments in 
devising policies related to online activities and in providing support for 
research on OPB.
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