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3 AGE AS AN INDICATOR FOR VOLUNTEERING IN LATER 
LIFE2

 

 

Abstract 
Volunteering in later life receives considerable attention due to its benefits for older 
volunteers, voluntary associations and society. Research and activation programs, 
however, struggle with the complexity of predicting who volunteers. We therefore ask 
whether a rough identification of older volunteers solely based on age is possible. This 
question is examined via structural equation models, using international survey data. 
We find the direct effect of age on the time older persons spend volunteering negligi-
ble. The indirect effects of age via paid work and health status, however, show a dis-
tinct age pattern. They show that the time spent volunteering visibly declines in the 
age bracket 60-79 years. This pattern is stable across gender and countries. We, 
therefore, find age suitable as a rough indicator for volunteering in later life, even 
across countries. Those findings can simplify studying older volunteers and designing 
activation programs for them. 
 
Introduction 
During the previous decades, interest in volunteering in later life increased due to its 
benefits for voluntary organizations, society and for the older individuals themselves. 
Older persons are a substantial resource for voluntary organizations, as they spend 
more hours volunteering in organizations than middle-aged and young persons do 
(Hendricks & Cutler, 2004). Their volunteering increases social cohesion and the 
overall level of welfare in a country (Putnam, 2000). Moreover, by volunteering, they 
enhance their own well-being and sense of purpose (Fraser, Clayton, Sickler, & Tay-
lor, 2009). In a time when governments try to reduce their welfare spending and in-
stead strengthen their citizens’ contributions to welfare production (Gilbert, 1993; Pier-
son, 2006), all these benefits draw attention to volunteering in later life.  

Previous studies on volunteering in later life were more focused on the com-
plexity of identifying volunteers among older persons than on giving a rough but sim-
ple indication of who volunteers. We know, for example, that volunteering in later life 
depends on previous volunteering experience, educational level, health, gender, age, 
occupational group, country of residence, and other activities a person is involved in 
(see e.g. Einolf, 2009; Erlinghagen & Hank, 2006; Kim, Kang, Lee, & Lee, 2007; Van 
der Meer, 2006; Webb & Abzug, 2008). Yet while this detailed knowledge has its me-
rits, there are situations where a simple age-based identification of volunteers would 
be preferable, even at the cost of less precision. This is, for example, the case when 
governments do social accounting, which profits from simple statistics on which part of 
                                                           
2 This chapter has been submitted to an international peer-reviewed journal as: Komp, K., Van Tilburg, 
T., & Broese van Groenou, M.: Age as an indicator for volunteering in later life.    



Age-pattern in volunteering 
 

29 

 

the population is productive. It is also the case when researchers plan studies on older 
volunteers and need to decide which age-groups to include. Moreover, policy-makers 
and voluntary organizations could profit from an age-based identification in that it 
would give them a quick screening tool for whom to address in programs supporting 
volunteering in later life.  

Considering the advantages of an age-based identification of older volun-
teers, it is no surprise that several studies already utilized this approach. They usually 
did so by picking an age-group without further justifying their choice (e.g. Sorensen, 
2006; Suanet, Broese van Groenou, & Braam, 2009), though some authors suggested 
that the lower age-boundary should correspond to retirement and the higher one to 
the onset of poor health (Komp, Van Tilburg, & Broese van Groenou, 2009; Laslett, 
1996). To our knowledge, the suitability of either of these age-based approaches to 
identifying older volunteers has never been tested. We will fill these lacunae with the 
present paper. The research questions we will answer are: (1) In how far can the di-
rect effect of age explain volunteering in later life? (2) In how far can the indirect ef-
fects of age via paid work and via health status explain volunteering in later life? 

When looking for a suitable age-based identification of older volunteers, it 
would be desirable to find a solution that is robust for variation within and between 
countries. Only such a solution allows for statements about whole populations and for 
international comparisons. We will therefore compare the age-based identification of 
older volunteers across gender and countries. The gender-comparison is a compari-
son of two population groups with very different predispositions for volunteering: older 
men are, for example, higher educated and more likely to be married than women are. 
However, they usually do not need to balance volunteering against informal care-
giving, because it is mainly women who provide informal care (Herzog & Morgan, 
1992; Themudo, 2009; Van der Meer, 2006). The country-comparison will be a com-
parison between welfare regimes. Welfare regimes are ideal types of welfare states, 
which are characterized by different institutional structures (Esping-Andersen, 1990). 
They modify the relevance of individual characteristics for volunteering in later life 
(Erlinghagen & Hank, 2006; Hank & Erlinghagen, 2010). For our study we chose one 
country per welfare regime: Denmark for the social-democratic one, Germany for the 
conservative one, Greece for the rudimentary one, and the United States (US) for the 
liberal one (Esping-Andersen, 1990; Ferrera, 1996). To compare the influence of age 
across gender and countries, we will conduct a multi-group comparison with structural 
equation models. The data for the analyses stems from the Survey of Health, Ageing 
and Retirement in Europe and from the US American Health and Retirement Study. 
 
The direct effect of age on volunteering in later life 
A direct effect of age is included in about all studies on volunteering in later life, 
though the explanation for this effect differs. The most common explanations are age-
related changes of individuals, a cohort effect, and a selection effect. They will be 
presented below.  
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The first explanation is an age-related change of individuals. Such a change 
has been described by the disengagement theory and by the socioemotional selectivi-
ty theory. The disengagement theory states that ageing persons gradually withdraw 
from all social interactions in order to prepare for death (Cumming & Henry, 1961). 
The socioemotional selectivity theory, in contrast, states that older persons selectively 
withdraw from social interaction they do not perceive as emotionally significant, due to 
an increasing awareness of limited life-time (Carstensen, 1995). Both theories see the 
reason for an age-related change in social interaction in the individuals’ awareness of 
ageing.  

The second explanation for a relation between age and volunteering is a co-
hort-effect. A cohort-effect links differences between age-groups at one point of time 
to the fact that the social situations and logics of actions differ between those age-
groups, due to historical differences in their life-course (Gilleard & Higgs, 2002, 2007; 
Rotolo & Wilson, 2004). The central argument in this explanation is that personal his-
tory shapes individuals’ activities such as volunteering.  

The third explanation for a relation between age and volunteering is a selec-
tion effect. Personal characteristics influence the life-expectancy, which creates age-
differences in the distribution of personal characteristics. In the older age-groups, 
there are for example more women, widows and widowers, and persons with a high 
educational level and high income (Arber & Cooper, 1999; Naess, Hernes & Blane, 
2006). As those characteristics influence the engagement in volunteering, age-
differences in volunteering result.  

Those explanations can easily be extended to also explain country- and 
gender-differences. Culture and social norms in a country influence how persons ex-
perience old age. They might moreover create gender-differences in this experience 
(Fung, Stoeber, Yeung, & Land, 2008; Hurd Clarke & Griffin, 2008). Additionally, the 
history of a country shapes its citizens’ personal histories (Gilleard & Higgs, 2007; 
Karisto, 2007). Finally, the kind of health care system a country adopted can influence 
the life-expectancy (Nolte & McKee, 2008). Consequently, country- and gender-
differences in volunteering in later life might occur.  

The three explanations for a direct effect of age might all be appropriate to 
some degree, though we cannot test them against each other in our analyses. What 
we can see is their combined effect – an age-stratification of volunteering in later life. 
This is sufficient for the purpose of our study, which is to develop an age-based identi-
fication of older volunteers. However, testing the explanations against each other 
seems to be a worthwhile topic for future studies. 
 
The indirect effects of age on volunteering in later life via paid work 
and via health status 
Studies on the young old (synonymously: the third age) usually equate the time avail-
able for volunteering in later life to the years between retirement and the onset of poor 
health (Komp et al., 2009; Laslett, 1996). Those years are seen as a distinct life-
phase, meaning a longer-lasting situation that is associated with a certain social role 



Age-pattern in volunteering 
 

31 

 

and certain activities (O’Rand, 2003; Settersten & Mayer, 1997). In the case of the 
young old, the social role is the one of a resourceful person who can engage in activi-
ties of his or her own choice. The decreasing time older persons spend on paid work 
frees time for other activities, thereby marking the beginning of this life-phase. Older 
persons’ deteriorating health, on the other hand, hampers activities, thereby marking 
the end of this life-phase (Komp et al., 2009; Laslett, 1996). This perspective can be 
modelled in two indirect effects of age. 
 
The indirect effect of age via paid work 
Volunteering might owe the bigger part of its age-stratification to the effect of paid 
work, as there is an institutionalized influence of age on paid work (Gauthier & 
Smeeding, 2003; Kohli, 2007). Retirement regulations determine at what age the citi-
zens of a country can retire with full pensions. They moreover determine whether 
persons have the possibility to retire earlier and at which pension levels (European 
Commission, 2005). As a result, a country-specific relation between age and paid 
work emerges. Table 3.1 shows that Germany and Greece, the two countries with the 
lowest mandatory retirement ages and with alternative pathways to early retirement 
via long-term unemployment respectively disability benefits, have the lowest effective 
retirement ages. The United States, in contrast, where no mandatory retirement age 
exists, has the highest effective retirement ages among men and women. In all coun-
tries men retire later than women, even though this gender-difference is only institu-
tionalized in the mandatory retirement age in Greece. 

Age-differences in the time spent on paid work can translate into age-
differences in volunteering, though the kind of effect is disputed. On the one hand, 
decreasing time spent on paid work can increase the participation in volunteering. 
This is because men who reduce their working time have more time available for other 
activities, such as volunteering (Mutchler, Burr, & Caro, 2003). They might moreover 
experience a loss of purpose, which they try to fill with volunteering (Choi, Burr, Mut-
chler, & Caro, 2007). For women, however, those mechanisms are less pronounced, 
as they provide care to kin and friends before and after retirement (Themudo, 2009; 
Van der Meer, 2006). Those care-giving activities can help them to maintain a sense 
of purpose throughout their later life and they can take up the time they might other-
wise have used volunteering. On the other hand, decreasing time spent on paid work 
can decrease the time spent volunteering. This might happen because volunteering 
that is intended to facilitate business contacts and to acquire job-related skills ceases. 
Additionally, contact with co-workers who might provide information on volunteering 
possibilities and act as a link to voluntary organizations will decrease (Mutchler et al., 
2003). 

 
 

 
 
 



Age-pattern in volunteering 

32 

 

 
Table 3.1: Indicators for the relation between age, paid work and the health status, 
2004  

 Denmark Germany Greece United 
States 

Paid work      

   Mandatory retire-   
   ment age (m/w) 67/67 65/65 65/60 none  

   Early retirement  
   possibilities  

Disability pensions, 
long-term unem-
ployment benefits 

Long-term 
unemploy-ment 

benefits  

Disability 
benefits 

Does not 
apply  

   Effective retire- 
   ment age (m/w) 64/62 62/61 62/61 65/63 

Health status  

   Public health care  
   expenditures p.c. (ppp) 2,600 2,400 1,200 2,700 

   Healthy life- 
   expectancy (m/w) 69/71 70/74 69/73 67/71 

 

Notes: (a) (m/w) means ‘men respectively women’ 
  (b) p.c. means ‘per capita’ 
 (c) ppp means ‘purchasing power parities’ 
 (d) the data on the healthy life-expectancy are from 2003  
 
(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2006, 2008, 2009; World Health Organi-
zation, 2009)  
 
 
The indirect effect of age via health status 
Ageing brings about deteriorating health, which in turn is associated with the participa-
tion in volunteering. This way, health status can become a marker for age strata in 
volunteering. In comparison to the indirect effect via paid work, however, country-
differences are less clearly pronounced, because they are not institutionalized.  

The ageing process is usually associated with deteriorating health. Free radi-
cals, somatic mutation and genetically controlled mechanisms are only some of the 
biological factors held responsible for it (Shringarpure & Davies, 2009). Beside those 
biological factors, there also are numerous social factors that influence health status 
and thereby create social inequalities in health. Examples are the personal characte-
ristics income, educational level, marital and employment status (Huisman, Kunst, & 
Mackenbach, 2003; Rostad, Deeg, & Schai, 2009), which vary across gender and 
countries, thereby creating gender- and country-differences in the association be-
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tween age and health. The country-differences are further enhanced by country-
specific features of the health care system, for example regarding health insurances, 
access to health care services, and the standard treatments prescribed (Gauthier & 
Smeeding, 2003). A first impression of country-differences in the health care system 
can be gained from Table 1, which lists the public health care expenditures per capita 
in 2004: they range from 1,200 purchasing power parities (ppp) in Greece to 2,700 
ppp in the US. Table 1 moreover shows the healthy life-expectancy (HALE) at birth in 
2003. In that year, HALE was higher for women than for men in all countries, with 
Germany having the highest (70 years for men, 74 years for women) and the US hav-
ing the lowest (67 respectively 71 years) values.  

The age-related deterioration of health is often assumed to influence a per-
son’s participation in volunteering, though some studies challenge the direction of the 
causal connection. Generally speaking, deteriorating health limits a person’s capability 
to volunteer, which reduces the participation in volunteering (Gauthier & Smeeding, 
2003; Suanet, Broese van Groenou & Braam, 2009). This mechanism is particularly 
relevant for women, as they are often involved in hands-on helping tasks when they 
volunteer (Themudo, 2009). This mechanism might moreover differ between coun-
tries, as the tasks of volunteers and the importance attached to volunteering differ 
between countries (Erlinghagen & Hank, 2006; Gauthier & Smeeding, 2003; Hank & 
Erlinghagen, 2010). Some authors reported that there also is a reversed effect, in 
which volunteering influences health status. The suggested mechanism is that volun-
teering enhances life-satisfaction and social integration, which in turn enhances health 
(Bennett, 2005; Choi et al., 2007; Li & Ferraro, 2006). It is not the aim of the present 
study to test these two mechanisms against each other. Instead, we will content our-
selves with the knowledge that there is an influence of health on volunteering and 
leave it up to future studies to entangle it from the reversed effect. 
 
Methods 
Data 
For this study, data on persons aged 50-84 in 2004 were obtained from the Survey of 
Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe (SHARE) and the Health and Retirement 
Study (HRS), two panel studies on older persons’ health, social and economic situa-
tion. HRS provided a model for SHARE, and therefore both datasets are compatible 
(Börsch-Supan & Juerges, 2005). From HRS, data on 17,695 US Americans were 
obtained. From SHARE, data on 1,535 Danes, 2,877 Germans and 2,547 Greeks 
were obtained. Cases with missing data were excluded case-wise. An analysis of the 
missing data suggests that data is missing at random. Data in both samples is clus-
tered within households. To correct for this, we randomly selected one person per 
gender from each household. Keeping one person per gender is possible, as we treat 
men and women as separate groups. Finally, a sample of 1,200 men and 1,200 wom-
en with the following age distribution was drawn from HRS: 45 percent being 50-59 
years, 28 percent being 60-69 years, 20 percent being 70-79 years, and 7 percent 
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being 80-84 years. This way, sample sizes are comparable between countries and the 
oversampling of persons aged 70 years and older in the HRS is corrected for. In the 
final sample, there are 2,400 cases from the US, 1,524 from Denmark, 2,788 from 
Germany, and 2,434 from Greece. Table 3.2 describes the number of cases for each 
step of data selection per country and gender. 
 
Table 3.2: The sample size during the process of data selection, by gender and coun-
try 

 Denmark Germany Greece US 

 men women men women men women men women 

Original dataset 730 805 1356 1521 1201 1346 7601 10094 

Deleting case-
wise 722 802 1324 1487 1160 1283 7558 10055 

Selecting per 
household 

722 802 1322 1466 1156 1278 7513 9990 

Drawing sam-
ple US 722 802 1322 1466 1156 1278 1200 1200 

 
 
Measures 
The variable ‘age’ is categorical, with each category standing for five consecutive 
years of age. This allows for capturing non-linear trends.  

The variable ‘time spent on paid work’ expresses the time spent on main and 
secondary jobs in hours per week. SHARE asked for main and secondary jobs: “Re-
gardless of your basic contracted hours, how many hours a week do you usually work 
in this job, excluding meal breaks but including any paid and unpaid overtime?”. The 
amount of hours was totaled. HRS asked: “How many hours a week do you usually 
work on this job/in this business?”. Respondents could name an amount of hours or 
give a minimum and a maximum value. In the latter case, we calculated the mean. 
The working hours per week reported varied between 0 and 126.  

Health status is measured as the number of activities of daily living (iADL; see 
Katz, 1983) in which a person suffers limitations. Seven iADLs are considered: Using 
a map to get around in a strange place, preparing a hot meal, shopping for groceries, 
making telephone calls, taking medications, doing work around the house and garden, 
and managing money (Kuder-Richardson 20 is 0.78 in Denmark and Germany, 0.81 in 
Greece, and 0.65 in the US). For each iADL, difficulties lasting more than three 
months due to physical, mental, emotional or memory problems had been inquired 
(answer categories yes/no). When adding up the iADLs a person is limited in, we ob-
tain a scale from 0 to 7.  

The variable ‘time spent on volunteering’ expresses the time spent on any 
kind of voluntary and charitable work in hours per week. HRS asked whether respon-
dents had spent any time in the past twelve months doing volunteer work for religious, 
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educational, health-related or other charitable organizations. Possible answers were 
none, approximately 50, 100, or 200 hours, or one of the categories 0-50, 50-100, 
100-200, and more than 200 hours (imputed as 25, 75, 150 and 250 hours). The 
number of hours per year was transformed into hours per month. SHARE asked 
whether respondents had done any voluntary and charity work within the last month. 
Answer categories were “almost daily”, “almost every week” and “less often”. We im-
puted these categories as 21, 2.9 and 0.04 hours per month. The imputations were 
obtained by relating the answer categories to each other (“almost daily” was inter-
preted as 5 days/week, “almost every week” as 3 weeks/month, “less often” as year-
ly), and setting the highest amount (“almost daily”) to 250 hours per year (the highest 
possible amount in HRS). As a result, we received values ranging from 0 to 21 hours 
per month. 

Table 3.3 shows sample characteristics. About every fifth person in our sam-
ple volunteers, except for Greek women, among whom every second person volun-
teers. The time each volunteer spends volunteering is either equal between genders 
or slightly higher among men. It ranges from 3.6 hours per month among US Ameri-
can men to 5.1 hours per month among Greek and German men. 
 
Analysis 
We calculated the direct influence of age (Model 1) and the indirect influences of age 
via paid work and via health status (Model 2) in separate models. In each model we 
compared men and women in Denmark, Germany, Greece and the US. We calculated 
three versions of each model to determine in how far we can generalize across gend-
er and countries while maintaining a good model fit.  

The models were analyzed as multi-group structural equations models (SEM), 
using AMOS 16.0.1. Each gender and country was defined as a separate group, 
which adds up to a total of eight groups. This approach allows for two things: First, 
regression weights can be calculated for each gender and country separately, while 
obtaining information on the model fit for all genders and countries together. Second, 
it can be tested whether regression weights are equal between genders and countries. 
To account for the non-normality, model fit indices and regression weights were calcu-
lated using a bootstrapping approach (Blunch, 2008). To increase the comparability of 
the coefficients, we moreover standardized all variables. 

For the analysis, the models were calculated three times. Each time, another 
step towards a generalization of the models across gender and countries was taken. 
The first time (Model 1-1 respectively 2-1), each group was treated separately. This 
means that the equality of the influence of the age-groups was tested for each gender 
and country separately. If the data indicated it, then the age-groups within one gender 
and country were set equal to each other. The second time (Model 1-2 respectively 2-
2), the model was fitted to the data. This means that the equality of the influence of 
the age-groups was tested for each gender and country separately, across gender 
and across countries. If the data indicated it, then the age-groups were set equal to 
each other within one gender and country, across gender, across countries or across  
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Table 3.3: Sample characteristics 

 

 Denmark Germany Greece         US 

 Men Women Men Women Men Women Men Women 

 

Explanatory variable: Frequencies (in percent) 

Age         

       50-54 23 19 17 20 23 24 24 22 

       55-59 20 22 15 15 21 17 21 23 

       60-64 19 17 20 20 16 15 14 12 

       65-69 13 12 22 19 15 14 14 15 

       70-74 12 12 12 11 13 13 12 13 

       75-79 8 11 11 9 7 10 8 8 

       80-84 5 7 3 6 5 7 7 7 

         

Mediating variables: Mean and standard deviation 

Paid work 
(h/w) 20 (22) 13 (18) 16 (23) 9 (17) 19 (25) 7 (16) 23 (24) 15 (20) 

Limitations 
iADLs 0.2 (0.8) 0.4 (1.0)  0.2 (0.8) 0.3(0.8) 0.2 (0.8) 0.4 (1.0) 0.3 (0.8) 0.6 (0.9) 

         

Explained variable: Frequencies (in percent) 

Volunteering (h/m)        

    > 0 h/m  25 22 20 19 28 49 17 19 

         

Explained variables: Mean and standard deviation 

Volunteering (h/m)        

 per person 1.2 (2.7) 1.0 (2.6) 1.0 (2.7) 0.9 (2.4) 1.4 (3.0) 1.8 (2.8) 0.6 (1.5) 0.7 (1.7) 

per volunteer 4.7 (3.7) 4.7 (3.8) 5.1 (4.1) 4.7 (3.5) 5.1 (3.5) 3.7 (3.0) 3.6 (1.8) 3.7 (1.6) 

         

Notes:  
   (a) h/m = hours per month 
   (b) iADL = instrumental activity of daily living 
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gender and countries. The third time (Model 1-3 respectively 2-3), all groups were set 
equal to each other. This means that the equality of the influence of the age-groups 
was tested across gender and countries. If the data indicated it, then the age-groups 
across gender and countries were set equal to each other. 

The regression coefficients for the direct effect of age (Model 1) are derived 
directly from the analyses, the ones for the indirect effects of age (Model 2) need to be 
calculated. This is done by combining information on both sections of the indirect 
influences. The indirect influence of age via health status, for example, has two sec-
tions: the influence of age on health status and the influence of health status on volun-
teering. An indirect influence is considered significant, if the regression weights for all 
its sections are significant. The strength of the indirect influence equals the product of 
the regression weights of all of its sections. As a consequence of the calculation, we 
only know the regression weights, but not the standard errors for the indirect effects 
(Bollen, 1989). 
 
Results 
The first step to interpreting the results is to determine which version of the models we 
need to look at. In other words, we need to determine whether we can generalize 
across gender and countries while maintaining a good model fit. Model fit indices help 
us making this decision (see Table 3.4). The first model fit index presented, the Bol-
len-Stine p-value, was developed for non-normal data but is sensitive to sample size. 
It indicates a good fit (p<0.05) for all versions of Models 1 and 2. The other three 
model fit indices, the Comparative Fit Index (CFI), the Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI), and 
the root-mean-square error of approximation (RMSEA), were not developed specifical-
ly for non-normal data, but they are insensitive to sample size. They, too, indicate a 
good model for all versions of Models 1 and 2 (RMSEA<0.05; CFI and TLI>0.95) 
(Blunch, 2008; Marsh, Hau, & Wen, 2004). The good fit of all versions of both Models 
lets us choose the version we prefer. Our research interest is to find a universal an-
swer to the research questions. We therefore put the strongest accent on the versions 
of both models that generalize across gender and countries (Model 1-3 and Model 2-
3).  

The direct effect of age on volunteering in later life is weakly developed. 
When setting the coefficients equal across countries and gender (Model 1-3), one only 
find a difference in the oldest age-group (80-84 years). In this age-group, persons 
spend on average 0.07 hours per month less volunteering than in the other age-
groups. Expressed per volunteer, the difference ranges from 8 (among Greek women) 
to 24 (among US American men) minutes per month. Those amounts of time, howev-
er, seem not very reliable considering the models fit indices. The model fit is almost 
identical for all three versions of Model 1, even though the results differ. In the first 
version (Model 1-1), only some groups showed differences. Among Greek women, 
persons aged 65 to 69 years spend less time volunteering. Among Greek men it is 
persons aged 75 to 84, and among Danish women it is persons aged 80 to 84 years. 
In the second version (Model 1-2), however, there were no age differences at all. The 
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three versions of Model 1 thus show in equally valid ways how minimal the direct ef-
fect of age on volunteering in later life is.  
 
Table 3.4: Information and indices on model fit 

 

 Chi-square df p* CFI TLI RMSEA 

 
Model 1: The direct influence of age  

    Model 1-1 156 161 0.006 1.000 1.001 0.000 

    Model 1-2 173 165 0.002 0.999 0.999 0.002 

    Model 1-3 164 164 0.002 1.000 1.000 0.000 

 
Model 2: Indirect influences of age  

    Model 2-1 415 230 0.002 0.983 0.978 0.009 

    Model 2-2 432 258 0.002 0.984 0.982 0.009 

    Model 2-3 746 275 0.002 0.956 0.954 0.014 

 
Notes: 

(a) df = degrees of freedom  
(b) p* was calculated with a Bollen-Stine bootstrap, an approach developed for non-normal data. 
(c) Model X-1: countries and genders treated separately  

 Model X-2: coefficients set equal across countries and gender where data  
                             indicated it  
 Model X-3: all coefficients set equal across countries and gender  

 
 

The indirect effects of age show a distinct pattern in volunteering in later life. 
When setting the coefficients equal across countries and gender (Model 2-3), we find 
such a patter for the indirect effects via paid work and via health status. The indirect 
effect via health status leads to an initial decline in the time spent volunteering. From 
the age-group 50-54 to 70-74 years, the time spent volunteering declines by 0.02 
hours per month. Expressed per volunteer, the difference ranges from 3 (among 
Greek women) to 8 (among US American men) minutes per month. From the age-
group 75-79 years on, the decline is reversed. Persons in the highest age-group 
spend 0.006 hours per month less on volunteering than persons aged 70-74 years. 
Table 3.5 shows the strength of the indirect effect for each age-group separately. It 
moreover shows the direct effects that were used to calculate the indirect effect. 
Those direct effects are the one of age on the time spend on paid work and the one of 
the time spend on paid work on the time spend volunteering. The effect of age on the 
time spend on paid work creates the age differences in the indirect effect. The effect 
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of the time spent on paid work on the time spent volunteering modifies the strength of 
the indirect effect. 
 
Table 3.5: Standardized regression coefficients and standard errors for the indirect 
effect of age via paid work, coefficients set equal across countries and gender (Model 
2-3) 

 

 Paid work Volunteering Volunteering via paid work 

Age:    

   50-54 0 --- 0 

   55-59 -0.077 (0.014) --- -0.004 

   60-64 -0.305 (0.012) --- -0.017 

   65-69 -0.438 (0.009) --- -0.024 

   70-74 eq. --- eq. 

   75-79 -0.403 (0.008) --- -0.022 

   80-84 -0.329 (0.006) --- -0.018 

Paid work  --- 0.055 (0.024) --- 

 
Notes:  
(a) * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 
 (b) The coefficient of the age-group 50-54 years is set to 0 by default, because it is the reference  
       category.  
 (c) 'eq.' indicates that the coefficient equals the coefficient in the age-group right above it.  
(d) ‘---‘ indicates that this effect was not included in the model. 
 
 

The indirect effect of age via health status is described in Table 3.6. Like Ta-
ble 3.5, also this table shows the indirect effect and the two direct effects it is com-
posed of. The first direct effect is the one of age on health status. Health declines from 
the age-group 65-69 years on and reaches a plateau at age 75-79 years. Those age 
differences determine the age differences in the indirect effect of age via health status. 
The second direct effect is the one of health status on the time spent volunteering. It 
determines how strongly the time spent volunteering decreases with deteriorating 
health. Taken together, those two direct effects create the indirect effect of age via 
health status. Consequently, the indirect effect via health status only exists from the 
age-group 65-69 years on. It is most strongly developed in the age-group 75-84 years, 
where it lower the time spent volunteering by 0.02 hours per month. Expressed per 
volunteer, the difference ranges from 3 (among Greek women) to 8 (among US Amer-
ican men) minutes per month. 
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Table 3.6: Standardized regression coefficients and standard errors for the indirect 
effect of age via the health status, coefficients set equal across countries and gender 
(Model 2-3) 

 

 Health status Volunteering Volunteering via health status 

Age:    

   50-54 0 --- 0 

   55-59 eq. --- eq. 

   60-64 eq. --- eq. 

   65-69 0.047 (0.009) --- -0.006 

   70-74 0.095 (0.011) --- -0.011 

   75-79 0.175 (0.013) --- -0.021 

   80-84 eq. --- eq.  

Health status  --- -0.120 (0.014) --- 

 

Notes: 
(a) * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 
 (b) The coefficient of the age-group 50-54 years is set to 0 by default, because it is the reference 
category.  
 (c) 'eq.' indicates that the coefficient equals the coefficient in the age-group right above it.  
(d) ‘---‘  indicates that this effect was not included in the model.  
 
 

Taken together, the indirect effects of age show a clear age pattern in the 
time spent volunteering. When totaling the indirect effect via paid work and the one via 
health status, we find the following pattern. The age-group 55-59 years spends a 
small amount of time (0.004 hours per month) less volunteering that the youngest 
age-group (50-54 years). Expressed per volunteer, this amount equals 0.5 minutes 
(among Greek women) to 1.5 minutes (among US American men) per month. From 
the age-group 60-64 years on, the decrease becomes more pronounced. Persons in 
this age-group spend 0.02 hours per month less volunteering than persons in the 
youngest age-group. The time spent volunteering decreases by another 0.02 hours 
per month until the age-group 74-79 years. Per volunteer, the difference to the young-
est age-group then amounts to 5 (among Greek women) to 15 (among US American 
men) minutes per month. In the oldest age-group (80-84 years), the trend is reversed 
again. Persons in this age-group spend 0.004 hours per month more volunteering 
than persons aged 75-79 years. 
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Discussion 
This article studies the time older persons spend volunteering. In doing so, it under-
lines that older persons can be active and contribute to society. This perspective is 
often promoted under the title “productive ageing” (e.g. Warburton, Paynter, & Pe-
triskyj, 2007). The topic of this article moreover underlines older persons’ place in 
studies on volunteering. Older persons should not only be seen as beneficiaries of 
voluntary action. They also have a place among the volunteers themselves.  

The aim of this article is to determine the effect of age on the time older per-
sons spend volunteering. This aim derives from the interest of researchers, policy-
makers and voluntary organizations in quickly identifying their target groups. It is 
moreover tied to the idea that old age consists of two consecutive stages. Early old 
age (synonymously: the third age, young old) is considered the time for productivity, 
inter alia through volunteering. Late old age (synonymously: the fourth age, old old) is 
considered a time of inactivity (Laslett, 1996; Settersten & Mayer, 1997). The findings 
of this article, therefore, also help to broaden our understanding of the structure of old 
age.  

The first research question was whether there is a direct effect of age on the 
time older persons spend volunteering. We found this effect negligible. This means 
that neither an awareness of ageing, nor personal history, nor selection effects can be 
held responsible for age-patterns in volunteering. Consequently, age alone seems 
insufficient for identifying older volunteers, even if it is only a rough identification. Sole-
ly age-based identifications, therefore, have an air of arbitrariness (Sorensen, 2006).  

The second research question was in how far the indirect effects of age via 
paid work and via health status can explain the time older persons spend volunteer-
ing. We found a distinct age pattern when considering those effects. The indirect ef-
fect via paid work initially leads to an age-related decline in the time spent volunteer-
ing. This might occur because paid work decreases with age and with it the need to 
facilitate business contacts and to acquire job-related skills. Persons, thus, do not 
need to volunteer any more if they only did it for those reasons. Additionally, retire-
ment might weaken the contact to co-workers, who might give information on possibili-
ties for volunteering and act as links to voluntary organizations (Mutchler et al., 2003). 
In the older age-groups, however, this indirect effect shows that slightly more time is 
spent on paid work and volunteering. This might be due to a selection effect within 
those age-groups. Persons in poor health might die earlier, which increases the share 
of healthy persons in the older age-groups. Due to their good health status, those 
persons have better possibilities to work for pay and to volunteer. These explanations 
have important repercussions for intervention into volunteering in later life. They sug-
gest that increasing workforce participation in later life might also increase older per-
sons’ participation in voluntary activities. Current pension reforms aiming at later re-
tirement (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2006) might, 
therefore, indirectly strengthen the voluntary sector.  

The indirect effect of age via health status shows a decrease in the time older 
persons spent volunteering. We explained this decrease with an age-related deteriora-
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tion of health, limiting a person’s capability to volunteer (e.g. Gauthier & Smeeding, 
2003). However, some studies suggest a different mechanism. They argue that volun-
teering has a positive effect on health (e.g. Choi et al., 2007). Future studies still need 
to find a definitive answer to this question of causality. The present article did not test 
the causality. It can, therefore, merely assert that health status can be used as an 
indicator for volunteering in later life.  

When added up, the two indirect effects show a distinct age pattern. From the 
age-group 60-64 years on, the time spent volunteering declines comparatively strong-
ly. In the oldest age-group (80-84 years), the time spent volunteering is slightly in-
creased again. This makes the age-group 60-79 years stand out. We, therefore, rec-
ommend focusing on this age-group when a group of older volunteers needs to be 
quickly identified. This recommendation is in line with previous studies. They usually 
suggested that the third age (synonymously: young old) starts between age 55 and 65 
and ends between 74 and 79 years of age (e.g. Morris & Caro, 1997; Neugarten, 
1974; Sorensen, 2006).  

Surprisingly, we found this age-group to spend less time volunteering than the 
other age-groups. Discussions on the third age (synonymously: young old) usually 
portray the first part of old age as a time of activity. This portrayal is based on the fact 
that persons withdraw from paid work in early old age. They, thus, gain additional 
spare time that could be used on activities such as volunteering (e.g. Komp et al., 
2009; Laslett, 1996; Neugarten, 1974). However, our results underline that the possi-
bility for volunteering is not always used. This divergence between possibility and 
reality needs to be stressed when describing the early part of old age.  

Our findings, however, do not imply that older persons do not volunteer. The 
indirect effects of age explain only up to 15 minutes of the time each volunteer spends 
volunteering per month. This amount is small, when compared to the maximum of 5.1 
hours per month and volunteer we found. There is, therefore, a considerable amount 
of time spent volunteering that age cannot explain. Additional factors, such as educa-
tional level and wealth, need to be considered for an exhaustive explanation of volun-
teering in later life (Erlinghagen & Hank, 2006; Van der Meer, 2006). However, this 
article does not attempt to provide an exhaustive explanation. It attempts to identify an 
age-group in later life that stands out because of its level of volunteering. We achieved 
this goal, even though the identification is based on weak effects of age.  

Future studies can accommodate the weak explanatory power of age for vo-
lunteering in later life in different ways. First, they can use age as an indicator, ac-
knowledging that it only is a rough one. Second, they can refrain from using age as an 
indicator. Instead, they could use a different socio-demographic variable, for example 
wealth. Third, they could develop an alternative explanation for an indirect effect of 
age. We studied the indirect effects of age via paid work and health status, because 
they are the predominant explanations used (see e.g. Laslett, 1996). However, it 
would also be possible to use age to capture generational differences in educational 
level and wealth (Gilleard & Higgs, 2002 and 2007). Future studies could develop 
explanations for indirect effects of age via educational level or wealth on volunteering 
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and test them. Maybe they would show a stronger age pattern in volunteering in later 
life.  

In our analyses, we tried to identify a universal effect of age. For this purpose, 
we compared the effects of age across gender and countries. When we equated the 
indirect effects across gender and countries, the model fit decreased. This means that 
gender- and country-differences exist, but we neglected them. However, we still ob-
tained a good model fit then. This means it is acceptable to neglect gender- and coun-
try-differences in the effects of age we studied. We chose the countries for our ana-
lyses as most different cases among Western societies. Consequently, we expect the 
effects of age we studied to be comparable among most Western societies. Non-
Western societies, however, could render different results. Further research is needed 
to explore age patterns in volunteering in these societies.  

Besides its merits, this study also holds some limitations. The strongest one is 
the fact that we have had to combine data from two different surveys for our analyses. 
Both surveys were harmonized, which means that the combination did not create 
major difficulties. However, some questions and answer categories differed slightly. 
This might have exaggerated the country-differences in our analyses. However, the 
country-differences we found were comparatively small. We still obtained a good 
model fit when neglecting them. We, therefore, assume that the combination of the 
two data sets did not create major disturbances for our analyses.  

Summing up, volunteering in later life can be captured by age. In the age 
bracket 60-79 years, the time spent volunteering decreases. The reasons are de-
creasing working hours and deteriorating health. This age structure seems to apply to 
men and women in most Western societies. Although this influence of age cannot 
provide an exhaustive explanation for volunteering, it is sufficient to render age a 
rough indicator for volunteering in later life. These findings can be used to simplify the 
design of studies of, social accounting on and support programs for older volunteers. 
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