Volunteering is viewed as being beneficial for the elderly because it can
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significantly influences volunteering;
such as socioeconomic status and gender, have a greater influence on volunteer Patterng
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Is Volunteering A Substitute for Role Loss
in Old Age? An Empirical Test of Activity

Theory!

Numerous articles in popular magazines as well as
scholarly and practitioner journals describe the posi-
tive benefits of volunteering for the elderly (cf. Babic,
1972; Einstein, 1973; Grady & Kastetler, 1970; Swartz,
1978). Both the public and private sectors have
acknowledged the importance of volunteering by the
aged and a number of programs are specifically de-
signed to encourage and to facilitate their involve-
ment (Freund, 1971; Sainer & Kallen, 1972; Sainer &
Zander, 1971b; Seguin & O’Brien, 1976; Stone & Vel-
mans, 1980). Programs like RSVP, SCORE and the
Foster Grandparents program are generally viewed
as having two major functions: to provide individuals
with meaningful leisure activities and to provide
organizations with experienced and reliable workers
at no cost. :

Volunteering could potentially fulfill a number of
different needs of the aged: to engage in altruistic
behavior, to acquire new experiences and skills, or to
gain political influence. The literature on senior
citizen volunteering emphasizes another function,
namely, thatitservesasa way of dealing with role loss
in old age:

For the older person who has perhaps suffered a loss —
retirement from work, loss of peer relationships, death of
parents and/or spouse, departure of grown children, or
loss of feelings of self-worth and dignity — the opportunity
to share and to give service is poignantly valuable. To be
able to contribute when one has been reduced to accepting
services — an uncomfortable role for many — is most
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satisfying. Returning to the nurturing role: sharing ones
skills and life experience, and having a destination ¥
which one must dress and leave one’s house, can provide
the raison d'étre for an older adult. (Swartz, 1978, p. 7.

The literature suggests that volunteering has 3 |

positive effect on the well-being of the elderly be
cause it can compensate for role losses in other

areas. The loss or lack of work and family roles i

suggested as an important reason for being involved

in volunteer work. Such activities would enable ind-

viduals to regain the structure and the destination o

a paid job (Rosenblatt, 1966) as well as the emotior#

gratification and social ties of family life.

In view of the current interest in and the policr
significance of senior volunteering, it is curious thi
relatively little empirical research has been com

ducted in this area and no direct empirical test hat &

been made of the central question of whether volus
teering is in fact used as a substitute for role loss
old age. This article considers this question by es
amining whether individuals who lack ties to wort
and to family tend to volunteer more frequently an
devote more time to volunteering than do those
maintaining such involvement.

Theoretical Perspectives

Discussions of the importance of volunteering 1
the elderly reflect the influence of activity theors
This theory suggests that the well-being of clderts
persons is significantly enhanced by maintaining !"iﬁ
activity level of middle age. A higher level of we
being in old age will occur when individuals subst*
tute one role for another. One statement of actn:®
theory argues that

The older person who ages optimally is the person wh®
stays active and who manages to resist the shrinkage ot
social world. He maintains the activities of middle age #
long as possible and then finds substitutes for those Elabis
ties he is forced to relinquish: substitutes for work when ™
is forced to retire; substitutes for friends and loved Onf;f
whom he loses by death. (Havighurst et al., 1968, p. 16%
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rovide 1 as stated earlier, volunteering_is one way in which

: _¢h substitution could be achieved. In this view,
ial chara. * o, the lack or the loss of significant roles serves as
inteer p, . impetus to becoming a volunteer. If activity theory

~lains volunteer patterns among the elderly, the
whowing associations would exist:

; Aged individuals who are not in the labor force more

~ irequently participate in volunteer activities and spend
more time doing volunteer work than those who con-
«nue to be in the labor force.

| . aged individuals who are not married more frequently

" mrticipate in volunteer work and spend more time
doing volunteer work than those who are married.

£ povious Research

awidelv cited report of the SERVE Program (Sainer
4 Zander, 1971b) includes findings which support the
F «iasubstitute view of vo!unteering for the elderly.
twer half of the participants originally joined the
sogram in order to enhance their social contacts.
tao-thirds were unmarried, and over nine in ten
»ere not working. On the basis of participants’
& =otivations and their work and family status, the
- wthors conclude that volunteering could provide
gattached senior citizens with the opportunity. to
- whstitute for lost social roles.

~ Comparisons of volunteers and non-volunteers do

sharing .

! b O
estinatics
*, Can prosd

nily role =t consistently support activity theory. Data from

involk e two National Council on the Aging (NCOA) sur-
ena '~ weys conducted in 1974 and in 1981 show that retire-
‘stinat . ®ent is not associated with a greater tendency to
ey wlunteer (Harris, 1974, 1982). The 1981 study &asind

#4t 24% of retirees and 25% of the employed had
gone some type of volunteer work. Volunteers who
were retired, however, devoted greater amounts of
¥me to such work than those who were still em-
poyed; 5% of the employed and 10% of retirees
‘her ; iper;t 15 or more hours weekly doing volunteer
work,
The findings of three other studies that investi-
fated interest in volunteering rather than actual par-
Jent! § ™pation do not support the supposition that volun-
“the teering is a work-substitute for retirees. Studies of
tiderly residents in Buffalo, New York (Monk &
LAns, 1974) and Newton, Massachusetts (Lambert et
#.,1964) found that employment status was not re-
Wed o interestin or willingness to volunteer. A third
®udy, which used a relatively small sample of elderly
sidents of New York City’s lower east side (Rosen-
1, 1966), partly supports activity theory. It found
Tat the greatest level of interest was expressed by
#ose who were not actually working but wanted to
*ork; such individuals were twice as likely to be
i activity = “erested in volunteering (46%) as those who were
‘ ®orking (21%), retired (20%), or homemakers (9%).
€ studies do not consistently support the view
geol met ‘:’Olunteering is a wor_k-substitut_e during retire-
le ag - th ™. Another perspective on aging, continuity
se act €ory (Atchley, 1972), has been suggested as a
Wi Means of explaining volunteer patterns. Some observ-
i Suggest that the aged who volunteer are primari-
Volunteers who have aged; their involvement in
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volunteer work is longstanding and either remains
constant or expands upon reaching old age. A study
whose sample consisted of senior center participants
found that the major difference between volunteers
and non-volunteers was that the former were joiners,
they had had greater involvement in voluntary asso-
ciations and derived greater enjoyment from belong-
ing to organizations throughout adult life (Dye et al.,
1973).

Research Method

Description of the Americans Volunteer — 1974
Survey

This study is a secondary analysis of data from the
Amerians Volunteer — 1974 survey (ACTION, 1975).
Sponsored by ACTION, the data were gathered as
part of the April 1974 Current Population Survey. The
total sample included 23,830 persons. The 4,339 indi-
viduals used in this study include all those aged 60
and over who were not disabled or students.

The decision to use this data set was based on the
sample’s large size, the fact that it is representative of
the U.S. population, and the broad range of ques-
tions asked. The interview schedule included de-
tailed information on demographic and social char-
acteristics and current employment status as well as
questions on volunteering.

Measures of Volunteer Activity

Volunteering has been measured in two different
ways. The first approach defines it in a restricted
manner, as unpaid work within the context of a for-
mal organization or a voluntary association. This was
the approach used in our data set. The two National
Council on the Aging studies also defined volunteer-
ing in a formal manner. The second approach in-
volves a broader definition that includes formal as
well as informal activities. Thus, the first approach
would consider a friendly visitor, but not a friend
who regularly visits, to be a volunteer. The broader
definition would consider both to be volunteers.

The definition used greatly affects the percentage
of individuals who are categorized as volunteers. The
two Americans Volunteer surveys found that 9% of
persons aged 65 and over volunteered, in 1965 (U.S.
Department of Labor, 1969) whereas 14% did so in
1974 (ACTION, 1975). A survey which defined volun-
teering in both formal and informal terms found that
37% of the aged had volunteered in the 1980-81
period (Gallup, 1981).

Although a detailed discussion of the relative
merits of each type of measure is beyond the scope of
this article, the implications of using a data set that
employs a formal definition of volunteering should
be noted. Insofar as volunteering could serve as a
work-substitute, the restricted definition is more ap-
propriate; volunteering in a formal organization
usually means that an individual has to make a spe-
cific commitment, a condition which makes a volun-
teer position resemble a job. The more restricted
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definition is, however, less appropriate when consid-
ering volunteering as a substitute for family roles
since such roles are not usually played out within a
formal organization.

Two measures of volunteering are used in this
study:

1. Volunteer Participation: All respondents were asked
whether they had done any “unpaid volunteer work”’
during the period between April 1973 and April 1974.
They were shown a list of nine types of organizations to
illustrate the contexts in which volunteering could take
place and were instructed to include work in organiza-
tions which were not on the list. Of the 4,339 respon-
dents included in this analysis, 16.4% had done volun-
teer work during the previous year.

2. Commitment of Volunteers: In order to ascertain the
respondents’ degree of involvement in volunteering
during the previous year, individuals were assigned a
score using two questions: a) How frequently the indi-
vidual had volunteered during the past year (e.g., week-
ly, monthly, once) and b) the total number of hours
spent in volunteer work. Since the responses to these
questions were coded into four or five categories, the
scores range from 2 (volunteered once for 25 hours or
less) to 9 (worked on a weekly basis for a total of 300 or
more hours). The mean score on this measure was 5.49
for the 644 respondents for whom a score could be
calculated.

Findings

Overall Patterns of Volunteer Activity

Individuals aged 60 and older less often volun-
teered than individuals in the general population.
Approximately one in four Americans had done some
type of formal volunteer work in 1974. In contrast,
only 15.7% of all those 60 and over could be defined
as volunteers. The percentages of those over 60 who
were actively involved in volunteering were not sub-
stantial: 7% volunteered two or more times each
month and fewer than 5% estimated their total time
commitment to exceed 100 hours during the pre-
vious year.

In order to consider directly whether volunteering
is a role-substitute, it is necessary to examine closely
whether significant associations exist between the
two dependent variables: volunteer participation
and commitment of volunteers, and indicators of
involvement in work and family roles.

Effect of Work Roles on Volunteers

Activity theory suggests that volunteering is a
work-substitute. If that perspective is supported by
the data, individuals who do not participate in the
labor force would be more involved in doing volun-
teer work than those who are either working or seek-
ing employment.

The findings do not consistently support activity
theory. Labor force status influenced volunteer par-
ticipation among the respondents but in a different
way than predicted by activity theory (see Table 1):
those who were in the labor force more often volun-
teered (19.9%) than those who were not working
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Table 1. Volunteer Participation and Commitment of Vo
by Labor Force Status "
Volunteers?® Comm 3
Labor Force Status % n W‘
®
In the labor force 199 207 ?‘; ‘
Not in the labor force 15.3 504 5.6 .
Homemaker 17.8 349 5.6 i
Retired 1.6 155 5.5 v H
Total 164 711 5.5 w1
*Comparing those in and those out of the labor force, x « rg o

df = 1, p < .001. When the three labor force status Categorie
compared, x* = 34.9, df = 2, p < .001. bt
bComparing those in and those out of the labor force, £

= Y4+
p = .05. e

(15.3%). Retirement did not appear to lead to a grags, +
er tendency for the respondents to become volys, &
teers; those who were in the labor force were, in fas, &
twice as likely as retirees to be volunteers.
The work-substitute function is confirmed whes &
only active volunteers are considered. The comms &
‘ment scores of homemakers and retirees were signs. §
icantly higher than those of respondents who werez i
the labor force. This indicates that, among volua §
teers, the lack or loss of work roles is associated wit £
greater time commitment. These data are consistesg
with the 1981 National Council on the Aging study, §
which found that employed elderly persons wes #
more frequently volunteers but that, among volus s
teers, retirees spent more time doing voluntest §
work.
To analyze further the meaning of these assod# &
tions, they were examined in light of several contréd §
variables: age, education, household income, asd =
gender. :

Effect of Age on the Association Between

Volunteering and Labor Force Participation

The physical ability to engage regularly in volus-
teer work varies greatly within the aged population
In the absence of other indicators, age is used as ¢
proxy for physical abilities; it is assumed that, &
general, younger age is associated with better heali®
and consequently with greater capacity to do volun
teer work.

If physical ability has a great influence on the likel
hood that elderly people volunteer, age is intre*
duced as a control variable to consider whether the
association between volunteering and work siatu#
would be spurious; the greater volunteer particip¥
tion of those who are in the labor force would mam®
be due to the fact that they are also younger. »

Four age categories were used in the analysis: 6012
64,65t069,70t079, and 80 and over. These particul’
breakdowns were utilized because they reflect diffef:
ences in volunteer and labor force participation.

The data in Table 2 indicate that the associatio®
between volunteering and labor force participatiof
among the respondents was partly a spurious oné-
When age is controlled and the two major labor forc€
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Table 2. Percentage of Individuals Who Volunteered By Labor Force Status Controlling For Age

e Labor Force Status
Not in the Labor Force Significance
Age In the Labor Force Total Homemaker Retired x2 df p
m-t&) 20.2 18.9 215 13.1 7.1 2 >.01
o xain=1,129) 19.5 18.4 214 14.4 7.3 2 >.01
B
%% 0= 1.343) 20.3 13.6 5.2 112 8.3 2 .01

o

‘ .geguries are compared, no significant difference
ecears between the participation of those in and out
4 the labor force. When a more detailed breakdown
s wed. however, some differences do appear. In all
fur age Sroups, retirees were far less likely to volun-
. 4er than those continuing to work. Homemakers
wmced to volunteer more frequently than retirees
4.4 less often than those who were still working.

+ asct of Gender on Volunteer Patterns

women volunteer more frequently than men at all
gages of the life cycle. This difference might not be

# apparent among the elderly as in the general.

gepulation because retirement reduces male-female
#ferences with respect to work roles. Because the
L diferences between the volunteer participation of
~ mtirees and homemakers documented in Table 2
mght be due to gender differences, itis important to
. wntrast the volunteer patterns of male and female
tirees. .
- About the same proportion of employed elderly
#en (19.4%) and women (20.7%) were involved in
wlunteering. Male retirees volunteered almost half
® often (10.7%) as female retirees (18%). Among
wlunteers, male retirees showed the same time
ommitment as men who continue to work (Xx=5.3).
Actwvity theory is partly supported by the difference
een women retirees and homemakers; home-
makers did volunteer work more often, but among
%e volunteers retirees spent more time in volunteer-
#g than homemakers. =

Yolunteer Participation, Labor Force Status and
Socioeconomic Status

The greater volunteer participation of those who
¥e employed might be due to socioeconomic factors
*#ther than to work status since the better educated
#d the more affluent have a greater tendency to
*olunteer (ACTION, 1975; Morgan et al., 1979).

The data confirm this supposition; the lower par-
“ipation of retirees can be explained partly by edu-
:3Y)9nal and income differences (Table 4). Volun-
“ering appeared to be more closely related to
"Mployment status among the less educated (those
‘lhomg a high school diploma) and the less affluent
. 03¢ whose total household incomes were less
N3$7,500 per year). For the better educated and the
"‘?fe affluent, significant differences were found be-

ten the employed, retirees, and homemakers, but

==
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Table 3. Volunteer Participation and Commitment of Volunteers By
Labor Force Status and Gender

Mean Commit-

% Who Volunteered ment Score

Male? Female Male  Female

Labor Force Status  (n=1,813) (n=2,526) (n=226) (n=428)
In the labor force 19.4 20.7 5.3 5.1
Not in the labor force 10.5 17.8 5.3 5.7
Homemaker 0.0 18.0 —_ 5.6
Retired 10.7 15.5 5.3 6.2
Total 13.9 18.2 53 5.6

2Comparing those in and those out of the labor force, x> = 27.3,
df =1, p < .001.

they were smaller than those found for the less edu-
cated and the less affluent.

The association between the measure of time com-
mitment and work status is maintained when educa-
tional achievement and h&pisehold income were
added as controls (Table 5). Among volunteers, the
better educated and the more affluent who were not
working were also the most active.

Volunteering and Family Roles

Two indicators of family involvement were in-
cludedin the survey: living arrangements and marital
status. Activity theory suggests that persons who live
alone and those who are not married would show a
greater tendency to volunteerand a higher time com-
mitment than those who live with others or those
who are married.

The data show that neither variable influenced
volunteer participation in the expected fashion. Indi-
viduals who lived alone tended to volunteer only
slightly more often (17.2%) than those living with
others (15.2%, p=n.s.). Married people more often
did volunteer work (17.4%) than the unmarried
(13.4%, x*=12.5, df=1, p < .001), a finding which is
actually the reverse of what activity theory would
predict. However, this finding occurred only for
those under 65. No association was found between
volunteer participation and marital status for respon-
dents who were over 65.

Determinants of Volunteer Participation

The data analysis suggests that an understanding of
volunteering by the elderly requires a more complex
explanation than is provided by activity theory.
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Table 4. Percentage and Numbers of Individuals Who Volunteered by Labor Force Status Controlling for

Educational Achievement and for Yearly Household Income
Labor Force Status S
Not in the Labor Force e
In the
Labor Force Total Homemaker Retired Significance
—
Characteristic % n % n % n % n X df -
- ——
Educational Achievement
Less than high school 14.0 73 9.8 185 10.6 130 6.3 55 23.7 2 <
(n=2,626)
High school graduate or
further schooling 25.7 134 26.8 319 30.1 219 21.6 100 10.7 2 > o
(n=1,713)
Yearly Household Income
$7,499 or less (n=2,164) 19.1 65 12.6 229 15.0 167 8.7 62 25.2 2 <.
$7,500 or more (n=1,210) 22.0 102 217 162 253 103 17.4 59 6.8 2 <5
B

Table 5. Mean Commitment Scores of Volunteers by Labor Force Status Controlling for Educational Achievement and for
Yearly Household Income — -

Labor Force Status

Not in the Labor Force

In the Labor Force Total Homemaker Retired
Score n Score n Score n Score a
Educational Achievement : -
Less than high school 5.1 701 = 5 165 5.3 117 4.7
High school graduate : 2
or further schooling 5.4 124 5.9 208 5.8 199 6.0
Yearly household income
$7,499 or less 4.9 62 5.3 208 53 162 5.3 3%
$7,500 or more 5.4 98 6.1 144 6.1 94 5.9 S8
Socioeconomic factors — household income and related to volunteering (e.g., being unmarried of

educational achievement — as well as age and gen-
der are clearly important in explaining patterns of
volunteering by the elderly.

In order to assess the relative influence of all of the
factors discussed thus far, several stepwise multiple
regression analyses were performed. For heuristic
purposes, five models were developed. The first
three were based on activity theory, the fourth used
the demographic and socioeconomic variables dis-
cussed in the preceding analysis, and the fifth com-
bined the variables of activity theory and the four
variables of Model 4.

Model 1:
Model 2:
Model 3:

Labor force status
Marital status
Labor force status
and marital status
Model 4: Age, gender, education,
and household income
Labor force status,

marital status, age,

gender, education, and
household income

Volunteering
Volunteering

Volunteering

Volunteering
Model 5.

Volunteering

Labor force status (LFSTATUS), marital status
(MARSTATUS), and gender were all treated as dum-
my variables. The category that activity theory or pre-
vious studies would indicate as being most closely

being out of the labor force) was assigned a value of t
and the characteristic less often associated with
volunteering was assigned a score of 0. Therefcre,
males, those in the labor force and those who were
currently married were all assigned scores of 0 for the
purposes of the analysis. Educational achievement
(YRSCHL) was an interval level measure insofar as the
precise numbers of years of schooling (up to 19) wer¢
coded. Household income (HHINCOME) was
treated as an interval level measure, and the 13 in
come categories were each assigned a value.
Table 6 shows the results when the dependent

Table 6. Results of Stepwise Regression Analysis Using Five MO‘"ﬁ
to Predict Whether Aged Individuals Volunteered (Beta Weightt'
- il

Independent  Model Model Model Model anot*
Variable 1 2 3 4 3
LFSTATUS +.05 +.05 n.s
MARSTATUS -.05 -.04 e
YRSCHL 93 ::
GENDER .06 R
AGE ~08 M
HHINCOME n.s. s
Adjusted R2 .003 002 .002 064 AN

5 A s A 0 e M i
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, - Results of Stepwise Regression Analysis Using Five Models

f ;,rf!'di"' Commitment Levels of Aged Volunteers (Beta Weights)

"”';_;;,_,nacnt Model Model Model  Model Model
L snable 1 2 3 4 5
FraTus n.s. n.s. A4
e TATUS n.s. n.s. n.s.
he b
iw?‘i n.s. .09
e DER n.s. n.s.
<3 n.s. n.s.
R OME 16 a7
waanted R2 n.s. n.s. n.s. .023 .043
e

+ _-able was whether the individual did any type of
gemal volunteer work during the previous year. The

#ree models derived from activity theory had rel-
gvely limited explanatory power. The Beta coeffi-
senls were actually negative, indicating a finding
wwch is the reverse of that predicted by activity
#eorv. The total amounts of variance explained were
se0 quite small.

viodels 4 and 5 show that educational achievement
wad the greatest influence on whether an individual
wlunteered. Age, gender, and labor force participa-
son were also significant predictors of volunteering.

These five models were also used to explain the

wmmitment levels of volunteers. Table 7 shows that

e three activity theory models did not yield signifi-
ant results. The two other models show that a rel-
agtively small proportion of the variation was ex-
plained by the independent variables. The most
ggnificant determinants of the level of volunteer
participation were household income and labor
force status. Volunteers with higher incomes and
those who were out of the labor force had higher
ommitment levels.

Implications for Research and Practice

These findings suggest that an understanding of
the level of volunteer activity among the elderly can-
ot be explained by activity theory. Rather than re-
sponding to role loss, a significant number of elderly
volunteers may be volunteers who became elderly;
that 1s, their involvement is a continuation of be-
havior patterns established earlier in life. This would
mean that an alternative perspective, continuity
theory (Atchley, 1972), is appropriate for understand-
¢g this area of behavior.

Forindividuals at all stages of the life cycle, gender,

mcome and education significantly influence
V:Hlether they volunteer (ACTION, 1975; Morgan,
1979). These three variables also influence volunteer-
:g among the elderly, a finding which suggests that
the factors influencing volunteer patterns in old age
;"3 ro different than at other stages of the life cycle.
hese data cannot be used to test continuity theory
1 Cause a direct test would require the use of longi-
!“fj‘n§| data. The results of this study are only sugges-
,.?; of continuity theory because volunteering by the
i erly was found to be influenced by the same social
actors as for other age groups. The data are also

Vol. 24, No. 3, 1984

consistent with continuity theory because they show
that subgroups with high volunteer participation at
all age levels — for example, women (particularly
women who are homemakers) and those with high
incomes and high educational achievement — are
also involved in volunteer work in old age.

A number of unanswered questions are suggested
by this analysis which are pertinent to practitioners,
especially those who are involved in administering
volunteer programs for the elderly. A more complete
understanding of the dynamics of volunteering by
the elderly requires the collection of data which
allow examination of the extent to which continuity
of such behavior exists between middle age and old
age — that is, whether a significant proportion of
aged volunteers are in fact volunteers who have
aged. Existing data bases which include information
on volunteer patterns of the aged (ACTION, 1975;
Harris, 1974, 1982), do not include detailed and reli-
able information on an individual’s participation over
time. Were such data collected, it would be possible
to answer a number of additional questions: What
kinds of non-volunteers become volunteers in old
age? What are the factors and circumstances that
motivate individuals to become “new’’ volunteers in
old age? What types of recruitment techniques are
most effective in recruiting ““new’” aged volunteers?
To what extent do senior citizen volunteer programs
reinforce behavior patterns of earlier stagesin the life
cycle and to what extent do they recruit “new” aged
volunteers? These are but a few questions which can
be posed to further our understanding of volunteer-
ing by the elderly.
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INTERNATIONAL ASSOCIATION OF GERONTOLOGY
announces the secondes,
SANDOZ PRIZE FOR GERONTOLOGICAL RESEARCH

The prize will be worth 20.000 Swiss Francs, and will be sponsored by SANDOZ LTD, Basel/Switzerland with
the purpose of encouraging research in all areas of gerontology and geriatric medicine including biological,
medical, psychological, social and other relevant aspects with special emphasis on multidisciplinary research
programs.

The Jury consists of the Executive Committee of the IAG. The prize will be awarded on the occasion of the
Xllith International Congress of Gerontology, New York, 12—-17 July 1985.

Applications in English should comprise a summary of the research work of 3-5 pages, curriculum vitae,

bibliography and reprints of not more than 3 pivotal publications in English or with extended summaries in
English.

—

Individuals, research teams or institutions are invited to submit their applications in English not later than 15
September 1984 to Prof. M. Bergener, M.D., Secretary General, International Association of Gerontology,
Rheinische Landesklinik, Wilhelm-Griesinger-Str. 23, D-5000 Cologne 91, Germany.
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