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ABSTRACT

Objective: To investigate which major life events are associated with transitions into 

and out of volunteering over the life course. Social Production Function theory is 

used to derive hypotheses.

Methods: Longitudinal data (adult subsample) from Lifelines are used to study the 

association between major life events and volunteer dynamics. Associations between 

major life events and (a) volunteer take-up (non-volunteer sample (N=59,773)) and 

(b) volunteer cessation (volunteer sample (N=32,143)) are studied by applying Linear 

Probability Modeling.

Results: Associations between major life events and starting and quitting voluntary 

work are found. The influence on the latter is stronger than on the former.

Conclusions: Most findings are in line with our theory-based expectations indicating 

that (1) voluntary work contributes to the fulfillment of the needs for status, stimulation 

and behavioral confirmation, and (2) life events causing losses (gains) in these needs 

are associated with a higher likelihood to take-up (quit) volunteering.
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INTRODUCTION

Populations all over the world are ageing because of improved life-expectancy and 

decreasing fertility rates1. As a result, many policy measures are aimed nowadays at 

improving societal sustainability by increasing participation in productive activities 

among which is volunteering2. The value of voluntary work is recognized widely by 

researchers and policy makers3. In order to effectively target potential volunteers 

and retain current volunteers, there is a need to understand the determinants of 

engagement in and retention of participation in voluntary work.

Research on participation in voluntary work has increased substantially over the 

past decades3 and knowledge on individual characteristics related to participation 

in voluntary work is extensive. The results from a comprehensive meta-analysis 

showed that higher socioeconomic status, being married, larger social network 

size, church attendance and previous volunteer experiences are positively related 

to volunteering and age, transitions into parenthood and functional limitations are 

inversely related to volunteering4. Most research on determinants of participation in 

voluntary work focuses on characteristics, describing volunteerism in a static way3,5,6. 

However, volunteering is a dynamic process, as individuals transition into and out 

of volunteering3,5,6. Earlier research has shown that participation in voluntary work 

varies over the life course because of fluctuations in the availability of free time and 

changing preferences for time allocation7. Specifically, major life events faced by 

individuals can impact their volunteering behavior2,6,7. Therefore, the current study 

aims at studying the association between the occurrence of major life events over 

the life course and the likelihood to start with and withdraw from voluntary work.

Several authors have studied volunteer dynamics by assessing the relation between 

life events and participation in voluntary work. Variability in volunteering has been 

shown to be attributable to family-related5–10, health-related2,6,10 and work-related2,6,9–12 

life events. However, most studies focused on life events within a single domain5,7,8,11,12 

and have mostly included only a small set of events. Moreover, studies often did not 

distinguish between transitions into and out of volunteering but rather employed a 

single outcome measure (e.g. the likelihood to volunteer or volunteering frequency)7–12. 

Although starting and quitting voluntary work are conceptually related, they are 

distinct events5 and studies on volunteer dynamics distinguishing between transitions 

into and out of volunteering have shown differences between factors associated with 

starting and quitting voluntary work2,3,5,6. The few studies employing both a dynamic 
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approach regarding the outcome (transitions into and out of volunteering), as well as 

the determinants (i.e. life course transitions) on multi-domains, are scarce and focused 

on the specific case of adults aged 50 and over2,6. Not only is the current knowledge 

on the association between major life events and changing volunteering behavior 

over the life course limited, there is also a lack of understanding why and how life 

events are related to transitions in participation in voluntary work. The current study 

aims at deepening our understanding of the association between major life events 

and volunteering by applying Social Production Function (SPF) theory13–15. By making 

use of a theoretical framework based on SPF theory, we can form expectations 

regarding the association between the occurrence of life events and the likelihood 

to start with or withdraw from volunteering.

The contribution of the current study to the literature is threefold. Firstly, this study 

includes a large set of life events covering all relevant domains in life (e.g. the family, 

health and work domain). By making use of the Lifelines Cohort Study16, we are able 

to test the association between this large set of life events in multiple domains and 

participation in voluntary work using longitudinal data of a large sample of adults 

aged 18 and over. Secondly, we differentiate between transitions into and out of 

volunteering by including two separate outcome measures: starting and quitting 

participation in voluntary work. Thirdly, by using Social Production Function Theory, 

we enhance our understanding of the association between major life events and 

transitions in volunteering.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Different theories have been applied in predicting volunteer engagement and 

cessation after encountering major life events. Traditionally, role theories5,11,17 have 

shown that life transitions generate shifts in individuals’ roles, which in turn alter 

demands and constraints on the individual, resulting in changes in volunteering 

behavior5. Role overload theory assumes that (productive) activities are substitutes11,17,18 

and in the context of life events and volunteering, this theory predicts that life 

events increasing the burden on individuals in terms of roles and time demands are 

associated with a reduced likelihood to participate in voluntary work. In contrast, 

role extension theory assumes that (productive) activities complement each other11 

and in the context of life events and volunteering, this theory predicts that life events 

that increase participation in activities, such as paid work, increase the likelihood 

to participate in voluntary work as well. Butrica et al.6 took a different approach by 
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applying the theory of economic welfare maximization which states that individuals 

are rational actors, weighing costs and benefits in decision making. In the context of 

life events and volunteering, changes in volunteering behavior originate in changes 

in the costs and benefits of volunteering as a result of experiencing life events6. 

These theoretical applications to the field of volunteer dynamics are valuable and 

can at least partially explain transitions into and out of volunteering as a result of life-

course transitions. However, although all aforementioned theories assume that the 

decision to volunteer is a rational decision, they do not theorize the kind of arguments 

or motives that people have to start or quit engaging in voluntary work17. In order to 

enhance our understanding of the association between the experience of major 

life events and transitions into and out of volunteering, we need to incorporate the 

underlying factors that motivate people to volunteer.

By using SPF theory, the influence of life events on transitions in volunteering can 

be approached from an overarching theoretical perspective, linking the experience 

of life events to changes in volunteer motives and in turn to volunteering behavior. 

We follow Steverink et al.19 19 in relating stressful life events to deprivations in the 

fulfillment of basic human needs; in the current study life events are viewed as 

potential threats or contributors to the fulfillment of basic human needs, that in turn 

could alter the motives to volunteer. In SPF theory, five basic human needs (these 

are: the need for comfort, stimulation, affection, behavioral confirmation and status) 

are distinguished, that contribute to overall subjective well-being13–15. Life events can 

alter the fulfillment of these needs. Activities such as volunteering can contribute to 

the fulfillment of basic human needs, and thereby the experience of life events could 

induce changes in volunteering behavior.

Major life events could cause either gains or losses in basic human needs fulfillment, 

depending on the nature of the event. According to SPF theory, individuals aim at 

maximizing their own well-being13. If losses in needs fulfillment occur, individuals 

will try to compensate for this loss in order to keep overall well-being stable. In SPF 

theory, individuals are assumed to first try to compensate for losses in the fulfillment 

of a need by substitution within that specific need. If this turns out not to be possible, 

substitution between needs will take place20. For example, if an individual loses 

his or her job, this will result in a loss in status. In order to maintain well-being, the 

individual will first try to restore the previous level of status, for example acquiring 

a new job. If restoring the level of status turns out not to be possible, the individual 
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will try to increase the level of one of the other basic human needs in order to 

maintain well-being. For example, the individual could decide to enroll in education 

to increase the level of stimulation and thereby restoring well-being. In order to 

formulate expectations regarding when life events altering the level of basic human 

needs fulfillment results in changes in volunteering behavior, we need to turn to the 

contribution of voluntary work to the fulfillment of basic human needs.

Participation in voluntary work can be viewed as a multifunctional source of 

wellbeing20 that contributes mainly to the production of status, stimulation and 

behavioral confirmation. The level of status depends on, among other things, 

approval by others of an individual’s achievements and relative social position19,21. 

Volunteering can contribute to the production of status because volunteers could 

for example be taken more seriously by other people and valued more because of 

their accomplishments. Stimulation is produced by mental and physical activation21. 

Volunteering can contribute to the level of stimulation because (depending on the 

type of voluntary work) it requires either physical or mental effort or both, produces 

enjoyment and often aligns with one’s personal interests. The level of behavioral 

confirmation depends on the extent to which individuals are considered by others to 

be good persons and to do the right things21. Volunteering is in general seen as an 

altruistic activity as it is performed for others, is carried out freely without payment, 

and can therefore contribute to the production of behavioral confirmation.

Because individuals are assumed to first try to compensate for a loss within the 

deprived need, and because voluntary work mainly contributes to the level of 

status, stimulation and behavioral confirmation, individuals who face losses in the 

fulfillment of one of these specific needs are expected to be more likely to volunteer. 

Specifically, transitions out of work (e.g. unemployment, retirement, disability) and 

transitions out of marriage or a marriage-like relationship (i.e. divorce) are expected to 

result in losses in status, stimulation and behavioral confirmation. Paid work increases 

the level of (a) status, because paid work increases an individuals’ responsibilities 

and skills, (b) stimulation, because performing a job generally promotes mental 

and/or physical activation, and (c) behavioral confirmation, because paid work is 

a productive activity that contributes to society and promotes individuals’ financial 

independence. Being married (or having a marriage-like relationship) increases the 

level of (a) status, because it contributes to an individuals’ relative social position, 

(b) stimulation, because sharing life with a partner increases daily social contacts 
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and therefore contributes to mental and physical activation, and (c) behavioral 

confirmation, because being married or cohabiting with a partner is norm-conforming 

in Western societies.

Our first hypothesis is:

H1a Individuals for whom a decrease in the level of status, stimulation and 

behavioral confirmation is expected (i.e. because of experiencing transitions out 

of work or marriage) have a higher likelihood to take-up voluntary work.

H1b Individuals for whom a decrease in the level of status, stimulation and 

behavioral confirmation is expected (i.e. because of experiencing transitions out 

of work or marriage) have a lower likelihood to quit voluntary work.

Regarding transitions out of marriage (i.e. separation), we expect differences in the 

association with the likelihood to take-up and quit voluntary work depending on 

the presence of children in the household. Caretaking of children requires a time 

investment and could therefore influence the association between separation and the 

likelihood to volunteer. The expected associations between separation and voluntary 

work is expected to be stronger for individuals experiencing separation without 

children in the household than for their counterparts with children in the household.

Major life events could also produce gains in basic human need fulfillment. According 

to SPF theory, individuals form buffers in the fulfillment of basic needs as long as the 

marginal revenues to do so exceed the marginal costs. If a life event creates a gain in 

the fulfillment of a certain need, the overall level of fulfillment of that specific need 

increases. As a result, the marginal revenue from performing activities contributing 

to that specific need decreases. Because of this and because voluntary work mainly 

contributes to the level of status, stimulation and behavioral confirmation, individuals 

who face gains in the fulfillment of one of these specific needs are expected to be 

less likely to volunteer. Specifically, transitions into paid work, marriage (or a marriage-

like relationship) and parenthood are expected to result in gains in status, stimulation 

and behavioral confirmation. Parenthood contributes to the level of (a) status, because 

raising children requires skills and increases responsibilities, (b) stimulation, because 

child-raising is mentally challenging and promotes physical activity and (c) behavioral 
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confirmation, because having children in general conforms to societal expectations. 

Our second hypothesis is:

H2a Individuals for whom an increase in the level of status, stimulation and 

behavioral confirmation is expected (i.e. because of experiencing transitions into 

employment, marriage or parenthood) are less likely to take-up voluntary work.

H2b Individuals for whom an increase in the level of status, stimulation and 

behavioral confirmation is expected (i.e. because of experiencing transitions into 

employment, marriage or parenthood) are more likely to quit voluntary work.

Not all life events have direct consequences for the fulfillment of either status, 

stimulation or behavioral confirmation. We do not expect the occurrence of such life 

events to alter the motives to volunteer. Firstly, if major life events cause losses in 

the fulfillment of either affection or comfort, individuals will first try to compensate 

for these losses by inducing changes in activities contributing to the levels of 

affection and comfort, rather than by engaging in volunteering activities. Secondly, if 

major life events cause gains in either affection or comfort, the marginal revenue of 

performing activities contributing to affection and comfort will change, but not the 

marginal revenue of participation in voluntary work. Thirdly, if major life events cause 

no changes in any of the basic human needs, no change in well-being is expected 

and therefore no change in the motives to volunteer is expected.

However, volunteering behavior is not only influenced by the motives to volunteer; 

other factors could also play a role in the association between the occurrence of 

life events and volunteering behavior. Life events can cause changes not only in 

the fulfillment of basic human needs, but also in the availability of time. Time is 

an important aspect, because it can be a constraint (or facilitator) in optimizing the 

fulfillment of basic human needs in order to produce wellbeing. In other words, if an 

individual is motivated to participate in voluntary work, his or her actual volunteering 

behavior will depend upon the resources and constraints, the availability of time 

being one of them. We expect that life events such as serious illness, illness among 

friends or family and moving house will strongly decrease the availability of free time 

and reduce the likelihood of entry into voluntary work and increase the likelihood 

of quitting it. No substantial change in the availability of time is expected for life 
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events such as losses among family members or friends and financial problems, and 

therefore the consequences for voluntary work are limited. Our third hypothesis is:

H3a Individuals experiencing life events resulting in a substantial decrease in 

available free time (i.e. illness, illness among relatives, moving house) are expected 

to have a lower likelihood to take-up voluntary work.

H3b Individuals experiencing life events resulting in a substantial decrease in 

available free time (i.e. illness, illness among relatives, moving house) are expected 

to have a higher likelihood to quit voluntary work.

H3c Individuals experiencing life events not altering available free time (i.e. losses 

among relatives, financial problems) are expected not to alter the likelihood to 

take-up voluntary work.

H3d Individuals experiencing life events not altering available free time (i.e. losses 

among relatives, financial problems) are expected not to alter the likelihood to 

quit voluntary work.

For individuals experiencing serious illness among relatives we expect differences 

in the association with the likelihood to volunteer depending on the individuals’ 

informal caregiving status. Providing informal care requires a time investment and 

could therefore influence the association between illness among family members 

and volunteering behavior. The expected negative (positive) association between 

illness among relatives and the likelihood to take-up (quit) voluntary work is expected 

to be stronger for individuals who provide informal care compared to non-caregivers.

METHODS

Data
Data from the adult subsample of the Lifelines Cohort Study were used. Lifelines 

is a multi-disciplinary prospective population-based cohort study examining in 

a unique three-generation design the health and health-related behaviors of 

167,729 persons living in the North of the Netherlands. It employs a broad range 

of investigative procedures in assessing the biomedical, socio-demographic, 

behavioral, physical and psychological factors which contribute to the health and 

disease of the general population, with a special focus on multi-morbidity and 
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complex genetics. The study profile of Lifelines is described elsewhere16,22. Briefly, 

participants were recruited between 2006 and 2013. Inhabitants (aged 25 to 50 years) 

of the three Northern provinces of the Netherlands were invited by their General 

Practitioners (GPs) if they met eligibility criteria. Subsequently, respondents’ family 

members were invited, leading to a unique three-generation design. Additionally, 

inhabitants of the Northern provinces of the Netherlands could also self-register via 

the Lifelines website. Baseline assessment (T1) consisting of physical examination, 

collecting blood and urine samples, interviews and self-report questionnaires was 

conducted between 2006 and 2013. About 1.5 years after the baseline assessment, 

a follow-up (T2) was conducted. Again approximately 1.5 years after administering 

the follow-up, participants were followed-up for the second time (T3). The Lifelines 

Cohort Study is approved by the medical ethical committee of the University Medical 

Center Groningen, the Netherlands. All participants signed an informed consent form. 

Lifelines is a facility that is open for all researchers. Information on the application 

and data access procedure is summarized on www.lifelines.nl.

For our study, we include (1) all adults aged 18 and over at baseline (T1) from the 

Lifelines cohort study, who (2) participated in both the baseline (T1) and the second 

follow-up (T3) and who (3) filled out information on participation on voluntary work in 

both the T1 and T3 questionnaires.

Variables
Dependent variables

The outcome variables of this study are volunteer take-up (starting) and volunteer 

cessation (quitting). Participation in voluntary work was measured at baseline (T1) 

and at the second follow-up (T3). The baseline sample is divided into two samples: 

a volunteer sample and a non-volunteer sample, based on respondents’ volunteer 

status at baseline. Volunteer take-up is the outcome variable of interest for the non-

volunteer sample and volunteer cessation is the outcome variable of interest for the 

volunteer sample.

Life events

We consider life events in several domains such as health, family, and work. 

Information on life events is collected using a Dutch version of the List of Threatening 

Experiences (LTE)23. The LTE consists of twelve items, evaluating recent stressful 

life events in several domains. For each event, participants were asked to indicate 
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whether or not it occurred in the past year (yes/no). The following nine items were 

used in the current study: illness, illness family, death close friend or relative, end of 

friendship, relational problems (friends), fired, financial difficulties, delinquency and loss 

of valuables. The responses on the LTE items at T2 and T3 are combined and used 

to assess whether the respondent experienced the life event between T1 and T3.

Three LTE items are not included (death close relative, separation and unemployment) 

in our analysis, as more specific information on these topics could be derived from the 

questionnaires. At both T2 and T3, respondents were asked whether a close relative 

had died since filling-out the previous questionnaire and this question differentiates 

between parent(s), partner, child(ren) and sibling(s). The time lap between all three 

waves is on average 1.5 year and thus comparable to the period assessed with the 

LTE items. The following dummy variables were derived: widowed, death child(ren), 

death father, death mother and death sibling(s), representing the loss of a partner, 

child, parent or sibling in the period between T1 and T3. Moreover, at both T1 and 

T3 respondents provided information on their marital, parental and employment 

status, allowing us to create dummy variables for measuring transitions between 

T1 and T3: newly married/cohabiting, newly separated, birth child, newly unemployed, 

newly retired, newly disabled from work and newly employed. Finally, at both T2 and T3 

respondents were also asked whether they had moved house since filling-out the 

previous questionnaire. The dummy variable moved house represents whether the 

respondent moved house in the period between T1 and T3.

Based on SPF theory, all life events are categorized into clusters based on their 

expected influence on basic human needs fulfillment (see Table 1). Cluster 1 

consists of life events that are expected to cause losses in fulfillment of either 

status, stimulation or behavioral confirmation (for testing H1). Cluster 2 consists of 

life events that are expected to cause gains in fulfillment of either status, stimulation 

or behavioral confirmation (for testing H2). Cluster 3 consists of life events that are 

either expected (1) to cause changes in either affection or comfort or (2) to cause no 

changes in any of the basic human needs and (3) to result in a substantial decrease of 

available free time. Finally, cluster 4 consists of life events that are, as for the cluster 

3 variables, either expected (1) to cause changes in either affection or comfort or (2) 

to cause no changes in any of the basic human needs, but (3) not to alter available 

free time.
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Table 1 Cluster of life events

Cluster 1 Life events 
that are expected 
to cause losses in 
status, stimulation 
or behavioral 
confirmation

Cluster 2 Life events 
that are expected 
to cause gains in 
status, stimulation or 
behavioral confirmation

Cluster 3 Life events 
that are expected not 
to cause changes in 
status, stimulation 
or behavioral 
confirmation but 
resulting in a 
substantial decrease 
of available free time

Cluster 4 Life events 
that are expected not 
to cause changes in 
status, stimulation 
or behavioral 
confirmation and not 
altering available free 
time

Fired Newly married/
cohabiting

Illness Death close friend or 
other relative

Newly separated Birth child(ren) Illness family End of friendship

Newly unemployed Newly employed Moved house Relational problems

Newly retired Financial difficulties

Newly disabled 
(work)

Delinquency

Loss of valuables

Widowed

Death child(ren)

Death father

Death father

Death mother

Death sibling(s)

Potential confounding variables

The following potential confounders are added to the models: age, gender, educational 

attainment (T1), marital status (T1), employment status (T1), subjective health (T1), children 

in the household (T1) and informal caregiver status (T3). Educational attainment is a 

categorical variable with 4 categories, a higher value equals a higher educational 

attainment. Marital status is a dummy variable which equals 1 if the respondent was 

married or cohabiting at baseline and 0 otherwise, employment status is a dummy 

variable which equals 1 if the respondent was employed at baseline and 0 otherwise. 

Subjective health was measured by the question ‘How would you rate your health, 

generally speaking?’ (1=excellent to 5=poor) from the health-related quality of life 

measurement (RAND-36)24. Children in the household is a dummy variable which 

equals 1 if the respondent had children living in the house (for at least half of the 

time) at baseline and 0 otherwise and finally informal caregiver status is a dummy 

variable equaling 1 if the respondent provided informal care at T3 and 0 otherwise.
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Two interaction terms are added to the models. The interaction illness family*informal 

caregiver T3 is added to test whether for respondents that faced illness among close 

relatives or friends, the association with their likelihood to take-up or quit voluntary 

work depends upon whether informal care was provided at T3. The interaction 

newly separated*children in the household is included to test whether the association 

between experiencing a divorce and the likelihood to volunteer is dependent upon 

whether the respondent had dependent children in the household.

Statistical Methods
Missing data on all predictor and confounding variables are imputed using 

multiple imputation analysis according to the methods described by White et al.25. 

Baseline descriptive statistics are used to present the characteristics of the total 

study population, the volunteer sample and the non-volunteer sample. Baseline 

characteristics as well as the prevalence of major life events in the volunteer sample 

and non-volunteer sample are compared by means of Chi Square tests for categorical 

variables and independent t-tests for continuous variables. In order to assess the 

association between major life events and starting and quitting voluntary work, both 

logistic regression and linear probability modeling (LPM) are applied. The linear 

probability model is the application of linear regression techniques in which the 

dichotomous outcome variables are regressed on the predictor variables26. In our 

regression analyses, we run two separate models. In models 1 the outcome volunteer 

take-up is assessed and in models 2 we assess the outcome volunteer cessation. 

In models 1a and 2a, the outcomes are regressed on the life event dummy’s and 

the potential confounders. In models 1b and 2b, we include interaction terms to our 

models consisting of the predictor variables and confounders. IBM SPSS statistics 

software version 22 is used for all statistical analyses.

RESULTS

Sample Characteristics
The adult subsample of Lifelines (all aged ≥ 18 years) consists of N=152,427 persons. 

For the current study, we first selected respondents who provided information on 

participation in voluntary work at baseline (T1) (N=143,921). Next, we selected the 

respondents who also provided information on participation in voluntary work at 

the second follow-up (T3), resulting in a final study sample of N=91,938 participants.
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The characteristics of both the volunteer and non-volunteer sample are described in 

Table 2. The percentages of volunteers at baseline (T1) and follow-up (T3) were 35.0% 

and 30.9% respectively. Of the respondents who volunteered at T1, 66.9% continued 

participation and 33.1% had stopped at T3. Of the respondents who did not volunteer 

at T1, 11.5% started and 88.5% remained inactive in voluntary work at T3. Continuation 

and change in participation in voluntary work is visualized in Figure 1.

Figure 1 Continuation and change in participation in voluntary work at T1 and T3.

Individuals who were volunteering at baseline (T1) were on average older, higher 

educated, less often female or employed, more often married/cohabiting or retired, 

rated their own health better, had more often children living in the household, and 

provided more often informal care than their non-volunteering counterparts (see 

Table 2).
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Table 2 Baseline Characteristics for the full sample (N=91,938), the volunteer sample (N=32,143) and 
the non-volunteer sample (N=59,773)

Full sample
(N=91,938)

Volunteer sample
(N=32,143)

Non-Volunteer 
sample

(N=59,773)

p-value

Age, M (SD); range 45.52 (12.8);
18-93

47.54 (12.5); 18-87 44.43 (12.9);
18-93

<0.01

Gender (Female), N(%1) 54,757 (59.6%) 18,304 (56.9%) 36,438 (61.0%) <0.01

Educational attainment, N(%)
- Elementary
- Lower secondary
- Upper secondary
- Tertiary

1,834 (2.0%)
24,027 (26.7%)
35,466 (39.4%)
28,695 (31.9%)

464 (1.5%)
7,526 (23.9%)

12,184 (38.7%)
11,291 (35.9%)

1,368 (2.3%)
16,497 (28.2%)
23,272 (39.8%)
17,399 (29.7%)

<0.01

Marital status, N(%)
- Married/cohabiting
- Relationship not cohabiting
- Single/no partner

74,203 (80.7%)
4,662 (5.1%)

12,999 (14.1%)

27,118 (84.4%)
1,142 (3.6%)

3,866 (12.0%)

47,067 (78.8%)
3,519 (5.9%)
9,130 (15.3%)

<0.01

Employment status, N(%)2

- Employed
- Retired
- Unemployed
- Disabled from work

72,160 (78.5%)
8,509 (9.4%)
2,754 (3.0%)
2,944 (3.2%)

23,721 (73.8%)
4,070 (12.8%)

982 (3.1%)
1,083 (3.4%)

48,423 (81.0%)
4,437 (7.5%)
1,772 (3.0%)
1,861 (3.1%)

<0.01
<0.01
0.38

<0.05

Subjective health, N(%)
- Excellent
- Very good
- Good
- Mediocre
- Poor

9,105 (9.9%)
25,974 (28.3%)
49,101 (53.4%)
7,346 (8.0%)

389 (0.4%)

3,461 (10.8%)
9,781 (30.4%)

16,650 (51.8%)
2,153 (6.7%)

90 (0.3%)

5,641 (9.4%)
16,168 (27.1%)
32,442 (54.3%)

5,190 (8.7%)
299 (0.5%)

<0.01

Children in the household (yes), 
N(%)

44,647 (48.7%) 16,892 (52.7%) 27,744 (46.6%) <0.01

Informal Caregiving T3,
N(%)

11,333 (12.5%) 4,683 (14.8%) 6,646 (11.3%) <0.01

Volunteering T1, N(%)
- Yes
- No

32,143 (35.0%)
59,773 (65.0%)

32,143 (100.0%)
0 (0%)

0 (0.0%)
59,773 (100.0%)

Volunteering T3, N(%)
- Yes
- No

28,393 (30.9%)
63,532 (69.1%)

21,498 (66.9%)
10,635 (33.1%)

6,888 (11.5%)
52,882 (88.5%)

1 Percentages are valid percentages (excluding missing cases).

2 For the employment status variables, dichotomous measures are used (employed versus not-employed, retired versus 

not retired, unemployed versus not unemployed and disabled from work versus not disabled from work). The percent-

ages in the table come from these dichotomous variables and therefore do not add up to 100.0%. Some respondents 

do not belong to any of these four categories and others belong to several categories (for example: a respondent can 

both be employed as well as disabled from work for a certain percentage of his or her working hours).
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Table 3 shows the prevalence of all life events that occurred between T1 and T3 

for the full sample, the volunteer sample and the non-volunteer sample. Overall, 

having lost a close friend or relative other than a partner, child, parent or sibling was 

the most prevalent life event (32.7%), followed by illness, injury or assault among 

close relatives (29.3%), residential relocation (11.5%) and having experienced serious 

problems with close friends, neighbors or relatives (10.9%). Small differences (<2.0%) 

were found between the prevalence of most life events in the volunteer sample and 

non-volunteer sample (see Table 3).

Table 3 Prevalence of Life Events (in the period T1-T3)

Full sample
(N=91,938)

Volunteer 
sample

(N= 32,143)

Non-Volunteer 
sample

(N= 59,773)

p-value

Cluster 1

Fired, N(%1) 5,282 (6.1%) 1,564 (5.1%) 3,716 (6.6%) < 0.01

Newly separated, N(%) 1236 (1.3%) 348 (1.1%) 887 (1.5%) < 0.01

Newly unemployed, N(%) 2,680 (3.0%) 787 (2.5%) 1,893 (3.2%) < 0.01

Newly retired, N(%) 2,628 (2.9%) 1,026 (3.3%) 1,600 (2.7%) < 0.01

Newly disabled from work, N(%) 775 (0.9%) 225 (0.7%) 549 (0.9%) < 0.01

Cluster 2

Newly married/cohabiting, N(%) 3,249 (3.5%) 876 (2.7%) 2,373 (4.0%) < 0.01

Birth child(ren), N(%) 5,225 (6.0%) 1319 (4.3%) 3,906 (6.9%) < 0.01

Newly employed, N(%) 2,895 (3.2%) 1083 (3.4%) 1,811 (3.0%) < 0.01

Cluster 3

Illness, N(%) 5,143 (5.9%) 1,830 (6.0%) 3,311 (5.9%) 0.55

Illness family, N(%) 25,715 (29.3%) 9,384 (30.4%) 16,323 (28.7%) < 0.01

Moved house, N(%) 10,121 (11.5%) 2,833 (9.2%) 7,284 (12.7%) < 0.01

Cluster 4

Death close friend or other relative, N(%) 28,720 (32.7%) 10,950 (35.5%) 17,762 (31.2%) < 0.01

End of friendship, N(%) 7,875 (9.0%) 2,300 (7.5%) 5,573 (9.9%) < 0.01

Relational problems (friends), N(%) 9,530 (10.9%) 3,249 (10.6%) 6,280 (11.1%) < 0.05

Financial difficulties, N(%) 5,574 (6.4%) 1,695 (5.5%) 3,877 (6.9%) < 0.01

Delinquency, N(%) 1,199 (1.4%) 408 (1.3%) 790 (1.4%) 0.41

Loss of valuables, N(%) 3,497 (4.0%) 1,247 (4.1%) 2,245 (4.0%) 0.52

Widowed, N(%) 468 (0.5%) 166 (0.5%) 302 (0.5%) 0.88

Death child(ren), N(%) 223 (0.3%) 86 (0.3%) 137 (0.2%) 0.28

Death father, N(%) 4,205 (4.9%) 1,539 (5.1%) 2,665 (4.8%) < 0.05

Death mother, N(%) 4,147 (4.8%) 1,531 (5.0%) 2,614 (4.7%) < 0.05

Death sibling(s), N(%) 2,718 (3.1%) 1,099 (3.6%) 1,618 (2.9%) < 0.01

1 Percentages are valid percentages (excluding missing cases).
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Sample Attrition
Our samples at T1 contain respectively N=48,045 (volunteer sample) and N=95,845 

(non-volunteer sample) respondents. Of the respondents in the volunteer sample, 

N=32,197 respondents (67.0%) continued participation at follow-up and N=15,848 

respondents (33.0%) were lost to follow-up. Of the respondents in the non-volunteer 

sample, N=59,926 respondents (62.5%) continued participation at follow-up and 

N=35,919 respondents (37.5%) were lost to follow-up. So, loss to follow-up was 

moderately high (33.0% in the volunteer sample and 37.5% in the non-volunteer 

sample). Attrition analysis showed that non-completers (respondents who were 

lost to follow-up) in both samples did significantly differ on baseline characteristics 

compared to completers (see Tables 4a and 4b). Completers in our study samples 

were on average older, more often female, married/cohabiting or retired but less 

often employed, rated their own health better and had less often children living 

in the household than non-completers (lost to follow-up). Although differences in 

baseline characteristics between completers and non-completers exist, they were 

rather small in absolute terms and therefore we do not expect that they bias our 

multivariate results.

Table 4a Attrition analysis Volunteer Sample (N=48,045)

Comparison of baseline characteristics of the respondents who continued participation at T3 
(N=32,197) and respondents who were lost to follow-up (N=15,848)

Respondents 
participating in T1 and T3 

(N=32,197)

Respondents participating 
in T1 but not in T3 

(N=15,848)

p-value

Age, M (SD); range 47.57 (12.5); 18-87 43.61 (11.7); 18-89 <0.01

Gender (Female), N(%1) 18,338 (57.0%) 8,392 (53.0%) <0.01

Educational attainment, N(%)
- Elementary
- Lower secondary
- Upper secondary
- Tertiary

472 (1.5%)
7,546 (23.9%)

12,196 (38.7%)
11,302 (35.9%)

230 (1.5%)
3,420 (22.1%)
6,369 (41.1%)
5,489 (35.4%)

<0.01

Marital status, N(%)
- Married / cohabiting
- Relationship not cohabiting
- Single / no partner

27,157 (84.4%)
1,143 (3.6%)

3,880 (12.1%)

13,047 (82.4%)
689 (4.4%)

2,097 (13.2%)

<0.01

Employment status, N(%)2

- Employed
- Retired
- Unemployed
- Disabled from work

23,740 (73.8%)
4,090 (12.9%)

983 (3.1%)
1,098 (3.4%)

12,681 (80.1%)
997 (6.4%)
666 (4.2%)
526 (3.4%)

<0.01
<0.01
<0.01
0.67
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Table 4b Continued

Respondents 
participating in T1 and T3 

(N=32,197)

Respondents participating 
in T1 but not in T3 

(N=15,848)

p-value

Subjective health, N(%)
- Excellent
- Very good
- Good
- Mediocre
- Poor

3,469 (10.8%)
9,792 (30.4%)

16,679 (51.8%)
2,158 (6.7%)

91 (0.3%)

1,694 (10.7%)
4,334 (27.4%)
8,358 (52.8%)
1,395 (8.8%)

60 (0.4%)

<0.01

Children in the household 
(yes), N(%)

16,906 (52.7%) 9,826 (62.2%) <0.01

1Percentages are valid percentages (excluding missing cases).
2For the employment status variables, dichotomous measures are used (employed versus not-employed, 
retired versus not retired, unemployed versus not unemployed and disabled from work versus not disabled 
from work). The percentages in the table come from these dichotomous variables and therefore do not add 
up to 100.0%. Some respondents do not belong to any of these four categories and others belong to several 
categories (for example: a respondent can both be employed as well as disabled from work for a certain 
percentage of his or her working hours).

Table 4b Attrition analysis Non-volunteer Sample (N=95,845)

Comparison of baseline characteristics of the respondents who continued participation at T3 
(N=59,926) and respondents who were lost to follow-up (N=35,919)

Respondents 
participating in T1 and 
T3 (N=59,926)

Respondents 
participating in T1 but 
not in T3 (N=35,919)

p-value

Age, M (SD); range 44.46 (12.9); 18-93 40.59 (12.1); 18-90 <0.01

Gender (Female), N(%1) 36,534 (61.0%) 20,659 (57.5%) <0.01

Educational attainment, N(%)
- Elementary
- Lower secondary
- Upper secondary
- Tertiary

1,392 (2.4%)
16,575 (28.2%)
23,304 (39.7%)
17,410 (29.7%)

989 (2.8%)
10,020 (28.5%)
14,853 (42.2%)
9,326 (26.5%)

<0.01

Marital status, N(%)
- Married / cohabiting
- Relationship not cohabiting
- Single / no partner

47,195 (78.8%)
3,525 (5.9%)
9,149 (15.3%)

27,118 (75.6%)
2,712 (7.6%)

6,053 (16.9%)

<0.01

Employment status, N(%)2

- Employed
- Retired
- Unemployed
- Disabled from work

48,498 (81.0%)
4,470 (7.5%)
1,776 (3.0%)
1,876 (3.2%)

29,880 (83.2%)
1,330 (3.7%)
1,406 (4.0%)
1,326 (3.7%)

<0.01
<0.01
<0.01
<0.01

Subjective health, N(%)
- Excellent
- Very good
- Good
- Mediocre
- Poor

5,647 (9.4%)
16,204 (27.0%)
32,541 (54.3%)
5,218 (8.7%)

301 (0.5%)

3,111 (8.7%)
8,829 (24.6%)

19,393 (54.0%)
4,263 (11.9%)

304 (0.8%)

<0.01

Children in the household (yes), N(%) 27,799 (46.5%) 19,150 (53.5%) <0.01

1Percentages are valid percentages (excluding missing cases).
2For the employment status variables, dichotomous measures are used (employed versus not-employed, 
retired versus not retired, unemployed versus not unemployed and disabled from work versus not disabled 
from work). The percentages in the table come from these dichotomous variables and therefore do not add 
up to 100.0%. Some respondents do not belong to any of these four categories and others belong to several 
categories (for example: a respondent can both be employed as well as disabled from work for a certain 
percentage of his or her working hours).
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Results of the Multivariable Regression Analyses
Tables 5 and 6 present the results of the multivariable regression analyses examining 

the associations between experiencing major life events and the outcomes volunteer 

take-up (Table 5) and volunteer cessation (Table 6). Given that both logistic regression 

and OLS regression led to the same conclusions, we decided to present the results 

of the linear probability model because coefficients from LPM are much easier 

interpretable compared to coefficients from logistic regression analysis27. Results of 

the logistic regression analysis are presented in the appendix.

Associations between major life events and volunteer take-up

Results of the multivariable regression analysis investigating the association between 

major life events and volunteer take-up (model 1a) are presented in Table 5 and 

show that several life events are associated with starting voluntary work. Firstly, 

we expected that individuals experiencing life events resulting in a loss in status, 

stimulation and behavioral confirmation would have a higher likelihood to take-

up voluntary work (hypothesis 1a). Indeed, our results show that individuals who 

recently transitioned out of paid work (i.e. as a result of being fired, unemployment, 

retirement or disability) were all more likely to take-up voluntary work, which 

confirms our hypothesis. However, no association between recent separation and 

the likelihood to take-up voluntary work was found. Secondly, we expected that 

individuals experiencing life events resulting in an increase in status, stimulation 

and behavioral confirmation would have a lower likelihood to take-up voluntary 

work (hypothesis 2a). Indeed, individuals who recently married (or transitioned into 

a marriage-like relationship) or had a child were less likely to start volunteering, 

which confirms our hypothesis. We did not find an association between the transition 

into a new job and taking-up voluntary work. Thirdly, we expected that individuals 

experiencing life events reducing the availability of free time would have a lower 

likelihood to take-up voluntary work (hypothesis 3a). We found that individuals who 

recently moved house were less likely to take-up voluntary work. No associations 

were found between illness or illness among close relatives and take-up of voluntary 

work. Fourthly, with the exception of the life event ‘loss of valuables’, we did not find 

any association between life events not altering the availability of free time nor the 

fulfillment of the need for status, stimulation and behavioral confirmation, and taking-

up voluntary work. These findings are largely in line with our expectations formulated 

in hypothesis 3c. The results also show that individuals with a higher age, women, 

employed individuals and individuals who rated their own health better, were less 
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likely to take-up voluntary work. Individuals with a higher level of education, those 

who have children living in the household and informal caregivers were more likely 

to take-up voluntary work.

In model 1b, we added two interaction terms. The first is the interaction between 

experiencing illness among family members and providing informal care. The second 

is the interaction between being recently separated and the presence of dependent 

children (<12 years of age) in the household. The results in model 1b show that neither 

of these interaction terms were significant.

Table 5 Linear Probability Models (LPM) for Volunteer Take-up (N=59,773)

Multivariable Analysis

Model 1a
r 2=0.013

Model 1b
r 2 =0.013

β SE β SE

Constant 0.102** 0.011 0.102** 0.011

Cluster 1 variables

Fired  0.026** 0.006  0.026** 0.006

Newly separated -0.020 0.011 -0.003 0.016

Newly unemployed  0.070** 0.008  0.070** 0.008

Newly retired  0.077** 0.008  0.077** 0.008

Newly disabled  0.049** 0.014  0.049** 0.014

Cluster 2 variables

Newly married -0.016* 0.008  -0.016* 0.008

Birth child(ren) -0.032** 0.006  -0.032** 0.006

Newly employed -0.005 0.008  -0.005 0.008

Cluster 3 variables

Illness  0.004 0.006  0.004 0.006

Illness family  0.001 0.003  -0.001 0.003

Moved house -0.010* 0.004  -0.010* 0.004

Cluster 4 variables

Death close relative  0.006 0.003  0.006 0.003

End of friendship  0.000 0.005  0.000 0.005

Relational problems (friends)  0.005 0.005  0.005 0.005

Financial difficulties -0.007 0.005  -0.007 0.005

Delinquency -0.001 0.011  -0.001 0.011

Loss of valuables  0.014* 0.007  0.014* 0.007

Widowed -0.011 0.018  -0.011 0.018

Death child(ren) -0.006 0.027  -0.007 0.027

Death father  0.002 0.006  0.002 0.006

Death mother  0.004 0.007  0.004 0.007

Death sibling(s)  0.005 0.008  0.005 0.008
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Table 5 Continued

Multivariable Analysis

Model 1a
r 2=0.013

Model 1b
r 2 =0.013

β SE β SE

Control variables

Age -0.001** 0.000  -0.001** 0.000

Female -0.010** 0.003  -0.010** 0.003

Educational attainment  0.028** 0.002  0.028** 0.002

Married T1  0.006 0.004  0.006 0.004

Employed T1 -0.035** 0.004  -0.035** 0.004

Subjective health -0.010** 0.002  -0.010** 0.002

Children in the household  0.026** 0.003  0.026** 0.003

Informal caregiver T3  0.021** 0.004  0.021** 0.006

Interaction terms

Illness family* Informal caregiver T3  0.000 0.009

Newly separated * Children in the household  -0.031 0.022

Associations between major life events and volunteer cessation

Results of the multivariable regression analyses investigating the association between 

major life events and volunteer cessation (model 2a) are presented in Table 6 and 

show that many major life events were associated with quitting voluntary work. 

Firstly, we expected that individuals experiencing life events resulting in a loss in 

status, stimulation and behavioral confirmation would have a lower likelihood to 

quit voluntary work (hypothesis 1b). In contrast to our expectations, individuals who 

recently separated were more likely to quit voluntary work. No associations were 

found between transitions out of paid work and volunteer cessation. Secondly, we 

expected that individuals experiencing life events resulting in an increase in status, 

stimulation and behavioral confirmation would have a higher likelihood to quit 

voluntary work (hypothesis 2b). Our findings are fully in line with our expectations, 

showing that individuals who recently transitioned into marriage (or a marriage-like 

relationship), had a child, or started a new job, were more likely to quit voluntary 

work. Thirdly, we expected that individuals experiencing time-consuming life events 

would have a higher likelihood to quit voluntary work as well (hypothesis 3b). Indeed, 

individuals who experienced serious illness or moved house were more likely to quit 

voluntary work. No association between experiencing illness among close relatives 

and quitting voluntary work was found. Fourthly, we expected no associations 

between life events not altering the availability of free time nor the fulfillment of the 

need for status, stimulation and behavioral confirmation and volunteer cessation 

(hypothesis 3d). In contrast to what we expected, the results show that several life 
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events categorized in this cluster were associated with volunteer cessation. We found 

that individuals experiencing the death of a close friend or relative were less likely to 

quit voluntary work. Individuals who ended a long-term friendship with a good friend, 

relative or neighbor, individuals who experienced financial difficulties or individuals 

who lost their father were more likely to quit voluntary work. The results also show 

that older individuals, the more highly educated and those who provide informal care 

were less likely to quit voluntary work. Employed individuals, individuals with a better 

self-rated health and women were more likely to quit volunteering.

In model 2b we added the interaction terms. The interaction between experiencing 

illness among family members and informal caregiver status was not statistically 

significant. The interaction between recent separation and the presence of dependent 

children in the household was statistically significant and positive, confirming our 

expectations. It shows that newly separated individuals who had dependent children 

in the household were more likely to quit voluntary work than recently separated 

individuals without dependent children in the household.

Table 6 Linear Probability Models (LPM) for Volunteer Cessation (N=32,143)

Multivariable Analysis

Model 2a
r 2 =0.028

Model 2b
r 2 =0.028

β SE β SE

Constant  0.397** 0.025  0.399** 0.025

Cluster 1 variables

Fired  0.012 0.015  0.012 0.015

Newly separated  0.097** 0.026 -0.005 0.045

Newly unemployed -0.020 0.020 -0.019 0.020

Newly retired -0.022 0.015 -0.022 0.015

Newly disabled  0.057 0.031  0.057 0.031

Cluster 2 variables

Newly married  0.098** 0.018  0.098** 0.018

Birth child(ren)  0.039** 0.014  0.038** 0.014

Newly employed  0.056** 0.016  0.056** 0.016

Cluster 3 variables

Illness  0.055** 0.011  0.055** 0.011

Illness family -0.011 0.006 -0.011 0.007

Moved house  0.099** 0.010  0.099** 0.010

Cluster 4 variables

Death close relative -0.013* 0.006 -0.013* 0.006

End of friendship  0.054** 0.011  0.054** 0.011
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Table 6 Continued

Multivariable Analysis

Model 2a
r 2 =0.028

Model 2b
r 2 =0.028

β SE β SE

Relational problems (friends) -0.005 0.009 -0.005 0.009

Financial difficulties  0.043** 0.013  0.043** 0.013

Delinquency -0.016 0.024 -0.016 0.024

Loss of valuables -0.026 0.014 -0.026 0.014

Widowed  0.015 0.034  0.017 0.034

Death child(ren) -0.045 0.043 -0.045 0.043

Death father  0.031* 0.012  0.031* 0.012

Death mother  0.024 0.012  0.024 0.012

Death sibling(s)  0.019 0.015  0.019 0.015

Control variables

Age -0.002** 0.000 -0.002** 0.000

Female  0.036** 0.005  0.036** 0.005

Educational attainment -0.031** 0.003 -0.031** 0.003

Married T1 -0.005 0.009 -0.004 0.009

Employed T1  0.066** 0.008  0.066** 0.008

Subjective health  0.014** 0.003  0.014** 0.003

Children in the household  0.010 0.006  0.008 0.006

Informal caregiver T3 -0.040** 0.008 -0.041** 0.010

Interaction terms

Illness family* Informal caregiver T3  0.005 0.015

Newly separated * Children in the household  0.150** 0.054

DISCUSSION

The current study aimed at enhancing our understanding of the association between 

experiencing major life events and volunteer dynamics, by using SPF theory. Based on 

the expected influence of major life events on the fulfillment of basic human needs, 

either in terms of causing losses or causing gains in these fulfillments, hypotheses 

were formulated about the association between major life events and starting and 

quitting voluntary work.

Firstly, we hypothesized that individuals experiencing life events that could cause 

losses in the level of status, stimulation or behavioral confirmation, have a higher 

likelihood to take-up (hypothesis 1a) and a lower likelihood to quit (hypothesis 1b) 

voluntary work. Our results confirmed hypothesis 1a, as individuals who recently 

experienced a transition out of work had a higher likelihood to take-up voluntary work. 
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Our results did not confirm hypothesis 1b. First, and contrary to our expectations, 

individuals who recently got separated had a higher likelihood to quit voluntary 

work. A potential explanation could be that, although separation may be associated 

with losses in status and behavioral confirmation, it may not be related to losses in 

stimulation, but rather cause excess ‘stimulation’ in terms of time and energy. Newly 

separated individuals are likely busy arranging practical consequences of the divorce, 

such as finding a new house, adopting a new financial situation, and rearranging their 

routines as a single individual 28. Moreover, separation affects individuals’ mental 

health 28, consuming a lot of energy. Because separation takes both time and energy 

– and thus in fact lowers the need for stimulation - it could make people more likely 

to quit volunteering. Second, transitions out of work were not associated with the 

likelihood to quit. Thus, life events that may cause losses in status, stimulation and 

behavioral confirmation appeared to be more important for the likelihood to take-up 

voluntary work than for the likelihood to quit voluntary work. This is an indication that 

individuals seem to search for substitute activities such as volunteering to assure that 

need fulfillment returns to its previous level.

Secondly, we hypothesized that individuals experiencing life events, which may 

cause gains in the level of status, stimulation or behavioral confirmation, have a lower 

likelihood to take-up (hypothesis 2a) and a higher likelihood to quit (hypothesis 2b) 

voluntary work. Our results almost fully confirmed our expectations, showing that 

individuals who recently got married (or a marriage-like relationship) or had a child 

were less likely to start volunteering, and that individuals who recently transitioned 

into marriage (or a marriage-like relationship), had a child or transitioned into 

employment, were more likely to quit voluntary work. So, individuals who experience 

life events that are assumed to contribute to status, stimulation and behavioral 

confirmation are indeed less likely to take-up voluntary work and more likely to 

quit. On top of that, the results showed that these events were more important for 

volunteer cessation than for volunteer take-up. No association was found between 

transitions into employment and the likelihood to start voluntary work. Moreover, 

associations between life events that were assumed to contribute to the levels of 

status, stimulation and behavioral confirmation and quitting voluntary work were 

stronger than the associations between these events and starting voluntary work. 

Time could be a relevant factor in explaining the higher importance of these events for 

quitting than for starting voluntary work. Transitions into marriage or employment and 

having children may increase individual’s levels of status, stimulation and behavioral 
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confirmation, but are time-consuming at the same time. Participation in voluntary 

work is also time-consuming, and because of its relatively little obligatory character, 

quitting voluntary work seems to make sense when reductions in time-demanding 

activities is desirable.

Finally, we hypothesized that individuals experiencing life events, which may lead to a 

decrease in the availability of free time, have a lower likelihood to take-up (hypothesis 

3a) and a higher likelihood to quit (hypothesis 3b) voluntary work. However, if life 

events do not alter available free time, we expected no different likelihood to 

take-up (hypothesis 3c) or quit (hypothesis 3d) voluntary work. Our results partially 

confirmed our expectations formulated in hypotheses 3a and 3b, as individuals who 

moved house were less likely to take-up voluntary work and more likely to quit, and 

individuals who got seriously ill were more likely to quit voluntary work too. Contrary 

to our expectations formulated in hypotheses 3c and 3d, various life events which 

were assumed neither to cause changes in the fulfillment of the needs for status, 

stimulation and behavioral confirmation, nor in the availability of free time, such as 

experiencing financial difficulties or ending a long-term relationship with a good friend 

or relative, were associated to volunteer cessation. When individuals experience 

major life events and feel the need to reduce participation in activities, it seems to 

make sense to quit voluntary work first, because it is less obligatory than paid work 

or taking care of family members.

Overall, our results show that on the group level, it is difficult to predict who will take-

up voluntary work and who will quit. Explained variance of our models is low: the 

variables in our models explain only 1.3% of the variation in taking-up voluntary work 

and 2.8% of the variation in volunteer cessation. At the same time, however, our results 

show clear associations between specific major life events and the likelihood to either 

start or quit volunteering. For example, individuals who transition into retirement 

are 7.7% more likely to start volunteering than individuals who do not transition into 

retirement. Individuals who transition into parenthood are 3.2% less likely to start 

volunteering and 3.9% more likely to quit than individuals not transitioning into 

parenthood. Individuals who transition into marriage (or a marriage-like relationship) 

are even 9.8% more likely to quit volunteering than those who don’t and individuals 

who experience serious illness are 5.5% more likely to quit volunteering compared 

to those who do not experience this event. These results thus show that life events 
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clearly matter for volunteer take-up and cessation, but that there is still much to 

learn about additional factors that may influence these decisions about volunteering.

Study Limitations
The current study has some limitations. Firstly, information on participation in 

voluntary work was only available at baseline (T1) and the second follow-up (T3). 

Individuals who volunteered at both T1 and T3 could possibly have transitioned out 

of and into volunteering again between measurements, for example as a response 

to life events that occurred between T1 and T3. If individuals respond quickly to 

experiencing life events by altering volunteering behavior, and after the life event 

quickly turn back to the previous volunteer status, these dynamics remain unnoticed 

in the current study. Secondly, the exact timing of life events could not be taken into 

account. For individuals who experienced an event recently (shortly before T3), the 

effect on volunteering could not be visible yet. Altering behavior takes time in general, 

potentially leading to an underestimation of transitions into volunteering. Likewise, for 

individuals who experienced an event relatively long ago (shortly after T1), the effect 

on volunteering could not be visible anymore. The effect could have been flattened-

out already by the time of T3, again potentially leading to an underestimation of 

transitions in volunteering.

Recommendations for Future Research
Future research should test whether the associations between major life events and 

take-up and cessation of voluntary work that were found in the current study, are 

indeed mediated by changes in the fulfillment of the need for status, stimulation 

and behavioral confirmation. Moreover, future research should aim at collecting 

information on participation in voluntary work at shorter intervals over a longer time 

period. Including more measurements would also increase knowledge on the timing 

of transitions in volunteering after experiencing major life events.

In conclusion, the current study provides important insights into the association 

between major life events and volunteer dynamics. This study shows that 

experiencing major life events seems to be much more important for quitting than 

for starting voluntary work, showing that the decisions to start or quit voluntary work 

are subject to different underlying processes. By taking a need-based theoretical 

approach to underlying motives to volunteer, we added to the understanding of why 

certain life events are related to starting and quitting voluntary work.
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Appendix Multivariate Logistic Regression Models for Volunteer Take-up (N=59,773) and Volunteer 
Cessation (N=32,143)

Volunteer Take-up (N=59,773) Volunteer Cessation (N=32,143)

Model 1a Model 2a

β SE β SE

Constant -2.196** 0.112 -0.403** 0.114

Cluster 1 variables

Fired  0.233** 0.056  0.051 0.068

Newly separated -0.205 0.116  0.404** 0.113

Newly unemployed  0.567** 0.070 -0.088 0.091

Newly retired  0.714** 0.074 -0.104 0.076

Newly disabled  0.440** 0.121  0.246 0.140

Cluster 2 variables

Newly married -0.185* 0.081  0.400** 0.080

Birth child(ren) -0.333** 0.059  0.167** 0.063

Newly employed -0.063 0.080  0.271** 0.074

Cluster 3 variables

Illness  0.037 0.059  0.247** 0.052

Illness family  0.006 0.031 -0.049 0.029

Moved house -0.102* 0.045  0.400** 0.080

Cluster 4 variables

Death close relative  0.056 0.030 -0.061* 0.027

End of friendship  0.003 0.050  0.238** 0.049

Relational problems  0.046 0.046 -0.022 0.044

Financial difficulties -0.068 0.055  0.190** 0.056

Delinquency -0.011 0.112 -0.070 0.110

Loss of valuables  0.128* 0.063 -0.121 0.065

Widowed -0.126 0.199  0.073 0.158

Death child(ren) -0.078 0.284 -0.221 0.210

Death father  0.021 0.062  0.145** 0.056

Death mother  0.045 0.065  0.116* 0.057

Death sibling(s)  0.049 0.083  0.092 0.070

Control variables

Age -0.008** 0.001 -0.009** -0.001

Female -0.095** 0.027  0.172** 0.025

Educational attainment  0.284** 0.017 -0.150** 0.016

Married T1  0.063 0.038 -0.026 0.040

Employed T1 -0.284** 0.017  0.322** 0.037

Subjective health -0.097** 0.017  0.063** 0.016

Children in the household  0.259** 0.029  0.052 0.029

Informal caregiver T1  0.203** 0.040 -0.190** 0.036
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