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CHAPTER 7

The overall aim of this dissertation was to contribute to our knowledge and 

understanding of the individual antecedents of volunteering, by studying who 

volunteers, and why some older individuals opt for volunteering, whereas others 

do not. In this chapter, I will provide a summary of the main findings, followed by 

a discussion of the key contributions of this dissertation. Moreover, I will highlight 

several methodological considerations, and provide directions for future research, 

as well as recommendations for policy.

MAIN FINDINGS

Main findings Part I: Who volunteers?
In Part I, a systematic review and meta-analysis of the individual determinants 

of volunteering was conducted (Chapter 2) and associations between major 

life events and transitions into and out of volunteering over the life course were 

assessed (Chapter 3). The systematic review and meta-analysis (Chapter 2) showed 

the importance of including life-course transitions in studying participation in 

voluntary work, and confirmed the importance of several well-known individual 

determinants of volunteering, within the contemporary context characterized by 

population ageing. Two major life transitions were identified to be of importance for 

volunteering. Individuals who experience transitions into parenthood, or increases in 

functional limitations, were less likely to volunteer. In addition, associations between 

several forms of human capital (higher education, higher income, fewer functional 

limitations), social capital (being married, a larger social network, having children) 

and cultural capital (religiosity and higher church attendance) were found as well. 

Future studies assessing individual determinants of volunteering should include 

these factors whenever possible. Given the potentially important role of life events 

and changing life conditions, the relationship between a large set of life events in 

the health, family, and work domain, and changes in participation of voluntary work 

were empirically studied next (Chapter 3). A dynamic approach was adopted, by 

assessing both taking-up and quitting voluntary work as outcome measures. This 

study showed that major life events in all three domains (i.e. health, family, and work) 

were important for changes in the participation of voluntary work. Within the health 

domain, we showed that individuals who recently experienced a serious illness were 

more likely to quit volunteering. An assessment of changes in the family domain 

showed that individuals who recently married, and those who recently had a child, 

were less likely to take-up volunteering, and more likely to quit. Individuals who 

recently got separated were also more likely to quit volunteering. Within the work 
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domain, this study showed that newly employed individuals were more likely to quit 

voluntary work, whereas individuals who transitioned out of employment (e.g. as 

a result of retirement, being fired, or disability) had a higher likelihood to take-up 

voluntary work. This study provides not only important insights in the importance 

of several major life-course transitions for transitions in voluntary work, but also 

in our understanding of the underlying mechanisms explaining these associations. 

By using Social Production Function (SPF) theory, hypotheses were formed, that 

were largely confirmed. Major life events that cause losses in status, stimulation 

and behavioral confirmation (i.e. three of the basic human needs, according to SPF 

theory) were especially important for starting voluntary work. Individuals seemed 

to start volunteering especially as a substitute activity for paid work, which can be 

interpreted as a means to restore the fulfillment of the need for status, stimulation and 

behavioral confirmation. Major life events that caused gains in status, stimulation and 

behavioral confirmation were especially important for quitting voluntary work. Life 

events such as transitions into marriage and parenthood, are often time consuming, 

but produce gains in status, stimulation and behavioral confirmation as well. Both 

factors may decrease the benefits that volunteering can provide in terms of these 

basic human needs.

Main findings Part II: Why do some older individuals volunteer, 
whereas others do not?
In Part II, the Volunteer Functions Inventory (VFI)1 was translated into Dutch, and 

subsequently validated (Chapter 4). The VFI is the most widely used measurement 

instrument for assessing volunteer motivations, but no validated Dutch translation 

was available yet. By using the data collected within the Lifelines Daily Activities 

and Leisure Activities add-on Study (Lifelines DALAS), it was possible to construct 

a validated Dutch version of the VFI. Three items of the original scale had to be 

omitted. The Dutch version of the VFI, containing 27 items, is comparable to the 

original scale in terms of its factor structure, consisting of six factors representing 

the Values, Understanding, Enhancement, Protective, Social and Career motives. 

Factor mean scores of the Dutch VFI were comparable to the factor mean scores 

of the original scale in terms of the sequence of importance, but they were lower 

than in the samples in which the original VFI was validated1. Especially the scores 

on the Career factor were substantially lower, which seemed to be the result of 

limiting our sample to individuals aged 60 and over. Next, we adapted the Dutch 

VFI (27 items) in order to make it applicable for measuring volunteer motivations 
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among both volunteering and non-volunteering individuals (Chapter 5). Assessing 

the motivations to volunteer among non-volunteering individuals and comparing the 

motivations between volunteers and non-volunteers is important for understanding 

the role of volunteer motivations in decision-making on participation in voluntary 

work. By applying a group-based Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) approach, 

measurement invariance was assessed, allowing to investigate whether the same 

underlying constructs were measured in both the volunteer and non-volunteer 

sample. A total of 9 items appeared to be incomparable between volunteers and 

non-volunteers, indicating that these items were perceived differently by the groups, 

and where therefore eliminated from the scale. The findings provide support for 

the Dutch Comparative Scale for Assessing Volunteer Motivations among Volunteers 

and Non-Volunteers (18 items) which can be used to assess and compare volunteer 

motivations among Dutch volunteers and non-volunteers aged 60 to 80 years. Finally, 

this scale was used to study the associations between volunteer motivations and 

actual volunteering, and to assess to what extent these associations were moderated 

by individual resources (Chapter 6). This study showed that, although volunteering 

individuals scored significantly higher on all volunteer motivations (except for the 

Career motive) than non-volunteering individuals, the order of importance of the 

volunteer motivations as perceived by older individuals seemed to be of particular 

relevance for volunteering. Older individuals who perceived larger benefits from 

volunteering in terms of the opportunities to (a) learn new things (Understanding 

motive), (b) enhance personal growth (Enhancement motive) or (c) express altruistic 

concerns (Values motive) were more likely to volunteer. Older individuals who mainly 

perceive benefits from volunteering in terms of the opportunities to (a) enhance the 

chance of success for paid work (Career motive), (b) express normative behavior 

(Social motive) or (c) protect their mental state (Protective motive), were less likely 

to volunteer.

KEY CONTRIBUTIONS OF THIS DISSERTATION

The current dissertation has contributed to our knowledge and understanding of 

the individual determinants of volunteering. In Part I, I showed that the availability 

of individual resources is important for participation in voluntary work, and that 

experiencing major life events is associated with changes in participation in voluntary 

work. The findings in this part of the dissertation emphasize the need for assessing 

volunteering from a life-course perspective. In Part II, I showed that, although 

volunteering individuals score significantly higher on all volunteer motivations except 
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for the Career motive, only individuals who mainly perceive benefits from volunteering 

in terms of the opportunities to learn new things, enhance personal growth, and 

express altruistic concerns, are more likely to participate in voluntary work. Thereby, 

this research showed that the relative importance of volunteer motivations, as 

perceived by individuals, differentiates older volunteers from older non-volunteers. 

These findings emphasize the need for assessing the association between volunteer 

motivations and actual volunteering in a multivariate design. I will now discuss both 

contributions of this dissertation in depth, starting with the insight that volunteering 

should be studied from a life-course perspective, and followed by a discussion of the 

need for assessing the role of volunteer motivations in a multivariate study design.

Participation in voluntary work from a life-course perspective
The first major contribution of this dissertation is that participation in voluntary work 

changes over the life course (Part I). I showed that individuals transition into and out 

of voluntary work, and that major life events are associated with these transitions. 

Moreover, changes in the availability of individual resources over the life course, were 

shown to be related to changes in volunteering as well. These insights stress the need 

for studying volunteering from a life-course perspective. A recent shift in theories 

on voluntary work towards a life-course approach has been identified, moving from 

value-based theories on volunteering, to resource-based theories on volunteering2. 

Value-based theories approach volunteering from the context of altruism, stating 

that values internalized by the individual are more or less consistent over time, 

whereas resource-based theories assume that volunteering behavior is dependent 

upon the availability of individual resources, which are subject to changes over the 

life course2. A clear life-course trend in volunteering has already been identified 

by previous studies, indicating a curvilinear age trend in volunteering, with steeply 

increasing volunteering rates throughout adulthood, a peak in midlife (around the age 

of 55), followed by a slow decline with age3,4. Volunteering is a life course process, 

with determinants of volunteering in later life already originating in adolescence3. In 

the systematic review, I showed that previous experience with volunteering is the 

strongest predictor for volunteering in midlife and later life (Chapter 2). Participation 

in voluntary work earlier in life seems thus to be linked with later-life volunteering, 

indicating that a life-course approach to volunteering is relevant. Both participation in 

voluntary work, and the resources needed for volunteering, are dynamic factors that 

are subject to changes over the life course. I will discuss dynamics in volunteering, 

and dynamics in the availability in resources, in turn.
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Volunteering is a dynamic activity

Volunteering is a dynamic activity, with individuals transitioning into and out of 

voluntary work5–7. Major life events in the health, family, and work domain, were shown 

to be associated with starting and quitting voluntary work (Chapter 3). Instead of only 

considering factors that are associated with participation in voluntary work (static 

approach), it is important to also study factors that are associated with starting and 

quitting voluntary work (dynamic approach). I showed that certain major life events 

are more important for quitting voluntary work (i.e. life events that may cause gains 

in status, stimulation and behavioral confirmation, such as transitions into marriage, 

parenthood, and employment), whereas others are more important for starting (i.e. life 

events that may cause losses in status, stimulation and behavioral confirmation, such 

as transitions out of work). Different underlying mechanisms seemed to play a role 

in the decision to either quit or take-up voluntary work. Moreover, in general, major 

life events seemed to be more often important for quitting participation in voluntary 

work, than for starting. Our results showed that, by investigating associations between 

major life events and participation in voluntary work within a static framework (i.e. 

assessing the likelihood to volunteer as an outcome), relevant information is missing. 

Our findings in Part 1 of this dissertation emphasize the importance of employing 

a dynamic approach in investigating associations between major life events and 

volunteering, by differentiating between the outcomes of starting and quitting 

voluntary work.

Changes in the availability of individual resources over the life course

Participation in voluntary work is associated with the availability of individual 

resources, which is subject to change over the life course. A comparison of the results 

provided in Chapter 2 and Chapter 3 reveals that, by employing a dynamic approach 

with respect to the availability of individual resources (i.e. changes in the availability 

of resources), other information is provided than by employing a static approach with 

respect to the availability of individual resources (i.e. the availability of resources 

at a certain point in time). Although having children was positively associated 

with volunteering (Chapter 2), recent transitions into parenthood were negatively 

associated with volunteering (Chapter 2 and 3). Moreover, although health status in 

general seemed not to be associated with volunteering (Chapter 2), both increases in 

functional limitations (Chapter 2) and recent experiences of serious illness (Chapter 

3) were associated with a lower likelihood to volunteer. Also, married individuals had 
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a higher likelihood to volunteer (Chapter 2), but individuals who recently got married 

(transitions into marriage) had a lower likelihood to start volunteering. Individuals who 

recently got married (transition into marriage) or divorced (transition out of marriage) 

had a higher likelihood to quit volunteering (Chapter 3). Although, the association 

between employment status and volunteering could be not be established (Chapter 

2), transitions out of employment were associated with a higher likelihood to take-

up volunteering, and transitions into employment were associated with a higher 

likelihood to quit (Chapter 3). The availability of individual resources changes over 

the life course, and clearly, these changes are important for volunteering behavior. 

Nevertheless, the majority of the studies included in the systematic review and meta-

analysis (Chapter 2) applied a static approach by including variables measuring the 

static level of individual resources, instead of a dynamic approach, and did not take 

changes in the availability of individual resources into account. The findings in Part 

I emphasize the importance of including changes in the availability of individual 

resources (in terms of human, social and cultural capital) when assessing the 

individual determinants of participation in voluntary work.

The relative importance of volunteer motivations for participa-
tion in voluntary work
The second main contribution of the current dissertation (Chapter 6) is that three main 

motivations were most important for volunteering: the opportunities volunteering 

provides for expressing altruistic concerns (Values function), learning new skills 

and obtaining new knowledge (Understanding function), and personal growth 

(Enhancement function). Moreover, especially the relative importance of volunteer 

motivations, as perceived by individuals, helped explain why some individuals 

volunteer in later life, whereas others do not. I showed that individuals who mainly 

perceive benefits from volunteering in terms of the possibilities volunteering provides 

for protecting their mental state (Protective), enhancing social inclusion (Social) 

and improving possibilities for paid work (Career), were less likely to volunteer. To 

the best of my knowledge, the study in Chapter 6 is the first study assessing the 

association between volunteer motivations and participation in voluntary work, 

by using a measurement instrument (the Dutch Comparative Scale for Assessing 

Volunteer Motivations among Volunteers and Non-Volunteers) that has been validated 

to compare factor mean scores between volunteers and non-volunteers. Although, 

previous studies compared volunteer motivations between volunteering and non-

volunteering individuals by using the original Volunteer Functions Inventory (VFI)8–10, 
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I showed that several items of the original VFI did not measure the same underlying 

constructs in volunteering individuals as compared to non-volunteering individuals 

(Chapter 5). This means that the original VFI should not be used for assessing 

volunteer motivations among non-volunteering individuals. Moreover, the studies8–10 

that compared volunteer motivations between volunteering and non-volunteering 

individuals did not perform regression analyses assessing associations between 

volunteer motivations and participation in voluntary work in a multivariate design. 

Overall, these studies8–10 concluded that all volunteer motivations discriminated 

between volunteers and non-volunteers, with exception of the Career function8, or 

all volunteer motivations except the Career and Protective function10, or all volunteer 

motivations except for the Career, Values and Social function9. These conclusions may 

not hold when the associations between the volunteer motivations and participation 

in voluntary work are assessed in a multivariate design. Our study in Chapter 6 showed 

that individuals who are motivated to volunteer mainly because they expect benefits 

from volunteering in terms of the ability to express normative behavior (Social motive) 

or protect their mental state (Protective motive), had a lower likelihood to volunteer, 

instead of a higher likelihood, as could be concluded based on comparisons of 

factor mean scores. Apparently, the order of importance assigned to the volunteer 

motivations by individuals is important for understanding who volunteers and who 

does not.

METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS

In this paragraph, I will highlight several methodological considerations. I will discuss 

selection bias and attrition bias, and several methodological aspects regarding the 

measurement of the determinants and the outcome of the studies in the current 

dissertation.

Selection and attrition bias
Selection bias

The majority of the studies in the current dissertation was based on data from 

the Lifelines Cohort Study11 (Chapters 3,4,5 and 6). The Lifelines population is 

broadly representative of the general Dutch population in terms of socioeconomic 

characteristics, health behavior, and health, although higher educated individuals are 

slightly overrepresented in the Lifelines study12. Given that education is an important 

determinant of volunteering (Chapter 2), the participation of older adults in voluntary 

work in the Lifelines population is probably overestimated. However, there are no 
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indications that associations between experiencing major life events and changes 

in volunteering behavior, as well as associations between volunteer motivations 

and volunteering, differ between higher educated individuals and lower educated 

individuals. Therefore, the likelihood of selection bias seems to be limited.

Chapters 4, 5 and 6 were based on the data collected through the Lifelines ‘Daily 

Activities and Leisure Activities add-on Study’ (Lifelines DALAS). Between May and 

December 2017, all Lifelines participants who were 60 to 80 years old, who were 

invitited to participate in the second assessment at least six months ago, who actually 

filled-out the fourth Lifelines questionnaire (Questionnaire 2A), and who in general 

filled-out the Lifelines questionnaires digitally (by e-mail), instead of on paper (by 

post), were invited to participate in the Lifelines DALAS (N=15,655). The response rate 

was 49.0%. This percentage is very comparable to the response rate of the Lifelines 

Informal Care Add-on Study (Lifelines ICAS) of 48.2%, which was distributed among 

all informal caregivers who consented to participate in Lifelines ICAS in 2013/201413. 

Previous research showed that the tendency to participate is higher among people 

for whom the topic of research is relevant to their own life14 or who are interested 

in the subject of research15. The odds of participating in a survey with a research 

topic of likely interest were shown to be about 40 percent higher than for surveys 

addressing other topics15. It could therefore be that relatively active older adults (in 

societal activities and leisure activities) were overrepresented in the Lifelines DALAS 

study population because of their familiarity with and perceived importance of the 

research topic. As a result, the proportion of older individuals who participate in 

voluntary work in our study population, may also be relatively high, compared to 

the general older population. A common concern regarding scientific surveys with 

low response rates is that the resulting study population may not be a representative 

sample of the source population, potentially introducing selection bias (Armstrong 

(1995) in Edwards et al. (2002)16). However, the likelihood of selection bias seems very 

low. The potential overrepresentation of volunteers among the older individuals in 

our study sample is not likely to influence the associations between the volunteer 

motivations and volunteering, because motivations of volunteering individuals are 

compared with those of non-volunteering individuals.

Attrition bias

Chapter 3 is the only study in this dissertation with a longitudinal design. Loss to 

follow-up between the baseline and follow-up measurement was moderately 
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high (33.0% in the volunteer sample, 37.5% in the non-volunteer sample). Attrition 

analysis revealed that differences in baseline characteristics existed between the 

non-completers (individuals lost to follow-up) and the completers (individuals not 

lost to follow-up). Completers were on average older, more often female, more often 

married or cohabiting, more often retired, less often employed, in better health, and 

had less often children living in the household than non-completers. However, it was 

also shown that the differences were small. Moreover, there are no indications that the 

associations between major life events and the likelihood to quit or start volunteering, 

differ between individuals who are different in terms of their socioeconomic and 

demographic characteristics or their health status. Therefore, the likelihood of attrition 

bias seems to be low.

Measuring volunteer motivations
Volunteer motivations are often assessed solely within samples of volunteering 

individuals17. Studies assessing volunteer motivations among volunteers aim 

to increase our understanding of why individuals decide to opt for volunteering. 

Basically, they aim to increase our knowledge of the reasons for volunteering. 

However, it could be questioned whether the information on volunteer motivations 

based on volunteer samples, is reliable and truly reflects individuals’ reasons for 

participation in voluntary work17. First, the motivations to volunteer could reflect the 

benefits perceived from volunteering, and these are not necessarily in accordance 

with reasons influencing the decision to opt for volunteering17. The findings in 

Chapter 6 showed that the motivations to volunteer differ between volunteering 

and non-volunteering individuals. Because of the use of cross-sectional data, it was 

not possible to assess whether these differences reflect true differences between 

volunteering and non-volunteering individuals in terms of their motivations, or 

partially reflect differences between the benefits of volunteering perceived when 

starting volunteering and the actual benefits perceived. By following-up on the 

respondents of the Lifelines DALAS in future research, the association between 

volunteer motivations and starting and quitting voluntary work could be studied by 

assessing their volunteer status at follow-up. A first step in increasing our insight into 

the temporal stability of volunteer motivations could also be made by comparing 

volunteer motivations of individuals who have never volunteered with those of 

individuals who are currently non volunteering, but did so in the past. The benefits 

from volunteering as perceived by non-volunteers who have never volunteered may 

be very different from the benefits perceived by current non-volunteers who have 
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volunteer experience. Second, the reliability of volunteer motivations could also 

be problematic because of the tendency of people to provide socially desirable 

answers17.

Measuring participation in voluntary work
Large differences exist in volunteer rates, not only between countries, but also within 

countries, showing that it is difficult to determine accurate rates of volunteering. 

The large variety of definitions of volunteering (see Chapter 1 for an overview) and 

their operationalization’s used to measure participation rates contribute to the large 

variation in volunteering rates18. For example, participation rates in voluntary work 

among older adults are estimated to be around 30 percent within the Dutch Culturele 

Veranderingen (CV) study, asking individuals whether or not they participate in 

voluntary work (defined as unpaid work through organizations), but around 40 percent 

within the Dutch Permanent Onderzoek van de Leefsituatie (POLS) study, where the 

question regarding participation in voluntary work is complemented with examples 

of types of voluntary work18. A comparison of the national participation rates of Dutch 

older adults in societal activities based on the Algemeen Voorzieningengebruik (AVO) 

Study (Chapter 1, p.15) with the participation rates of Dutch older adults participating 

in the Lifelines Daily Activities and Leisure Activities add-on Study (Lifelines DALAS) 

(Chapter 1, p.16) also shows substantial differences in volunteering rates. The 

participation rate in volunteering among older adults based on the AVO study is 

estimated to be around 30 percent, which is in accordance with the numbers obtained 

in the CV study, whereas the participation rate of voluntary work among older adults 

based on the Lifelines DALAS is estimated at nearly 60 percent. In Lifelines DALAS, 

we tried to define voluntary work very explicitly, and provided examples of various 

types of voluntary work (see Box 1). Comparison of the volunteer rates obtained from 

studies including examples of voluntary work (Lifelines DALAS, POLS) with studies not 

including examples (CV study, AVO study), shows that volunteer rates are probably 

often underestimated when asking individuals whether they volunteer without 

providing examples. Without providing very explicit descriptions of voluntary work, 

it can be difficult for individuals to assess whether their contributions are considered 

to be voluntary work, or contributions made as a regular member of an organization, 

because definitions of volunteering are not universal, and dependent upon cultural 

norms19. On top of differences in definitions of voluntary work, other factors also 

contribute to the large variation in volunteering rates. Underestimations of volunteer 

rates can result from considering shorter time periods in questions on participation in 
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voluntary work (e.g. have you participated in voluntary work during the past week?) as 

opposed to longer time periods (e.g. have you participated in voluntary work during 

the past year?)18 or from using cross-sectional data20. As individuals transition into and 

out of volunteering, actual rates of volunteering are much higher than cross-sectional 

data would suggest20.

Box 1. Definition and operationalization of voluntary work in Lifelines DALAS (Original Dutch version, 
as included in the questionnaire)

Wat is vrijwilligerswerk?

Met vrijwilligerswerk bedoelen we werk voor andere mensen, voor organisa-

ties of de samenleving in het algemeen, dat onbetaald en onverplicht wordt 

uitgevoerd. Het gaat hierbij om het verlenen van informele hulp en niet om het 

verlenen van informele zorg aan naasten, zoals bijvoorbeeld mantelzorg. Hulp 

aan anderen waarvoor u een salaris of loon ontvangt valt niet onder vrijwilliger-

swerk. Vrijwilligerswerk waarvoor u een kleine vergoeding ontvangt in de vorm 

van een vrijwilligersvergoeding of een onkostenvergoeding (bijvoorbeeld voor 

gemaakte reiskosten) telt wel mee. 

Voorbeelden van vrijwilligerswerk zijn: het organiseren van tennistoernooien 

voor de tennisvereniging; coachen van een voetbalelftal, werken bij de vrijwillige 

brandweer; koffie schenken in een verpleeghuis, werkzaamheden voor de voed-

selbank, lid zijn van het schoolbestuur, de kerkenraad, het bestuur van de muz-

iekvereniging, een politieke partij of een ouderenbond, deelname aan buurtwerk, 

opzetten van burgerinitiatieven, collecteren voor een gezondheidsorganisatie, 

organiseren van bijeenkomsten voor patiëntenverenigingen, als voorlees(groot)

ouder voorlezen op basisscholen en verlenen van vrijwillige juridische of ad-

ministratieve hulp.
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH AND POLICY

Future directions for research on volunteering
The current dissertation has improved our understanding regarding who volunteers, 

and why some older adults volunteer, whereas others do not. Several important 

directions for future research were identified, which I will discuss in the current 

paragraph.

First, future research assessing the association between major life course transitions 

and volunteering, should investigate how these changes are shaped over the life 

course, by accounting for the individual’s stages in the life course. In Chapter 2, 

we demonstrated that major life course transitions are important for volunteering 

behaviour, but to date it is not clear whether major life events in certain stages of the 

life course are associated with volunteering behaviour in a different way than in other 

stages of the life course. It could be that major life events are differentially associated 

with individuals’ volunteering trajectories depending on the life-course stage, in 

terms of, among other factors, age, family obligations and establishment of the 

individuals’ career. For example, a transition into unemployment may have different 

consequences for volunteering for young individuals without family obligations than 

for single individuals closer to retirement.

Second, trajectories of volunteering should be studied in relation to experiencing 

major life events, by following-up individuals for a longer period after the occurrence 

of the events. In Chapter 3 we have, for example, shown that individuals who get 

seriously ill or transition out of marriage (i.e. divorce) are more likely to quit. However, 

it is unclear whether these changes in volunteering generally persist over a longer 

period of time, or are mostly followed by another transition in volunteering, restoring 

the volunteer behaviour that was pursued before the occurrence of the event. As 

was demonstrated in Chapter 2, previous volunteer experience is the strongest 

predictor of participation in voluntary work. The odds of participation in voluntary 

work are more than nine times higher for individuals who have volunteered before 

than for individuals who have never volunteered. Our systematic review (Chapter 2) 

confirmed the previous notion that most studies on participation in voluntary work 

employ static approaches to volunteering5 (p.463). Studies employing a longitudinal 

approach to volunteering (using more than two waves of data) are scarce6,21. Also, 

previous studies have concluded that patterns of volunteering are relatively stable 

over the life course20, being closely in line with the continuity theory of aging2. To date, 
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it is unclear whether the strong association between previous volunteer experience 

and volunteering later in life should be explained from a causal perspective (i.e. early 

acquaintance with volunteering fosters future volunteering) or from the perspective 

of self-selection into volunteering (i.e. previous volunteer experiences reflect relevant 

differences between volunteers and non-volunteers)2.

Third, future research should investigate whether the theorized mechanisms in 

Chapter 3 (based on Social Production Function Theory22) inducing individuals to 

start or quit volunteering as a response to major life events, hold. Future research 

should assess whether the associations between experiencing major life events and 

changing volunteering behaviour are indeed mediated by changes in the fulfilment 

of the needs for status, stimulation, and behavioural confirmation.

Fourth, future studies should aim at improving our understanding of the associations 

between employment status and participation in voluntary work by applying a life-

course perspective. Due to large heterogeneity between studies (Chapter 2), there 

is still insufficient evidence to draw firm conclusions about the association between 

employment status and volunteering. These studies differed with respect to the 

adjustment for other variables related to socioeconomic status as well as to the 

age groups included. The period in the life course around retirement, may be very 

different in terms of the sensitivity to changes in volunteering behaviour than in 

midlife. As was demonstrated in Chapter 6, societal activities in later life seem to 

be complementary activities, rather than substitute ones. It should be investigated 

to what extent volunteering is combined with other societal activities such as 

employment and caretaking, over the life course.

Fifth, studies investigating the association between major life course transitions 

and volunteering, as well as studies assessing volunteer motivations, should study 

volunteer hours as an outcome measure. In Chapter 3, we have solely investigated 

quitting and starting voluntary work. Therefore, the impact of experiencing major life 

events on volunteering may be underestimated. Individuals could also respond to 

major life events by reducing their volunteer hours instead of entirely quitting their 

unpaid work. Moreover, for major life events for which associations with taking-up 

voluntary work were found, it could very well be that these major life events also 

positively affect volunteering behaviour among volunteering individuals. Volunteers 

could respond to major life events, such as transitions out of employment, by 
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increasing their volunteer hours donated. Volunteer hours should also be studied 

in research on volunteer motivations. In Chapter 6, associations between volunteer 

motivations and the likelihood to volunteer were assessed. It could be, that 

individuals contributing a few hours per month to their voluntary work are different 

from individuals contributing many hours per month in terms of their volunteer 

motivations. Besides, future research should also assess associations between 

volunteer motivations and the duration of participation in voluntary work. The current 

dissertation has shown which volunteer motivations are important for the likelihood 

that older individuals opt for volunteering, and it would be interesting to investigate 

whether volunteering individuals, who are mainly driven by these motivations, also 

remain active for a longer period of time.

Sixth, the associations between volunteer motivations and health outcomes of 

volunteering should be investigated, because health benefits of volunteering could 

be dependent on the main benefits from volunteering, as perceived by volunteers. 

Previous research has shown that volunteering is associated with better physical23–25, 

mental24,26 and cognitive27 health, but to date it is unclear whether these benefits are 

similar for individuals who are mainly driven by other-oriented motivations versus 

self-oriented motivations to volunteer.

Policy recommendations
Volunteering is an important activity by which active ageing can be realized28. 

Active ageing is the conceptualization of a later life characterized by well-being29. 

Participation in voluntary work provides various health and well-being related 

benefits23,25,27,30,31, especially in later life5,28,32. Enhancing active ageing is an important 

policy response to the challenges related to population ageing29,33, resulting in 

measures aiming to increase participation rates in paid and unpaid work. In Chapter 

1, it was shown that a substantial recruitment potential may be available among non-

volunteering individuals. In Chapter 3, it was shown that of the individuals volunteering 

at baseline, around one-third (33.1%) had terminated participation in voluntary work 

at follow-up. This suggests that increasing participation in voluntary work asks for 

a dual strategy: improving recruitment strategies to entice people to participate in 

volunteering activities, as well as increasing the retention of volunteering older adults. 

To date, it is not clear how policy measures aiming to increase participation rates in 

voluntary work should be designed. In the current dissertation, it was shown that older 

adults who mainly perceive benefits of volunteering in terms of the opportunities 
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to help others (Values motive), learning new things (Understanding) and protecting 

the mental state (Enhancement motive) are more likely to volunteer. Strategies for 

recruiting and retaining older volunteers should aim at improving the fit between 

these motives to volunteer and the actual voluntary work. Especially for strategies 

aiming to retain current volunteers, improving the fit between the volunteer job and 

volunteer motives seems to be important. Besides, recruitment strategies aiming to 

recruit new volunteers should especially target individuals with previous volunteer 

experience. Moreover, we have identified sensitive periods for starting and quitting 

participation in voluntary work (Chapter 3). Strategies for recruiting volunteers could 

for example target individuals transitioning into retirement or individuals who recently 

got unemployed, because these groups are more likely to take-up voluntary work. 

Finally, policy measures should be introduced incorporating voluntary work in high 

school curricula. By getting individuals acquainted with volunteering at young ages, 

they may be more likely to opt for volunteering later in life.
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