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Introduction 
 

Happiness, health and well-being are closely linked (Fitzpatrick et al. 2005). It 

is normally considered that good health and happinees are the most important 

determinants of wellbeing (Graham 2006), but also bad health and unhappiness 

have negative and lasting effects on well-being (Diener – Chan 2011), In 2008, 

the Sarkozy Commission suggested that a complementary indicator of national 

development should be based on health and happiness (Pierewan – 

Tampubolon 2015). But this idea is not new. Bhutan has been the first country 

in the world to make the pursuit of happiness a state policy since the earlier 

1970s. The philosophy of gross national happiness has several dimensions: it is 

integral (it recognizes the spiritual, material, physical or social needs of 

people), collective, sustainable from the ecological point of view and equitable 

                                                           
1
 Address: Ph.D. Mª Isabel Saz-Gil, Business Management Department, University of Zaragoza, Faculty of Social and 

Human Sciences, Ciudad Escolar s/n, 44003 Teruel, Spain. Tfno: (+34) 978 645376, ext tel 86-1376. Fax: 978 618103. E-

mail: sazgil@unizar.es 
2
 Address: Ph.D. Ana Isabel Gil-Lacruz, Business Management Department, University of Zaragoza, School of Engineering 

and Architecture, María de Luna, 3, Edificio Betancourt, Campus Río Ebro, 50018 Zaragoza, Spain. Tfno: (+34) 976 

761000, ext tel 84-5206. E-mail: anagil@unizar.es 
3
 Address: Ph.D. Marta Gil-Lacruz, Department of Sociology and Psychology, University of Zaragoza, Nursing School, C/ 

Domingo Miral s/n, 50009 Zaragoza, Spain. Tfno: (+34) 976 764443. Fax: 976 761063. E-mail: mglacruz@unizar.es 



Sociológia 51, 2019, No. 3                                                                            291 

(Sithey et al. 2015). Appropriate measures and specific interventions can 

promote not only citizens‟ health but also happiness (Norrish – Vella-Brodrick 

2008). 

 The scientific literature provides strong empirical evidence on the benefits 

of volunteering on wellbeing (Dolan et al. 2008; Meier – Stutzer 2008; Thoits – 

Hewitt 2001). Public decision makers also understand the importance of these 

interactions. Government agencies such as the Corporation for National and 

Community Service (2007) have encouraged people to volunteer due to the 

positive psychological impact that is generated by: expressions of gratitude; 

social approval; social recognition (Handy – Mook 2011), a sense of utility, 

feelings of productivity; and, social coherence (Ryff – Singer 2008). People 

also benefit from playing meaningful social roles (Baker et al. 2010) and the 

„warm-glow‟ effect that results from helping others (Son – Wilson 2012). 

 Senior citizen volunteering might be even more beneficial for the older 

individual than started to volunteer at a young age (Van Willigen 2000). The 

explanation for these comparative advantages has much to do with the fact that 

senior citizen volunteering offers strategies for maintaining active and healthy 

lifestyles (Flecha 2015). Senior citizen volunteering improves the sense of 

social utility at a time of life which involves significant changes such as 

retirement and widowhood (Baker et al. 2005). Senior citizen volunteering can: 

protect against loneliness (Pinquart – Sörensen 2001), improve self-esteem 

(Chong et al. 2013), broaden and enrich the social network (Prouteau – Wolff 

2008), develop social capital (Theurerand – Wister 2010; Echeverri et al. 

2014), facilitate social integration (Berkman et al. 2000), and, bring a sense of 

transcendence and commitment to a social cause (Etzioni 2011). 

 Volunteering can strengthen social capital as it facilitates the construction of 

social networks, fosters cooperation among different institutional levels and 

generates trust and confidence (Matten et al. 2006). Helliwell (2001) points out 

that social capital influences a wide range of non-economic factors that 

increase the wellbeing of the population. 

 The main goal of this paper is to study how seniors‟ happiness gains from 

volunteering. Our main contributions are mainly two. First, we provide further 

empirical evidence about volunteering on wellbeing, taken into account four 

different kind of activities (Social Awareness, Politics & Profession, Leisure & 

Education and Religion) and one wellbeing indicator (Happiness). Second, we 

carry out an international comparison considering differences based on 

generational cohorts (Silent Generation and Baby Boomers) and gender. 

 We focus on European countries because they are facing the challenges of a 

rapidly aging population: in Europe there are currently four people in working 

age for every retired person and by 2050 this figure will be two people 

employed for every pensioner (Carone – Costello 2006). In addition, European 
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governments are pursuing policies of austerity which involve public spending 

cuts aimed at reducing national debt. European welfare systems have to support 

a growing section of the population that is not making a direct economic 

contribution. There is a homogenisation process taking place with regards to 

the national statutory minimum retirement age and it is therefore relevant to 

examine geographical characteristics and the coexistence of different welfare 

systems in their efforts to implement effective social policies. 
 

Background 
 

The fulfilment of basic needs is a requirement for individual wellbeing. 

(Hervás 2009) Both high income and high levels of training and opportunities 

for learning facilitates happiness (Kye – Park 2014; Pinasart – Sörenssen 2001; 

Subas – Hayran 2005). In addition, factors as age, sex, civil status and 

employment status determine individual wellbeing (Stutzer – Frey 2006; 

Wilson 2000). 

 Predictors of wellbeing, happiness and health are similar (Oshio – Koba-

yashi 2010; Pierewan – Tampubolon 2015). In fact, happiness is associated 

with less stress, maintaining a healthy diet, exercise and even living in a 

healthy community (Kye – Park 2014). 

 Wellbeing should be defined through a number of approaches with 

particular emphasis on eudemonic and hedonic measures. From a hedonistic 

point of view, happiness concerns the maximisation of pleasure and the 

minimisation of pain. In contrast, as Ryan – Deci (2001) have argued, eude-

monic happiness results from the actualisation of individual potential and 

fulfilment of the „true‟ self. The same authors explored the advantages of 

volunteering in terms of purpose, meaning, fulfilment, social coherence, social 

contribution, social acceptance and social integration. Other authors, for 

example, McMahan – Renken (2011) have highlighted the importance of a 

sense of meaning of life with regards to self-reported wellbeing. Happiness is 

maximised when life activities are coincident with deeply held values, as this 

results in feelings of authenticity and aliveness (Waterman 1993). 

 Using a hedonic approach, Diener et al. (1999) identified three components 

of happiness: life satisfaction, the presence of positive feelings and the absence 

of negative feelings. In 2006, Diener studied happiness as a personal and 

integrated assessment of all domains that configure a person's life at a given 

point in time, or as an integrated judgment regarding the life trajectory. 

Volunteering provides opportunities to learn, to acquire new knowledge and 

skills, to become empowered and to feel part of a community and its history; 

these are all factors that provide a source of hedonic happiness (Ryan – Deci 

2001; Thoits – Hewitt 2001). 
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 In fact, senior citizen volunteering is usually considered as a protective 

factor and health promoter. The positive health effects of volunteering include 

objective behaviours and conditions such as functional mobility, physical 

activity, the use of non-pharmacological pain-relieving methods (Tse et al. 

2014) and prevention of early mortality (Konrath et al. 2012). These effects are 

also evident from a subjective perspective of wellbeing, volunteering can lead 

to: an improved emotional condition (Ho 2015; Morrow-Howell et al. 2010), 

reduced stress (Greenfield – Marks 2004), a moderation of the impact of 

functional limitations on depression (Greenfield – Marks 2007), and the 

mitigation of the intensity of pain (Tse et al. 2014). 

 Volunteering generates happiness by facilitating social bonds and providing 

individuals with feelings of satisfaction and self-respect (Seligman 2002; 

Thoits – Hewitt 2001). Social participation through volunteering allows older 

people to contribute to the common good, to bring about social improvements 

and to ensure continuity between generations (Villar et al. 2013). 

 There are statistically significant national differences regarding the impact 

of volunteering on the forming of human, social and cultural capital 

(Partboteeah et al. 2004). Economic living standard functions as moderator of 

the relationship between volunteering and happiness (Dulin et al. 2012). 

However, the causal relationship between these variables is complex. For 

example, in the relationship between volunteering and church attendance, 

Mollidor et al. (2015) suggest that part of the reason why church attendees with 

stronger religious beliefs present a higher degree of wellbeing is because they 

are more likely to volunteer. 

 In the European context, Norway is the country with the highest rate (67 %), 

Switzerland and Austria have a volunteering rate of 50 %, whilst the figure for 

Bulgaria, Poland, Russia, Estonia and Hungary is less than 20 % (Huppert et al. 

2009; Voicu – Voicu 2009). The low levels of volunteering in Eastern Europe 

may be due to the collapse of the Soviet Union (Kuti 2004). The Communist 

Party favoured participation in non-governmental organisations such as the Red 

Cross and levels of involvement rapidly declined after its collapse (Anheier – 

Salamon 1999). Adding this constrictive factor, lower rate of volunteer in ex-

communist countries could be also explained by cultural and historical factors 

linked to a non-participative and pre-communist tradition (Voicu – Voicu 

2009). 

 Therefore, national differences on volunteering rates are explained by socio-

demographic, psychosocial, socioeconomic and cultural characteristics (Anhei-

er – Salamon 1999; Piagnol – Huppert 2010) and macro variables (Kuti 2004). 

 World economic crisis returned the levels of employment and family 

income of 2005 to the levels of the 1990s, and this had an impact on rates of 

volunteering (Easterlin 2008). Macro variables, such as welfare system or 
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GDP, influence both happiness and volunteering (Pierewan – Tampubolon 

2015; Wallace – Pichler 2009). Welfare-state regimes differ in the redistribu-

tion of goods (for example, incomes and resources) and this affects the ways in 

which individuals can satisfy their needs (Sammuel – Hadjar 2016). Inequality 

is negatively related to both health and happiness (Oshio – Kobayashi 2010). 

The influence of this relationship depends on the cultural context. For example, 

the negative evaluation of inequality and happiness is more marked in Europe 

than in America. In Europe, people who are more sensitive to inequality feel 

worse (Pierewan – Tampubolon 2015). These cultural differences may reveal 

differences of values and beliefs about volunteering (Musick et al. 2000). 

 Within each country, this influence can be mediated by age cohorts, since 

values also matter. In a longitudinal study conducted in Hong Kong, Cheung 

and Cheng (2016) reported that age, income level and volunteering had more 

weight in explaining the wellbeing of the population in 2014 than in 2005. 

 Social participation among the Baby Boom Generation supposes a break 

with previous ideas concerning the older members of society (Olzabal 2009). 

A conceptual shift has been identified through an approach based on the 

protection of older people to one that affects the value of their participation 

(Raymond et al. 2013). Nevertheless, Komp and Johansson (2016) argue that 

Baby Boomers are less active than previous cohorts, although these findings 

require further research. Researchers, as Sekerak (2017), suggest that, present 

and future civic engagement in public life appear to be noteworthy in a EU 

context of increasing income inequality, characterised by growing intolerance 

or dissatisfaction with democracy. This is especially true for youth generations. 

However Twenge et al. (2016) believe that variations of happiness and civic 

engagement among North Americans are more due to cyclical variations than 

to generational variations. 
 

Data and empirical framework 
 

Data 

The World Values Survey (WVS) provides a wealth of information for the 

study of the socioeconomic determinants and indicators of wellbeing. This 

study utilises the data from the last three surveys that are available: (1994 – 

1998, 2005 – 2009 and 2010 – 2014), in order to ensure that the questions 

included in the questionnaires are comparable over time. The analysis is based 

on older adults, aged 51 to 70, from Germany, Poland, Romania, Russia, 

Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Turkey and Ukraine. 

 Gender and generational differences were considered by means of 4 sub-

samples stratified by gender (Men and Women) and generational cohort (the 

„Silent‟ Generation and the „Baby Boom‟ Generation). The Silent Generation 



Sociológia 51, 2019, No. 3                                                                            295 

comprises people born between 1925 and 1949; Baby Boomers are those 

citizens that were born between 1950 and 1965 (Lancaster – Stillman 2004). 

 Although happiness is a multifaceted concept, it is usually studied by means 

of a single, direct question (Piagnol – Huppert 2010) which reveals significant 

relationships with sociodemographic characteristics (Frey – Stutzer 2002; 

Layard 2005; Piagnol – Huppert 2010; Pierewan – Tampubolon 2015). Interna-

tional instruments such as the World Values Survey (WVS) or the European 

Social Survey (ESS) use single item (Meier – Stutzer 2008). Therefore, the 

indicator of wellbeing is self-reported happiness on a scale of 1 to 5 (1 = 

excellent; 5 = very poor). A dummy variable (Happy) was defined (1 = 

excellent or very good; 0 = otherwise). 
 

Figure 1: Percentages of European senior citizens who feel happy and who 

volunteer: by gender and birth cohorts 

 
Data: World Value Survey (figure designed by the authors). 

 

 Volunteering is defined as the person being an active member of a not-for-

profit organisation. The WVS considers voluntary participation in 11 different 

activities. For the sake of simplicity, in this study, voluntary work was 

categorised in 4 groups (Sardinha 2010): 1) Social awareness: activities related 
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activities related to trade unions, political parties and professional associations; 

3) Education and Leisure: activities related to education, culture, youth work, 

sports or leisure; 4) Religion: activities related to the church or religious 

organisations. Volunteering on issues of social awareness and religion are 

considered as extrinsic motivations; volunteering in the areas of professional, 

sports and leisure are considered as intrinsic motivations. There is one general 

dummy variableUW(AllCategories), and four category-based dummy variables: 

UW(SocialAwareness), UW(Politics&Profession), UW(Leisure&Education) 

and UW(Religion). 

 Figure 1 shows the self-assessed levels of happiness among older adults that 

volunteer. Men from the Silent Generation appear to be the happiest (83 %, 

2010 – 2014). The lowest rate of happiness was found for women from the 

Silent Generation (59 % for the survey year 1994 – 1998). Men report higher 

levels of happiness than women. Differences by generational cohorts do not 

follow a significant pattern, although differences among people from the Silent 

Generation and the Baby Boom Generation are closer in the more recent 

surveys. Women from the Silent Generation are the less likely to volunteer 

(21 % for the survey year 1994 – 1998), while men from the Baby Boom 

Generation are the most likely (40 % for the survey year 1994 – 1998). 

Volunteering rates remain constant for people from the Silent Generation and 

they decrease for Baby Boomers. The most recent volunteering rates for Baby 

Boomers are similar to those of the Silent Generation. 

 Older adults living in Sweden report both the highest rates of happiness and 

volunteering participation. (Figure 2) In contrast, older people from Russia 

report the lowest rates of happiness (around 70 %) and one of the lowest 

volunteering rates (under 10 %). However, the relationship between happiness 

and volunteering is not a simple one: for example, people from Poland show 

high rates of happiness (over 90 %) but low volunteering rates (around 20 %). 

 Table 1 gives the population distribution by dependent and explanatory 

variables. Men and Baby Boomers are happier than women and people from 

the Silent Generation. Gender differences reduce for Baby boomers over time. 

Women are less likely to volunteer than men, especially for political and 

professional activities. There is a higher percentage of married men than 

married women among people from the Silent Generation, this might be 

explained by the higher percentage of widows among women than among men 

for the same generation: female life expectancy is higher. Divorce rates are 

much higher in the Baby Boom Generation than the Silent Generation. More 

men than women work and they also have higher educational levels but 

differences are considerably less for Baby Boomers. The country of residence 

(Germany, Poland, Romania, Russia, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Turkey and 
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Ukraine) and years covered by the survey (1994 – 1998, 2005 – 2009 y 2010 – 

2014) are included as explanatory variables. 
 

Table 1: Descriptive statistics for dependent and explanatory variables 

(Data in percentages) 
 

 

Women Men 

Silent generation 
Baby boom 

generation 
Silent generation 

Baby boom 

generation 

Happy 63.15 74.73 71.86 77.10 

UW(AllCategories) 21.68 23.81 26.63 26.47 

UW(SocialAwareness) 4.13 4.99 5.63 4.89 

UW(Politics&Profession) 4.79 8.07 11.03 11.94 

UW(Leisure&Education) 9.13 10.20 11.93 13.49 

UW(Religion) 10.89 9.04 7.84 5.85 

Married 57.97 65.88 85.08 80.23 

Single 4.50 4.49 3.19 6.23 

Divorced 8.21 14.43 4.21 10.02 

Widow 29.31 15.21 7.52 3.53 

Working 22.87 44.21 35.90 56.01 

Housewife 12.72 13.98 1.88 1.92 

Unemployed 1.70 4.45 2.33 7.97 

Retired 62.72 37.35 59.89 34.10 

PrimaryEducation 57.69 33.01 55.56 35.32 

SecondaryEducation 29.83 49.07 27.96 46.25 

TertiaryEducation 12.47 17.92 16.48 18.42 

LowIncome 50.14 33.98 40.56 28.88 

MiddleIncome 42.52 58.20 49.35 60.06 

HighIncome 7.35 7.83 10.10 11.06 

Germany 14.86 16.14 18.27 18.82 

Poland 8.63 9.20 8.34 10.67 

Romania 12.13 15.17 12.43 13.94 

Russia 20.72 18.62 15.94 14.06 

Slovenia 3.98 8.98 3.39 8.28 

Spain 8.56 6.31 10.10 6.97 

Sweden 8.32 8.46 9.41 11.11 

Turkey 4.61 5.16 7.85 7.53 

Ukraine 18.19 11.98 14.27 8.62 

Wave:1994/98 58.11 1.52 58.91 1.83 

Wave:2005/09 28.86 33.46 29.27 33.32 

Wave:2010/14 13.03 65.02 11.82 64.85 

N. of observations 2.818 2.641 2.404 2.246 

 

Data: World Value Survey (table designed by the authors) 
Total number of observations: 10 109  
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Figure 2: Percentages of European senior citizens who feel happy and who 

volunteer: by gender and country of residence (2010 – 2014) 
 

 
Data: World Value Survey (figure designed by the authors). 
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year of survey ( iSurveyYear) and a set of unobserved variables summarised in 

a zero-mean error term ( i1 ) on feeling happy and volunteering decisions for 

the individual ith. All explanatory variables are exogenous, so there is no bias 

derived from endogeneity. Estimations were repeated 4 times for gender and 

generational subsamples (women from the Silent Generation; women from the 

Baby Boomer Generation; men from the Silent Generation; and men from the 

Baby Boomer Generation). Differences on estimated parameters reveal gender 

and generational gaps. If estimated parameters are close for each estimation, 

results will not provide empirical evidence of gender and/or generational gaps. 

If the estimated parameters differ among sub-samples, results will bring to light 

how the effects of explanatory variables on dependent variables vary by gender 

and/or generational cohort. 

 The second stage used Simple Logit models (reporting results in terms of 

elasticity) to understand the impact of both socioeconomic characteristics and 

volunteering decisions on happiness among European senior citizens: 

iiiiii SurveyYearCountryUWXH 123210    2) 

Feeling happy ( iH ) depends on socioeconomic factors ( iX ), volunteering 

decisions ( iUW ), country of residence ( iCountry ), year of survey 

( iSurveyYear) and a set of unobserved variables summarised in a zero-mean 

error term ( i1 ). Two models are considered: Model 1 iUW includes: 

UW(AllCategories). Model 2 iUW  includes UW(SocialAwareness), 

UW(Politics&Profession), UW(Leisure&Education) and UW(Religion). As in 

the first stage, estimations for Model 1 and Model 2 were repeated four times 

for gender and generational subsamples. In these models, the key research 

parameter is 2  because it gives information on the causal effect of 

volunteering decisions on feeling happy, controlling for differences in the 

observed and unobserved determinants of ( iH ).The Schmith-Bundell 

exogeneity test was used to check if volunteering decisions were independent 

variables. If an explanatory variable is simultaneously explained by the model 

that defines the dependent variable, then there might be a problem of 

endogeneity which could generate biased results. Given that the structure of our 

data is cross-sectional, if there were problems of endogeneity, the estimated 

results could show correlation effects rather than causality.  

 For Model 1, the test confirmed that UW(AllCategories) is an endogenous 

explanatory variable for women from the Silent Generation (the coefficient of 
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the residual of volunteering in the estimation of being happy is equal to 8.07 

with a z-statistic of 2.42), for women from the Baby Boom Generation (the 

coefficient of the residual of volunteering in the estimation of being happy is 

equal to 13.23 with a z-statistic of -3.31), and for men from the Baby Boom 

Generation (the coefficient of the residual of volunteering in the estimation of 

being happy is equal to -10.69 with a z-statistic of -2.37).  

 For Model 2, the test confirmed that UW(SocialAwareness) is an 

endogenous explanatory variable for women from the Baby Boom Generation 

(the coefficient of the residual of volunteering in the estimation of being happy 

is equal to -14.38 with a z-statistic of -2.29) and for men from the Silent 

Generation (the coefficient of the residual of volunteering in the estimation of 

being happy is equal to -15.77 with a z-statistic of -3.46). As the magnitude of 

the estimated parameters of volunteering activities were not especially high and 

the rest of the estimated parameters were robust through the models, it was 

decided to keep the empirical strategy as simple as possible: it did not include 

strategies aimed at correcting endogeneity. 
 

Results 
 

Table 2 presents the socioeconomic determinants of feeling happy and being a 

volunteer in the case of women. Being single, divorced or widowed reinforces 

the probability of feeling unhappy and not volunteering and it reduces the 

probability of feeling happy and not volunteering. The impact of civil status is 

stronger for feeling happy than for being a volunteer. The impact factor is also 

stronger for women from the Silent Generation than for women from the Baby 

Boom Generation. Being a housewife improves the probability of feeling 

happy for women from the Silent Generation, but has a negative effect on 

women from Baby Boom Generation. Civil status and employment play a more 

important role on happiness than on volunteering decisions. Educational level 

and income reinforce the probability of feeling happy and volunteering and 

they also reduce the probability of feeling unhappy and not volunteering. 

Education has a greater impact on women from the Silent Generation than for 

women from the Baby Boom Generation. 

 Table 3 shows the corresponding results for men. They are similar to those 

obtained for women. Being married, working, highly educated and well-off 

reinforce both happiness and volunteering decisions. Education has a greater 

impact for men from the Silent Generation than for men from the Baby Boom 

Generation. 
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Table 2: Estimations for Unpaid Work and Happiness among women 

(Mlogit: Elasticities) 
 

 

Silent generation Baby boom generation 

No 

Happy 

& 

No UW 

No 

Happy 

& 

UW 

Happy 

& 

No UW 

Happy 

& 

UW 

No 

Happy 

& 

No UW 

No 

Happy 

& 

UW 

Happy 

& 

No UW 

Happy 

& 

UW 

LnAge -0.204* -0.014 0.185 0.033 0.175 0.018 -0.338** 0.145 

Marrieda -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 

Single 0.161*** 0.027 -0.218*** 0.029 0.128*** 0.023 -0.146*** -0.006 

Divorced 0.115*** -0.022 -0.126*** 0.033 0.111*** 0.007 -0.065** -0.053** 

Widow 0.129*** 0.027*** -0.148*** -0.009 0.132*** 0.037*** -0.151*** -0.017 

Workinga -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 

Housewife 0.007 -0.016 -0.047 0.057** 0.082** -0.037** 0.021 -0.067** 

Unemployed 0.145** -0.004 -0.081 -0.060 0.082 0.006 0.025 -0.112*** 

Retired 0.051** -0.016 -0.056** 0.021 0.016 -0.022** 0.037 -0.032 

PrimaryEducationa -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 

Secondary 

Education 
-0.057*** -0.005 0.011 0.050*** -0.020 -0.005 -0.020 0.045** 

TertiartyEducation -0.111*** 0.015 -0.011 0.107*** -0.060** -0.002 -0.032 0.094*** 

LowIncomea -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 

MiddleIncome -0.036** -0.014 0.055*** -0.004 -0.098*** -0.012 0.053*** 0.056*** 

HighIncome -0.143*** -0.018 0.094*** 0.067*** -0.110*** -0.015 0.054 0.071** 

Pseudo-R2 (%) 17.43 13.59 

Estimated 

probability (%) 
24.70 4.90 53.92 16.70 22.18 4.92 51.86 21.69 

 

Results controlled for country and time dummy variables. Female senior citizens from Eastern countries 
report lower levels (percentages) of happiness and less volunteering activities than female senior citizens 

from Sweden (country of reference). 

***, ** and * denote that explanatory variables are statistically significant to 99 %, 95 % and 90 %. 
a Reference variable. 
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Table 3: Estimations for Unpaid Work and Happiness among men (Mlogit: 

Elasticities) 
 

 

Silent generation Baby boom generation 

No 

Happy 

& 

No UW 

No 

Happy 

& 

UW 

Happy 

& 

No UW 

Happy 

& 

UW 

No 

Happy 

& 

No UW 

No 

Happy 

& 

UW 

Happy 

& 

No UW 

Happy 

& 

UW 

LnAge -0.100 -0.048 0.338** -0.189 -0.104 -0.108 0.157 0.055 

Marrieda -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 

Single 0.131*** 0.033** -0.094 -0.070 0.165*** 0.035** -0.093** -0.107*** 

Divorced 0.143*** 0.044*** -0.150*** -0.037 0.155*** 0.041*** -0.130*** -0.066** 

Widow 0.135*** 0.028** -0.134*** -0.029 0.181*** 0.055*** -0.244*** 0.008 

Workinga -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 

Housewife 0.165* -0.008 -0.205** 0.047 0.118** 0.016 0.013 -0.147** 

Unemployed 0.099** 0.014 -0.081 -0.031 0.165*** -0.015 -0.006 -0.145*** 

Retired 0.057*** -0.013 -0.046* 0.002 0.057*** -0.003 0.037 -0.091*** 

PrimaryEducationa -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 

Secondary 

Education 
-0.071*** -0.009 0.016 0.064*** -0.045** 0.007 0.004 0.033* 

TertiartyEducation -0.137*** 0.011 -0.014 0.140*** -0.093*** 0.024** -0.059* 0.128*** 

LowIncomea -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 

MiddleIncome -0.034** -0.030*** 0.022 0.042** -0.068*** -0.015* 0.055** 0.028 

HighIncome -0.044 -0.055*** 0.006 0.093*** -0.076*** -0.034** 0.079** 0.030 

Pseudo-R2 (%) 17.47 17.60 

Estimated 

probability (%) 
26.96 4.15 46.96 21.90 25.98 4.44 49.01 20.56 

 

Results controlled for country and time dummy variables.Male senior citizens from Eastern countries report 
lower levels (percentages) of happiness and less volunteering activities than male senior citizens from 

Sweden (country of reference). 

***, ** and * denote that the explanatory variables are statistically significant to 99 %, 95 % and 90 %. 
a Reference variable. 

 

 With regards to geographical variables, senior citizens living in eastern 

European countries report lower levels of happiness and less voluntary 

activities than those that live in the country of reference: Sweden. 

 Table 4 gives information on volunteering decisions and rates of happiness 

among women. Volunteering seems to have a positive impact on happiness for 

women from the Baby Boom Generation but problems of endogeneity revealed 

by the Schmith-Bundell test mean that this result should be treated with 

caution. Nevertheless, there is empirical evidence that women who volunteer in 

activities with religious organisations are happier than those who do not. 

Results on civil status, employment, education and income were as robust as 

those shown in Table 2. The finding (Figure 2) that in general, people living in 

Sweden demonstrate the highest levels of happiness was confirmed. The 
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coefficient for people from eastern European countries was particularly 

negative. 
 

Table 4: Estimations for happiness among women (Logit: Elasticities) 
 

 

MODEL 1 MODEL 2 

SILENT 

GENERATION 

BABY BOOM 

GENERATION 

SILENT 

GENERATION 

BABY BOOM 

GENERATION 

UW(AllCategories) 0.029 0.064*** -- -- 

UW(SocialAwareness) -- -- -0.032 0.033 

UW(Politics&Profession) -- -- 0.036 0.055 

UW(Leisure&Education) -- -- 0.061 -0.011 

UW(Religion) -- -- 0.037 0.072** 

LnAge 0.220* -0.202 0.281* -0.194 

Marrieda -- -- -- -- 

Single -0.181*** -0.152*** -0.192*** -0.153*** 

Divorced -0.096*** -0.116*** -0.088*** -0.121*** 

Widow -0.157*** -0.170*** -0.162*** -0.172*** 

Workinga -- -- -- -- 

Housewife 0.009 -0.040 0.018 -0.041 

Unemployed -0.145** -0.085** -0.150** -0.092** 

Retired -0.037 0.010 -0.040 0.011 

PrimaryEducationa -- -- -- -- 

SecondaryEducation 0.060*** 0.023 0.061*** 0.034 

TertiartyEducation 0.095*** 0.059** 0.094*** 0.060** 

LowIncomea -- -- -- -- 

MiddleIncome 0.053*** 0.107*** 0.054*** 0.111*** 

HighIncome 0.160*** 0.123*** 0.161*** 0.123*** 

Germany -0.283*** -0.267*** -0.284*** -0.273*** 

Poland -0.196*** -0.157*** -0.178*** -0.167*** 

Romania -0.573*** -0.443*** -0.572*** -0.457*** 

Russia -0.526*** -0.366*** -0.524*** -0.382*** 

Slovenia -0.427*** -0.265*** -0.423*** -0.272*** 

Spain -0.218*** -0.126*** -0.215*** -0.136** 

Sweden a -- -- -- -- 

Turkey -0.079 -0.188*** -0.074 -0.192*** 

Ukranie -0.549*** -0.328*** -0.547*** -0.344*** 

Wave:1994/98 a -- -- -- -- 

Wave:2005/09 0.045*** -0.007 0.042* -0.174 

Wave:2010/14 0.119*** 0.087 0.115*** 0.078 

Pseudo-R2 (%) 20.38 15.43 20.44 15.44 

Estimated prob. (%) 70.73 70.05 72.09 72.11 
 

Results controlled for country and time dummy variables 
***, ** and * denote that the explanatory variables are statistically significant to 99 %, 95 % and 90 % 
a Reference variable 
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 Table 5 gives the results on volunteering decisions and rates of happiness 

for men. There is evidence that for the Silent Generation, volunteering has a 

positive effect on happiness, especially if the voluntary work concerns 

activities related to leisure, education and religion. Civil status, employment, 

education and income levels reinforce levels of happiness. Education plays a 

stronger role for men from the Silent Generation whilst income is slightly more 

relevant for men from the Baby Boom Generation. 

 In general, men are more sensitive to the impact of socioeconomic factors 

on their happiness than women. For example, being unemployed has a more 

negative effect on happiness for men than for women. 
 

Discussion and policy implications 
 

Strategies for the promotion of happiness and volunteering require prior 

knowledge about the population characteristics of older adults and senior 

citizens. The World Happiness Report of 2015 stressed the importance of using 

happiness measures to guide policymaking and assess overall wellbeing in each 

society (Helliwell et al. 2015). The results of this present study show a positive 

relationship between happiness and volunteering, and this implies that 

governments should promote volunteering as part of a healthy aging agenda, 

regardless of the welfare system. The promotion of such policies should begin 

before retirement (Butrica et al. 2009). 

 Our results indicate that men perceive themselves as happier than women; 

they are also more likely to volunteer (Gerdtham – Johannesson 2001; 

Bjørnskov 2008). Adams-Price et al. (2013) suggest that Baby boomers report 

a lower degree of subjective wellbeing than their predecessors. However, our 

findings confirm that happiness decreases with age, and it is therefore logical 

that people from Baby Boom Generation are happier than people from Silent 

Generation. 

 Volunteering might have a positive impact on the happiness of senior 

citizens but it is important to choose activities that promote wellbeing (Binder – 

Freytag 2013). A final observation is that there are gender and generational 

differences but they are more related to the intensity of the influence rather 

than the sense of the influence. As Petrova Kafkova (2016) proposes age, 

gender, socioeconomic status and quality of life show a complex interaction for 

the case of Czech Republic. Chronological age affects less to wellbeing decline 

than cultural and economic capital impact on older adults (modulated too by 

sex). Regarding quality of life determinants, women benefit from higher 

income more than men, but higher education exert a more positive influence to 

men than to women.  
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Table 5: Estimations for happiness among men (Logit: Elasticities) 
 

 

MODEL 1 MODEL 2 

SILENT 

GENERATION 

BABY BOOM 

GENERATION 

SILENT 

GENERATION 

BABY BOOM 

GENERATION 

UW(AllCategories) 0.092*** 0.025 -- -- 

UW(SocialAwareness) -- -- -0.021 0.001 

UW(Politics&Profession) -- -- 0.012 0.041 

UW(Leisure&Education) -- -- 0.094*** 0.023 

UW(Religion) -- -- 0.114*** 0.004 

LnAge 0.163 0.202 0.261** 0.200 

Marrieda -- -- -- -- 

Single -0.164*** -0.197*** -0.158*** -0.202*** 

Divorced -0.202*** -0.196*** -0.177*** -0.200*** 

Widow -0.166*** -0.236*** -0.165*** -0.241*** 

Workinga -- -- -- -- 

Housewife -0.121 -0.127** -0.131 -0.124* 

Unemployed -0.114** -0.151*** -0.120** -0.155*** 

Retired -0.040* -0.050*** -0.050** -0.051** 

PrimaryEducationa -- -- -- -- 

SecondaryEducation 0.075*** 0.037* 0.082*** 0.041* 

TertiartyEducation 0.107*** 0.064** 0.111*** 0.072** 

LowIncomea -- -- -- -- 

MiddleIncome 0.063*** 0.083*** 0.071*** 0.082*** 

HighIncome 0.100*** 0.111*** 0.110*** 0.113*** 

Germany -0.187*** -0.308*** -0.191*** -0.309*** 

Poland -0.161*** -0.158*** -0.127 -0.154** 

Romania -0.479*** -0.507*** -0.480*** -0.508*** 

Russia -0.455*** -0.449*** -0.461*** -0.446*** 

Slovenia -0.302*** -0.373*** -0.297*** -0.376*** 

Spain -0.095* -0.201*** -0.096* -0.208*** 

Sweden a -- -- -- -- 

Turkey -0.137** -0.265*** -0.121** -0.266*** 

Ukranie -0.474*** -0.339*** -0.476*** -0.340*** 

Wave:1994/98 a -- -- -- -- 

Wave:2005/09 0.025 0.020 0.012 0.008 

Wave:2010/14 0.105*** 0.078 0.086*** 0.068 

Pseudo-R2 (%) 24.24 19.64 24.70 19.72 

Estimated probability 68.78 68.07 69.76 69.50 

 

Results controlled for country and time dummy variables 
***, ** and * denote that the explanatory variables are statistically significant to 99 %, 95 % and 90 % 
a Reference variable 
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 Next to gender and age gaps, our results also bring to light important 

geographical differences: people from Sweden are the happiest and most likely 

to volunteer; people in Russia are the least happy and the least likely to 

volunteer. Social participation of older people is not only the result of a 

personal decision but it is influenced by other factors and barriers (Raymon et 

al. 2014). In line with previous studies, this work found significant differences 

in the rates of volunteering in Europe. Eastern European countries have 

especially low rates of volunteering; the welfare-state regime would seem to be 

an explanatory variable of these differences (Piagnol – Huppert 2010; Sammuel 

– Hadjar 2016). 

 National differences can be attributed to different causes, identifying them 

is important in order to intervene and facilitate volunteer commitment (Bradley 

et al. 2014). People in countries with low volunteering rates might be offering 

informal assistance and there is no time left for formal volunteering (Eisner et 

al. 2009). Even in Eastern Europe countries, where volunteering rates are 

usually low, there are important differences as for example high rates of 

volunteer in Slovakia (Voicu – Voicu 2009). 

 In addition to psychosocial and socioeconomic explanations, cultural and 

historical factors could play a role (Piagnol – Huppert 2010). The cultural 

factors could be analysed from the perspective of shared beliefs, preferences 

and attitudes with values scales that have been internationally validated 

(Davidov et al. 2008). Values related to the volunteer are: benevolence, 

universalism, seeking pleasure, striving for achievement or for personal success 

(Piagnol – Huppert 2010). Formal volunteering among Baby boomers is more 

linked to personal satisfaction than to purely altruistic motives (Pruchno 2012). 

Volunteering is a useful experience to enhance personal agency which 

contributes to its attractiveness (McMunn et al. 2009). 

 The measurement of values related to volunteering is linked to the definition 

of eudemonic wellbeing, the updating of individual potential, commitment, 

self-acceptance and positive relationships (Ryan – Deci 2001). It would be 

interesting to use different measures of wellbeing in the same study as they 

may influence volunteer behaviour in different ways (Son – Wilson 2012). 

Complementary actions would require a more sophisticated voluntary 

measurement of volunteering, not just an affirmative or negative answer, but a 

“dose response” scale (Dulin et al. 2012) by the domain in which the volunteer 

activity occurs (Son – Wilson 2012), the motivation for the type of 

volunteering (Pi et al. 2014), volunteer time, regularity (Thoits – Hewitt 2001) 

permanence (Davila – Chacón 2004) or even by the self-evaluation of the 

volunteer experience (Morrow – Howell 2010). 

 Although cohort studies facilitate a generational comparison, it would be 

interesting to perform a longitudinal analysis over a longer time interval. In 
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previous works based on North American and German observations, results led 

the authors to conclude that volunteering increases wellbeing and happy people 

tend to become more involved in volunteering activities (Meier – Stutzer 2008; 

Pielvin – Siegl 2007; Thoits – Hewitt 2001). 

 Policy makers should consider socioeconomic characteristics when 

designing effective policies. Generating national economic growth is equally 

important as encouraging economic development that improves the citizens‟ 

life conditions. Employment, education and income are key factors for 

understanding wellbeing and volunteering. In this sense, our research results 

are coherent with other studies by reporting a circular trend. On one hand, 

better educated, wealthier and more sociable societies share a higher 

probability to perform voluntary work (Voicu – Voicu 2009). On the other 

hand, higher voluntary rates could be an indicator of citizen democracy and 

society development (Butorova – Gyarfasova 2010). 

 This empirical approach has aimed to understand if geographical differences 

are consequences of population characteristics (such as gender, age or 

employment). Future research, will verify whether national differences remain 

after using multilevel models which allows to understand if geographical 

differences are based on population characteristics or unobserved contextual 

data. The low number of countries has discouraged this empirical strategy for 

this study. In addition, information availability of European countries about this 

topic is not homogeneous. For example, the Slovakian national organization 

devoted to research and promote volunteering was created one decade ago 

(Soltres – Gavurova 2016), whereas in Poland, the claim of nongovernmental 

organizations started after 1989 with the democratic transition (Regulska 

1999). Nevertheless, this study is based on European countries because they 

face comparable challenges related to aging population and the sustainability of 

national welfare systems. The advantage to control for countries that are 

geographically close is the fact that they share important similarities which 

help to isolate differences. For example, in Ukraine the minimum retirement 

age is increasing gradually to 60 years for women and 62 years for men by 

2021, whereas in Spain the retirement age will reach the 67 years in 2027. 

Including countries as dummy variables in the model allowed us to control for 

different national backgrounds. 
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