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Abstract
Ageing populations across Europe are increasing. Communities have an important role in not only engaging this segment of the population
but also in helping them to make them feel “part of something” (local or global) in order to favour their psychological well-being. The purpose
of this paper is to study the effects of volunteering and being connected in one’s community on well-being. The present paper will test an older
volunteers’ psychological well-being model. 143 older volunteers completed measures of religiousness, sense of global responsibility,
psychological sense of community, generativity, motivation to volunteer and a profile of mood states. Data show that a psychological sense
of community has a key role in the study of older volunteerism due to its impact on well-being. Service agencies and administrations can
develop campaigns to sustain older volunteerism in order to increase well-being and reduce social costs.
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Introduction
There is a longstanding and growing tradition in psychology and sociology of studying particular kinds of community
involvement, such as volunteerism, as well as the variables related to its occurrence and the effects that reveal
its benefits, both at an individual (Burr, Tavares, & Mutchler, 2011; Fothergill et al., 2011; Okun, August, Rook, &
Newsom, 2010) and societal level (Cutler, Hendricks, & O'Neill, 2011; Principi, Chiatti, & Lamura, 2012).
Volunteerism is a specific type of sustained, planned, pro-social behaviour that benefits strangers and occurs
within an organizational setting (Omoto & Snyder, 1995; Penner, 2002; Snyder & Omoto, 2000). Volunteers are
generally defined as
people [who] often actively seek out opportunities to help others; [who] may deliberate for considerable
amounts of time about whether to volunteer, the extent of their involvement and the degree to which
particular activities fit with their own personal needs; and [who] may make a commitment to an ongoing
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helping relationship that may extend over a considerable period of time and that may entail considerable
personal costs of time, energy, and opportunity (Clary et al., 1998, p. 1517).
Most research attempts to study volunteerism as a phenomenon similar at all ages (Mannino, Snyder, & Omoto,
2011; Omoto & Snyder, 1995; Penner, 2002). In the tradition of volunteerism studies, scholars tried to find a
common model explaining this particular kind of civic commitment throughout all the stages of a person’s life
course (Clary et al., 1998; Omoto & Snyder, 1995). More recently, a number of studies have been interested in
distinguishing the influence of being active in one’s community of belonging at different points of life (Marta &
Pozzi, 2007; Omoto, Snyder, & Martino, 2000). At an individual level, volunteerism has positive effects amongst
all age groups: In particular, it has positive effects on older well-being.
This is tremendously important when considering that the Commission of the European Communities Research
Directorate-General highlights that ageing populations across Europe are increasing. In Western Europe, the
proportion of older people over the age of 60 will rise from 21 per cent in 2008 to 33 per cent in 2035. The increase
will be similar in Eastern Europe: From 19 per cent in 2008 to 32 per cent in 2035 (Kapella, de Liedekerke, & de
Bergeyck, 2011).
As Antonucci, Okorodudu, and Akiyama (2002) point out, “old age represents a new frontier” (p. 617). The rising
numbers of older people, resulting from reduced mortality and the decrease in the number of children being born,
obliges the scientific community to focus on this particular stage of the life course.
Recently, Adams and Rau (2011) concluded that it is important to address retirement preparation. Many scholars
suggest volunteerism as a useful instrument in this preparation (Morrow-Howell, Hinterlong, Rozario, & Tang,
2003; Morrow-Howell, Hong, & Tang, 2009; Omoto, Snyder, & Martino, 2000; Piliavin, 2005; Snyder & Omoto,
2008; Van Willigen, 2000).
Both psychologists (Hinterlong, Morrow-Howell, & Rozario, 2007) and sociologists (Siegrist, von dem Knesebeck,
& Pollack, 2004) agree in saying that being socially productive, i.e., engaging in social activities such as volunteering,
has positive results on better health and psychological well-being in older populations. Productive engagement
in terms of productive roles, such as unpaid volunteer, caregiver, or provider of informal social assistance, is
positively associated with health.
Furthermore, activity theorists suggest that older people in particular engage in their community due to a new
social responsibility derived from the fact that many roles central to identity, such as working roles, are lost or
heavily decreased as we age (Lemon, Bengtson, & Peterson, 1972; Longino & Kart, 1982; Steinkamp & Kelly,
1987).
Research on older volunteers has found that being active in one’s own community is positively associated with
self-esteem (Omoto et al., 2000; Van Willigen, 2000), life satisfaction (Bond, 1982; Fengler, 1984; Harlow &
Cantor, 1996), a sense of purpose (Weinstein, Xie, & Cleanthous, 1995), extended social support systems (Moen,
Dempster-McClain, & Williams, 1992), and longevity (Musick et al., 1999; Oman et al., 1999). In addition, Musick
and Wilson (2003) suggested that increased social connections associated with volunteer activities may contribute
to mental health benefits.
In accordance with Mellor and colleagues (Mellor et al., 2009), we note that most of the literature on older volunteers
focuses on physical activity benefit and indicates that volunteering helps people stay healthy and live longer when
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studying variables of morbidity and mortality in large samples of older volunteers of the community (Musick,
Herzog, & House, 1999; Oman, Thoresen, & McMahon, 1999; Lum & Lightfoot, 2005). We think it is important,
as Mellor and colleagues (2009) argue, that “these findings are subject to possible moderating and mediating effects,
since certain groups may benefit more from volunteering” (p. 145). In fact, volunteerism has recently often been
cited as one instrument useful in promoting psychological well-being (Greenfield & Marks, 2004; Mellor et al.,
2009; Morrow-Howell et al., 2003; Musick & Wilson, 2008).
Meta-analyses reveal that those old people engaged in direct helping seemed to derive greater rewards from
volunteering than other old people engaged in more indirect or less formally “helping” roles (Principi, Chiatti,
Lamura, & Frerichs, 2012; Wheeler, Gorey, & Greenblatt, 1998) in terms of life satisfaction and other health indices
and lower mortality (Oman et al., 1999).
Volunteers significantly reduce mortality compared to non-volunteers, and this association is greater for those
who frequently attended religious services (Harris & Thoresen, 2005). Other studies have found that volunteering
is associated with greater social integration and more social connections. Additionally, in a circular way, studies
suggest that being linked to one’s community increases the likelihood of volunteering (Narushima, 2005). Okun
and Michel (2006) highlight the role of community in the context and process of volunteering, demonstrating the
importance of the psychological sense of community in volunteering as an antecedent to voluntary service. Authors
have also stated that
individuals with a strong sense of community are posited to feel obligated to work on behalf of the community […] and because of the efficacy and resources associated with a strong sense of community, such
individuals are postulated to work hard to improve their communities (p. 174).
Hence, a sense of community makes people feel connected to their community and work for it in a voluntary way.
Volunteering during old age may benefit the volunteers themselves as well as the organizations and individuals
they serve (Mannino, Snyder, & Omoto, 2011). Several mechanisms have been hypothesized linking volunteering
to improved well-being, health and longevity (Burr et al., 2011; Fothergill et al., 2011; Harlow & Cantor, 1996;
Okun et al., 2010). In general, volunteering provides increased opportunities for social contacts and facilitates
access to salutary social resources, such as emotional, cognitive, or material support as well as health-related
information (Luoh & Herzog, 2002).
Theoretical Frame: Volunteerism and Well-Being
Okun and Michel (2006) also highlight the importance of some variables intervening in the link between older
volunteerism and well-being. One of these is church attendance and religiousness. Volunteerism has a protective
effect among those older volunteers who have a close intimate relationship or who frequently attend religious
services. This can also facilitate developmentally mature goals, such as sustained engagement with life or desire
to become or remain generative (Harris & Thoresen, 2005). Religious service attendance acts as a scaffold upon
which the volunteering experience is more developmentally significant and beneficial, with it developing religiousness
(Markides, 1983). “Religiousness may protect against disease indirectly by association with healthy lifestyles”
(Fetzer Institute, 2003, p. 3).
Starting from a conceptualization of volunteering explained through a theory of social capital, religious affiliation
is a variable that needs to be studied to understand volunteering. Mellor and colleagues (2009) refer that some
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studies on volunteering during old age highlight that “attending religious services regularly may link volunteering
to reduced morbidity and mortality” (p. 145).
Participating in religious services is an opportunity to be involved with one’s own community of belonging and can
be related to one’s own motivation to feel connected to it and start voluntary actions (Okun, O’Rourke, Keller,
Johnson, & Enders, 2014). Moreover, participating in religious services can favour the experience of both intragenerational and inter-generational relationships, especially with children and adolescents of the community. More
recently, Einolf (2011) demonstrated that religious values and beliefs promote helping others. Religious people
often show a higher level of generativity (McAdams, 2006).
Okun and Michel (2006) emphasise that the generative concern is an important variable in volunteering: In fact,
in our opinion, an important intervening variable between volunteerism and well-being is generativity.
Generativity, according to Snyder and Clary (2004), has an important role in defining incentives to volunteer and
it is considered an additional “motivation” to volunteer. Generativity is the “concern in establishing and guiding
the next generation” (Erikson, 1963, p. 267). Generativity is closely connected to identity and civic responsibility
considered as a particular element of a greater community involvement (Marta, Pozzi, & Marzana, 2010). Generativity concerns the desire to connect and commit to the broader society. In addition, Snyder and Clary (2004)
highlight the connections between volunteerism and generativity. According to the authors, both demonstrate an
interest for someone outside one’s own circle of acquaintances. “In both activities we find human beings attempting
to connect with others, both others who exist and others who will one day exist, and in doing so, contribute to their
communities and to their society” (p. 235). For this last reason, generativity can be related to the psychological
sense of community.
Generativity could be consider a specific kind of motivation, which is an important variable in the volunteer recruiting
process and in the intention to continue volunteering (Marta & Pozzi, 2008; Omoto & Snyder, 1995). Omoto and
Snyder (1995) argue that motivations to volunteer may change during the volunteer activity and that they are different along the different phases of the life cycle. Moreover, following Omoto, Snyder, and Martino (2000), older
volunteers are motivated by a strong sense of belonging to their community and a feeling of obligation to give
back to it what they have received over the course of their life. In our opinion, and for the latter reason, another
important variable is sense of global responsibility (Malsch, 2005). A sense of global responsibility is the feeling
of being globally responsible for others. As Malsch noted, feeling responsible for others increases the relationship
between people and the community they live in; thus, volunteers express their global responsibility by being involved
in the community they live in. Global responsibility is always associated with the psychological sense of community
(PSoC).
PSoC in the traditional definition by Sarason (1986) is the sense that one belongs to and is meaningfully part of
a larger collectivity, and includes “perceptions of similarity to others, acknowledged interdependency with others,
willingness to maintain interdependence by giving to, or doing for, what one expect from them, and feeling that
one is part of a larger dependable and stable structure” (Sarason, 1974, p. 157).
PSoC has been shown to relate positively to psychological well-being as well as some indicators of social capital,
such as church attendance (Brodsky, O'Campo, & Aronson, 1999). Following Omoto and Malsch (2005), we will
consider PSoC as a state involving communities that are not only contexts (associations) but also processes
(volunteer activity). PSoC, as theorized by Okun and Michel (2006), affecting the motivation to volunteer.
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The results for PSoC have revealed it to be a unique and independent predictor of later activism and civic participation. In Omoto and Snyder’s studies (2000), AIDS-related volunteers who reported getting involved to enhance
community connections as well as support and meet current community needs (and who also met more people
personally affected by HIV disease) were found to be engaged in more AIDS-related activities 6 months later.
This means that encouraging connections to one’s community by improving PSoC can lead people to be involved
in activities supporting that community for longer periods of time. People can be motivated to be more connected.
The Present Study
Current literature clearly shows that all the above mentioned variables are directly or indirectly related to each
other. Up to now, no clear model has been provided to understand how all these variables are connected and
how they, and especially PSoC, affect psychological well-being in a sample of older volunteers. The present research
aims to fill this gap.
In accordance with the aforementioned literature, we hypothesize that PSoC has a mediator role between religiosity and global responsibility, on one hand, and motivational variables (motivation to volunteer and generativity),
on the other; and that all of these have an impact on psychological well-being (see Figure 1).

Figure 1. A conceptual model depicting the impact of religiousness and global responsibility on the profile of mood states
through the mediation of psychological sense of community (Psoc), motivation to volunteer, and generativity.

Method
Participants and Procedure
There were 143 older Italian participants, ranging in age from 60 to 86 years (M = 68.5, SD = 5.86). 86 (60%)
were female and 57 (40%) were male. The majority of the volunteers (49.3%) had a high school degree, and 19%
a university degree, all retired. The participants were recruited from several volunteering associations. Researchers
contacted the agencies and asked the representative to go to the association to present the research project and
ask their older volunteers (over 60 yrs old volunteers) to collaborate.
The volunteers declared to be volunteering for a mean of 7.3 hours per week (min 1 hour to a max of 35 hours,
SD = 6.05) and that they were volunteering for a mean of 13.11 years (min 1 to max of 55 years). The majority of
them declared to be involved in social assistance (66.9%), 21.9% in educational activities, 8.4% in health care
and 2.8% in professional training activities. Two main criteria were used to determine the participants eligibility in
this study. They all had to have been volunteering in their community and able to complete the questionnaire by
themselves.
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In order to test the hypotheses, a descriptive methodology will be provided. A cross-sectional study design involving
all the aforementioned variables will be carried out.
Instrument
The participants filled out a self-administered paper-and-pencil questionnaire. The respondents were informed
that all the information was confidential and subpoena protected. The self-administered report investigated: Religiousness, sense of global responsibility, psychological sense of community, motivation to volunteer, generativity,
and psychological well-being.
Religiousness — The construct of religiousness was measured using the Brief Multidimensional Measure of
Religiousness (Idler et al., 2003). The participants were assessed on a 5-point scale (from 1 = strongly disagree
to 5= strongly agree) for a total of 34 items. The reliability value was .95. Item examples include: “I have a sense
of religious mission or calling in my own life,” or “I feel a deep sense of religious responsibility for reducing pain
and suffering in the world.”
Sense of Global Responsibility — Sense of global responsibility was measured using the sense of global responsibility scale by Malsch (2005). The participants were assessed on a 5-point scale (from 1 = strongly disagree
to 5 = strongly agree) on a 5 item scale. An example of an item was: “I feel a responsibility to contribute to improving
the welfare of all people in need.” Cronbach’s alpha value = .90.
Psychological Sense of Community — The psychological sense of community (PSoC) was measured by the
15-item psychological sense of community scale (McMillan & Chavis, revised by A. M. Omoto, personal communication, 2003). An example of an item was: “I feel a sense of attachment and belonging to my community.” Participants were assessed on a 5-point scale (from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). Cronbach’s alpha
value = .90.
Motivation to Volunteer — Motivations for volunteering were measured by the Volunteer Function Inventory
(Clary et al., 1998). Participants were assessed on a 25-item scale. They had to respond on a 5-point scale (1 =
not at all important to 5 = extremely important). Item examples were: “Because I enjoy helping other people,” or
“Because I care about other people in general.” Cronbach’s alpha value = .92.
Generativity — Generativity, theorized by McAdams (1995), was measured with the Loyola Generativity Scale
(McAdams & de St. Aubin, 1992). The participants were assessed on a 5-point scale (from 1 = strongly disagree
to 5 = strongly agree). Originally a 20 item scale, in our questionnaire we used only 11 items of the original version.
Cronbach’s alpha value = .88. Item examples were: “I feel that other people need me,” or “I have important skills
I can pass along to others.”
Psychological Well-Being — Psychological well-being was measured by the Short form of the Profile of Mood
States (POMS) scale (Curran, Andrykowski, & Studts, 1995). This scale measures the psychological distress responding to the question “How have you been feeling during the past week including today?” on a 5-point likert
scale (0 = not at all and 5 = extremely). The scale comprises 6 domains (fatigue-inertia, vigor-activity, tensionanxiety, depression-dejection, anger-hostility, and confusion-bewilderment). One score for overall psychological
distress was considered. Cronbach’s alpha value = .84. Lower levels of PoMS mean better well-being.
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Results
Relationships among variables and descriptive statistics are reported in Table 1.
PoMS is significantly related to generativity (.31) and motivation to volunteer (.32). PSoC is strongly connected
to all the variables considered. PSoC is strictly correlated to global responsibility (.52) and religiousness (.41). A
lower value correlates PSoC with generativity (.26). PSoC is also strongly correlated to motivation to volunteer
(.41).
Table 1
Correlation Matrix Across all the Variables, Means and Standard Deviations
Model Variables

1

2

3

4

5

1. PSoC

.41**

-

-

-

-

2. Religiousness

-

-

-

3. Generativity

.24**

.23*

-

-

4. Global Responsibility

.52**

.41**

.08

.41**

.12

.33**

.17

-

5. Motivation to Volunteer
6. Profile of Mood States

.07

-.06

.31**

-.01

M

3.44

3.21

2.29

3.83

2.35

1.70

SD

.83

.77

.67

.89

.59

.59

.32**

6

-

*p < .05. **p < .01.

If we observe the means (see Table 1), we notice that the participants show good levels of well-being (PoMS =
1.70), high levels of PSoC (3.4) and global responsibility (3.8). Another value warranting attention is religiousness
(3.2). Older volunteers find meaning in their life through religion.
The results of the modelling are summarized conceptually in Figure 1. To investigate the factors that account for
the profile of mood states, a number of variables were considered as antecedents for the PoMS (see Figure 2).
As shown in Figure 2, religiousness and global responsibility determine the PSoC that is responsible for motivation
to volunteer and generativity. These latter determine the PoMS variable directly.
2

The adequacy of a structural model is determined by a Chi-square test (χ ). This test evaluates how well the covariance matrix implied by the model fits the covariance matrix of the observed data. However, since the Chi-square
is heavily influenced by sample size (Bollen & Long, 1994), several fit indices have been proposed as aids to
model fitting (Bentler, 1990; Jöreskog & Sörbom, 1981). The fit index that has been suggested as the most appropriate is the Comparative Fit Index (CFI) because it has a 0-1 range, a small sampling variability and is unaffected
by sample size (Bentler, 1990; Garrett, Ferron, Ng’Andu, Bryant, & Harbin, 1994). Root Means Square Error of
Approximation (RMSEA) describes the acceptable error level. Indices less than .08 are considered acceptable.
Its 90% confidence interval index is also highlighted.
The SEM analyses were conducted using AMOS (Analysis of Moment Structures, Byrne, 2001). In this particular
study, we use a path analysis. The path analysis model is one of the models often tested. Path analysis allows
to build a model without involving latent factors.
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Figure 2. Results of path analysis.
2

2

Note. All paths are significant (p < .005). Model fit: χ (7) = 7.63, p = .366, χ /df = 1.09, CFI = .994, RMSEA = .025, 90%
CI [.000, .108].
2

Our model was confirmed with good fit indices: χ (7) = 7.63, p =.366, CFI = .994, and RMSEA = .025, 90% CI [.000,
.108]. PoMS is predicted by religiousness and global sense of responsibility through PSoC, motivation to volunteer
and generativity.
2

In detail, the model presents good explained variance percentages for PoMS (R = .16), motivation to volunteer
2

2

(R = .15), and PSoC (R = .33). All the paths are significant (p < .005). The two antecedents of PoMS are generativity (r = .08) and motivation to volunteer (r = .22). These latter are predicted by PSoC (respectively r = .29 and
.39). PSoC is predicted by religiousness (r = .27), and global responsibility (r = .41).

Discussion
This study expands the current literature examining older volunteers by considering the effects of volunteering
and being connected to one’s own community on the well-being of older volunteers. This study also furthers our
understanding of how being religious and feeling responsible for the welfare of people in need is related to the
psychological sense of being part of a community with a clear impact on the motivation to volunteer and the feeling
of being generative. This pattern is sought to be determinant on the well-being of older volunteers.
Retirement brings new opportunities and concerns regarding how one will spend his/her own time. Older people
can participate in leisure activities or other productive activities such as volunteer or paid work (Wang, Adams,
Beehr, & Shultz, 2009). Literature on older volunteers demonstrates the benefits deriving from such activities both
for the individual as well as for the community of belonging (Adams & Rau, 2011; Wahrendorf & Siegrist, 2010),
but no literature was found to underline the role of PSoC in older volunteers, and old people in general, in increasing
their perceived psychological well-being.
As age increases, many roles central to identity, such as working roles, are lost or heavily decreased. This condition
forces old people to create new roles, and that of being a volunteer seems to fulfill their need to feel useful to society (Wahrendorf & Siegrist, 2010).
In the present work, we highlight how older volunteers are characterized by a good level of psychological wellbeing. Older moods (in terms of a better psychological distress) are the result of a community commitment. In
addition, the “Foresight Report on facets and preconditions of wellbeing of families in Europe” (Kapella et al.,
2011) highlights how the involvement in society in terms of citizenship and participation through engagement in
NGOs and voluntary works is one of the key dimensions of the wellbeing of the family. The report highlights how
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involvement in society “should not only be understood in terms of active personal engagement in society, but also
in terms of how well the person is integrated in (or excluded from) society” (Kapella et al., 2011, p. 11). In other
words, the perceived level of psychological well-being is the result of the integration and the inclusion of a person
in her/his community of belonging (Gorrese & Ruggieri, 2013). A psychological sense of community expresses
this concept. According to McMillan and Chavis (1986), integration in the community, the belonging component
of the construct, is one of the components of the psychological sense of community. A psychological sense of
community is a real mediator between ideals and motivations, with the present study demonstrating this connection.
Our study could explain that religiousness along with a sense of global responsibility are good predictors of a
psychological sense of community. This latter is a predictor of motivation to volunteer and generativity, responsible
for psychological well-being.
Scholars agree in considering volunteerism as an important activity to promote older well-being. Since motivations
are one of the best predictors of length of service as well as retention of volunteers by organizations (Snyder &
Omoto, 2008), we recommend improving the commitment of older people to their community through actions
(such as church attendance) that allow them to feel a connection or sense of belonging to it: In other words, to
feel a psychological sense of community.
PSoC can be generated or promoted through the implementation of religiousness or a greater sense of responsibility. Churches, church sponsored social services, or social agencies, more generally, can be good starting points
for encouraging a positive attitude throughout the community.
In accordance with Martinez, Crooks, Kim, and Tanner (2011), we posit that significant barriers need to be removed
to facilitate greater participation of all older people in both formal and informal activities of volunteerism and civic
engagement.
In summary, this study demonstrates the importance of intervening on the context in order to favour the inclusion
of older people in the community of belonging through activities such as volunteerism. The more older people are
included, the more they feel to belong to a community and to experiment stronger social bonds, the more they
will be motivated to continue volunteering. This latter can be a key construct in developing length of service. Clear
effects on the health of older people are recognized worldwide.
In conclusion, this study highlights that PSoC has a clear impact on sustaining motivations to volunteer and generativity and these latter on well-being. As suggested by Marta and Pozzi (2008) sustaining motivations to volunteer
has a great importance for volunteer identity and length of service (Marta, Manzi, Pozzi, & Vignoles, 2014; Marzana,
Marta, & Pozzi, 2012). For this reason, favouring the connection of older people in their community of belonging
and increasing their PSoC through social agencies such as churches can favour their motivations to stay active
in their community (probably for a long time), thus experiencing a better psychological well-being. Having old
people feeling better can have an impact on the social capital. This latter is responsible for a reduction of social
assistance costs.
Limitations and Future Research Directions
The findings presented must be considered in light of several limitations. First, a longitudinal study could be useful
in verifying the stability of the model over time as well as to check the direction of relationships: In fact, in literature,
diverse models (Brodsky et al., 1999; Chavis & Wandersman, 1990; Mannarini & Fedi, 2009) demonstrate the
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reciprocity and the bi-directionality of the relationship between PSoC and social participation. Hence, these two
processes develop in parallel and, at the same time, mutually reinforce positively. A longitudinal study with at least
three waves would permit to highlight the presence of this mutual positive reinforcement between PSoC and
participation.
Second, these results could be further verified by including a control group, although some of the variables considered as motivations to volunteer should be excluded from the model.
Although it can be assumed that the model presented can also be useful in explaining the retention of volunteers
and then suggest an even better psychological well-being resulting from the prolonged commitment, we should
develop a set of studies to confirm this assumption by also introducing the “intention to continue variable” and
verify through a longitudinal method the actual duration of the commitment and improvement of psychological
well-being.
It would be interesting to test the model with cross-cultural samples.
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