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summary
chronic health conditions can erode the psychological well-being of adults. At the same time, volunteering can enhance the psycho-

logical well-being of adults. the present study examined whether the psychological well-being of adults with chronic health conditions 

is protected by doing volunteer work for an organization. in addition, we investigated whether the beneficial impact of volunteering 

on the psychological well-being of adults with chronic health conditions is the same across age, gender, and ethnicity. We carried out 

a secondary data analysis on 3,673 adults who completed the Arizona health survey (Ahs). 

multiple regression analyses indicated that number of chronic health conditions (a count of the lifetime diagnoses by a physician of 

six conditions – asthma, diabetes, high blood pressure, heart disease, arthritis, gout, lupus, or fibromyalgia, and a gastrointestinal, 

stomach, or digestive disorder – and volunteering during the past year (yes or no) exerted statistically significant (p < .05) joint effects 

on resilience, well-being, and psychological distress measures. our results indicate that the association between chronic health 

conditions and psychological well-being is weaker among adults who volunteer relative to those who do not. put another way, by 

engaging in volunteer work, the adverse effect of chronic health conditions on well-being appears to be lessened. Additional analyses 

revealed that the beneficial effect of volunteering in terms of reducing the relation between number of chronic health conditions and 

(a) well-being and (b) psychological distress was observed only among women. We proposed that the sex differences observed in 

the efficacy of volunteering as a buffer may reflect differences between men and women in the (a) closeness of relationships formed 

while doing volunteer work and (b) the positive affect associated with doing volunteer work.

one of the most surprising statistics generated in the present study was that slightly over half of the respondents indicated that they 

had volunteered during the past year. According to data provided by the corporation for national & community service (2007) the rate 

of volunteering in the state of Arizona was less than 25%. this large discrepancy may be due to differences in the definitions of what 

constitutes organizational volunteering provided in the Ahs and by the corporation for national & community service. 

several limitations of the present study should be noted. first, causal inferences regarding the relations between chronic health  

conditions, volunteering, and psychological well-being are unwarranted from the cross-sectional, non-experimental design that was 

employed in the present study. second, respondents who were excluded due to missing data differed on numerous study variables 

from respondents without missing data, indicating that our findings may not generalize to the entire population of adults in the state 

of Arizona. third, we accounted for modest amounts of the variance in our measures of psychological well-being. the effect sizes  

associated with the joint effects of number of chronic health conditions and volunteering, in particular, were very small. fourth,  

although the Ahs question that assessed volunteering clearly made reference to service to organizations, it is possible that providing 

respondents with examples of what does not constitute organizational volunteering would have been useful with respect to differen-

tiating between informal and organizational forms of volunteer work. finally, because the Ahs contained only one yes-no question 

about volunteering, we were unable to conduct more fine-grained analyses of the buffering effect of volunteering on the relation  

between chronic health conditions and psychological well-being.

We have shown that adults with health problems benefit more from volunteering in terms of their psychological well-being that those 

without health problems (particularly women). however, individuals with health problems are less likely to volunteer (okun, 1993). 

thus, somewhat paradoxically, those who may benefit the most from volunteering are least likely to do so. According to a recent 

estimate of the rate of volunteering by state, Arizona ranks 44th (23.9% rate of volunteering), with nevada having the lowest rate of 

volunteering (17.7%) and utah having the highest rate of volunteering (43.9%) (corporation for national & community service, 

2007). our findings suggest that volunteering can enhance the well-being and reduce the psychological distress of women with 

chronic conditions and that volunteering can foster the resilience of women and men alike with chronic conditions. 

field research using an experimental design with a wait-list control group has demonstrated that experience corps volunteering (i.e., 

tutoring children in urban schools) can substantially improve the physical activity and strength of older adults (fried, carlson, freedman, 

frick, glass, hill, et al., 2004). the experience corps program has been conceptualized as a social model for health promotion. 

physicians also are powerful agents of social influence with respect to changing the health behavior of their patients (o’connor, 

rush, prochaska, pronk, & boyle, 2001). building on this finding and the knowledge that personal appeals are an effective  

approach to recruiting volunteers (smith, 1994), hirschfelder and reilly (2007) recently described a pilot project in california in 

which patients recruited from the medicare practice of a large hmo received a volunteerism “prescription.” in Arizona, we could 

build on the Rx: Volunteer program by combining it with a state-wide placement center for new volunteers. such a program could 

be a resilient solution (a) to fortifying the emotional and physical well-being of women in Arizona with chronic health conditions; 

and (b) to addressing the significant social challenges that exist in our state. 
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background
the present study focuses on the interplay of volunteering, chronic health conditions, and psychological well-being (pWb). on the one 

hand, a greater number of chronic health conditions are related to lower levels of pWb (Jelicic & kempen, 1999). on the other hand, 

volunteers have higher levels of pWb than non-volunteers (grimm, spring, & dietz, 2007). our primary aim was to investigate whether 

chronic health conditions and volunteering jointly influence pWb. in particular, we proposed the following question: “does volunteer-

ing reduce the negative relation between chronic health conditions and well-being?” our secondary aim was to examine whether 

the joint effect of chronic health conditions and volunteering on pWb varied with demographic characteristics. more specifically, we 

addressed the following question, “if volunteering serves as a protective resource for maintaining pWb in the face of chronic health 

conditions, are the benefits of volunteering the same across ages, genders, and ethnicities?”

volunteering

volunteering has been defined as an unpaid activity within an institutional framework that potentially provides some service to one or 

more other people or to the community at large. volunteering has been depicted as a win-win scenario in which adults reap benefits in 

terms of their emotional well-being and, in turn, contribute to society (gottlieb, 2002). economists estimated that the value of an hour 

of volunteer work during 2008 was $20.25. the total number of hours volunteered during 2008 by u. s. residents was estimated to be 

3,213,600,000, for an economic impact in excess of $65 billion dollars (department of labor, 2009). for the period from september 

2007 through August 2008, the rate of volunteering in the united states by people 16 years old and older was 26.4 percent. Arizona 

ranks 44th in terms of rate of volunteering by state (corporation for national & community service, 2007).

chronic health conditions

chronic health conditions refer to diagnosed physical, cognitive, and emotional ailments that are expected to be of lengthy duration or 

permanent (perrin et al., 1993; van der lee, mokkink, grootenhuis, heymans, & offringa, 2007). these conditions vary widely in nature 

and impact and together account for a significant share of health care utilization and expenditures (Wolff, starfield, & Anderson, 2002). 

in the present study, we focused on chronic physical conditions that participants were told they had by their physicians. individuals with 

severe cognitive problems were unlikely to be able to respond to the survey questions. We reasoned that including chronic emotional 

health conditions would result in contamination between our measures of chronic health conditions and pWb. because research 

has shown that it is the presence of multiple chronic conditions rather than any one chronic health condition that influences pWb 

(mehnert, krauss, nadler, & boyd, 1990; ubel, Jankovic, smith, langa, & fagerlin, 2005), we measured the number of chronic 

(physical) health conditions. 

pWb

pWb refers to the affective reactions of individuals to their life experiences along a positive-negative continuum (okun & stock, 1987). 

this definition implies that the focus is on (a) the subjective experience instead of the objective conditions of life; (b) positive affec-

tive reactions as well as the absence of negative affective reactions; and (c) the target is life as a whole as opposed to particular life  

domains such as work and family. because the absence of negative affective reactions (e.g., symptoms of psychological distress) is 

not equivalent to the presence of positive affective reactions, many studies of pWb include measure of both positive and negative 

affect. furthermore, researchers have distinguished between positive psychological well-being measures that focus on feeling good 

about one’s situation in life (hedonic well-being) and those that focus on feeling good about oneself and finding meaning in life 

(eudaimonic well-being) (ryff, 1989). because the effects of volunteering have been observed to vary across the dimensions of pWb 

(greenfield & marks, 2004), in the present study, we included measures of pWb that tapped into eudaimonic well-being (resilience), 

hedonic well-being (well-being), and ill-being (psychological distress).
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the Association between chronic health conditions and pWb

As the number of chronic health conditions increases, pWb is lower for children, adolescents, young adults and mature adults (piazza, 
charles, & Almeida, 2007; Waters, davis, nicolas, Wake, & lo, 2008). okun, stock, haring, and Witter (1984) conducted a quantitative 
review of studies that had examined the relation between chronic health conditions and pWb among adults. Across 42 estimates, the 
average proportion of variation in pWb accounted for by number of chronic health conditions was .09. this statistic indicates that 
there is a moderate relation between number of chronic health conditions and pWb and supports the notion that  many people living 
with chronic health conditions are able to maintain a high level of pWb.

the Association between volunteering and pWb

volunteering has been shown to be positively associated with better emotional health (dulin & hill, 2003; harlow & cantor, 1996;  
herzog, franks, markus, & holmberg, 1998; li & ferraro, 2005; lum & lightfoot, 2005;  mcintosh & danigelis, 1995; morrow-howell, 
hinterlong, rozario, & tang, 2003; musick & Wilson, 2003; schwartz, meisenhelder, ma, & reed, 2003; van Willigen, 2000). in addition, 
volunteering has been linked to better physical health (Arnstein, vidal, Well-federman, morgan, & caudill, 2002; brown, consedine,  
& magai, 2005; fried et al., 2004; lum & lightfoot, 2005; luoh & herzog, 2002; lum & lightfoot, 2005; moen, dempster-mcclain, & 
Williams, 1992; morrow-howell et al., 2003; sullivan & sullivan, 1997; thoits, & hewitt, 2001), and postponing death (harris & thoresen, 
2005; lum & lightfoot; 2005; luoh & herzog, 2002; musick, herzog, & house, 1999; oman, thoresen, & mcmahon, 1999; rogers, 1996; 
sabin, 1993; shmotkin, blumstein, & modan, 2003). Wheeler, gorey, and greenblatt (1998) carried out a quantitative review of the 
impact of volunteering on the mental health of older adults. based on 29 studies, they found that the average older adult volunteer 
was located at the 70th percentile in the distribution of quality of life scores for non-volunteering older adults.

the Joint effect of health and volunteering on pWb

in a study that followed older adults over time, greenfield and marks (2007) examined whether the association between the onset 
of functional limitations due to health problems (yes or no) and pWb was weaker among participants who volunteered as compared 
to those who did not. they found that the group that experienced the onset of functional limitations had lower pWb than the group 
that did not experience the onset of functional limitations only among older adults who were non-volunteers. for older adults who 
were volunteering, there was no association between functional limitations and pWb. in other words, volunteering was a protective 
resource that buffered the adverse effect of the onset of functional limitations on pWb.

more recently, okun, August, rook, and newsom (2009) investigated in a sample of older adults whether the relation between 
functional limitations and mortality varies with volunteering. controlling for a number of variables, they found that the risk of  
dying depended jointly on functional limitations and volunteering. As can be seen in figure 1, the risk of dying increased as func-
tional limitations increased among the sample who volunteered “never or almost never.” in contrast, there was no reliable statistical  
association between functional limitations and the risk of dying among adults who were volunteering some or many hours. this find-
ing, in conjunction with the findings from the study by greenfield and marks (2007), suggests that volunteering may be particularly 

beneficial for adults with poor health. 

Figure 1. The Buffering Effect of Volunteering on the Association between Functional Limitations and  
 The Risk of Dying (from Okun, August, Rook, and Newsom, 2009)

No Volunteering

.10
.25

.64

1.65

.20 .15 .11 .08

Some Volunteering 

n no functional limitations    n low functional limitations    n medium low functional limitations    n high functional limitations
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Figure 2. Conceptual Framework for the Proposed Study

study hypotheses

the conceptual framework that guided the present study is depicted in figure 2. As can be seen there, our primary hypothesis is that 

the association between chronic health conditions and pWb varies with volunteer status. more specifically, we proposed that volun-

teering would buffer the association between chronic health conditions and pWb. 

figure 2 also conveys the notion that the benefit of volunteering in terms of weakening the association between chronic health condi-

tions and pWb may depend on demographic variables such as age, sex, and ethnicity. relative to younger adults, older adults are more 

likely to experience the loss of roles and thus volunteering appears to be a role that fosters pWb to a greater extent among older than 

younger adults (van Willigen, 2000). perhaps because of their greater investment in caring about others (keyes & ryff, 1998), volun-

teering has been shown to have a larger effect on postponing the mortality of women than men (carmel, baron-epel, & shemy, 2007). 

relative to non-hispanic caucasians, ethnic minorities prefer to engage in helping behaviors via informal rather than organizational 

modes (brown, consedine, & magai, 2005). therefore, our secondary hypothesis is that the joint effect of chronic health conditions 

and volunteering on pWb is stronger among (a) younger than older adults; (b) women than men; and (c) non-hispanics than hispanics. 

method
participants

the sample consisted of 4,196 adult residents of Arizona who participated in the 2008 Arizona health survey (Ahs). the sample was  

intended to be representative of the adult residential population of Arizona aged 18 and older. participants were administered tele-

phone surveys by trained staff. Approximately 75 percent of the adult interviews were completed by residents of maricopa county. 

roughly 6.5 percent of the interviews were conducted in spanish. the percentage of interviews conducted in spanish was slightly 

higher for residents living outside of, rather than within, maricopa county. the mean interview times differed by language. the adult 

interview was about 29 minutes in english, and 42 minutes in spanish. replace with “more information on the Arizona health survey 

can be found at arizonahealthsurvey.org. 

Chronic Health Conditions PWB

Age

Sex

Ethnicity

Volunteer Status
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measures

As part of this analysis, data for the following measures from the Arizona health survey were reviewed.

Age. participants were asked, “What is your age, please?” responses were recorded to the next year. the age of the participants 

ranged from 18 to 96 years old.

Gender. participants were asked, “Are you male or female?” male respondents were assigned a code of zero and female respondents 

were assigned a code of one.

Race and Ethnicity. the Ahs survey items concerning hispanic ethnicity and race were consistent with those in the 2000 u.s. census 

bureau decennial census. first, hispanic ethnicity was assessed by asking respondents to report whether or not they were “latino  

or hispanic.”  for respondents who indicated that they were not hispanic, a second item asked them to choose one or more of the 

following racial categories: of 1) White, 2) black or African American, 3) American indian, 4) Asian, 5) native hawaiian/Alaska native, 

or 6) two or more races. for the purposes of the current study, only responses to the hispanic ethnicity item will be used as a variable 

in the statistical analyses. non-hispanics were coded zero and hispanics were coded one. 

Marital Status. An Ahs survey item asked participants whether they were married or living with a partner in a marriage-like relation-

ship, divorced, separated, widowed, or never married. A dummy variable was created in which participants who were not married or 

living in a marriage-like relationship were coded zero and participants who were married or living in a marriage-like relationship were 

coded one.

Educational Attainment. educational attainment was assessed by asking respondents “What is the highest grade of education you 

have completed and received credit for?” responses were assigned one of 30 codes characterizing each grade through high school, 

and sets of codes for graduate or professional school, junior or community college, and vocation, business or trade school. these 

responses were re-coded into 11 categories coded 0 to 10, such as “no formal education,” “high school degree,” “some trade school,” 

“college degree” to “doctoral or professional degree.”  

Hours Working per Week. respondents were asked, “how many hours per week do you usually work at all jobs or businesses?”  

responses ranged from 0 to 95 hours per week.

Frequency of Vigorous Exercise. participants were asked to think about vigorous activities they do that take hard physical effort, such 

as aerobics, running, soccer, fast bicycling, or fast swimming. then, they were asked whether, in a typical week, they do any vigor-

ous physical activities. if respondents answered in the affirmative, they were asked the number of days per week that they typically 

engage in vigorous exercise. responses ranged from 0 to 7.

Neighborhood Social Cohesion. neighborhood social cohesion was assessed with five items from the collective efficacy scale 

(sampson & raudenbush, 1997). sample items included “people in this neighborhood can be trusted” and “people in this neighbor-

hood do not share the same values,” respondents rated the items on a 4-point scale (1 = strongly agree, 4 = strongly disagree). After 

recoding positively worded statements, item mean scores were created. the internal consistency reliability for the neighborhood 

cohesion scale, as estimated by coefficient alpha, was .77.

Number of Chronic Health Conditions. participants were asked whether a doctor had ever told them that they had each of the follow-

ing conditions: asthma, diabetes, high blood pressure, heart disease, arthritis, gout, lupus, or fibromyalgia, and a gastrointestinal, 

stomach, or digestive disorder. for each chronic health condition, responses of “no” were coded zero and responses of “yes” were 

coded one. A (lifetime) chronic health conditions score was created by summing across the six binary variables, with possible values 

ranging from 0 to 6. 

Organizational Volunteering. respondents were asked, “in the past 12 months have you performed any volunteer services, such as 

with a church, school, or civic groups, an arts, health, or social service agency, or similar organization?” A dummy variable was created 

in which participants who did not volunteer during the past year were coded zero and participants who volunteered during the past 

year were coded one.  
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Resilience. resilience was assessed with six items from the connor-davidson resilience scale (cd-risc) (connor & davidson, 2003). 

participants responded to the statements using a time frame of 30 days. sample items included “you tended to bounce back after  

illness, injury or other hardships” and “you had a strong sense of purpose in life.” respondents rated the items on a 5-point scale  

(1 = all of the time, 5 = none of the time). After recoding each item, item mean scores were created. the internal consistency reliability 

for the resilience scale, as estimated by coefficient alpha, was .82. 

Well-Being. Well-being was assessed with the 5-item World health organization’s Well-being index (Who-5) (bech, 2004). using a 

time frame of 30 days, respondents were asked how often they felt “cheerful and in good spirits,” “active and vigorous,” “calm and 

relaxed,” “awakened feeling fresh and rested,” and “daily life was full of things that interest you.” respondents rated the items on a 

5-point scale (1 = all of the time, 5 = none of the time). After recoding each item, item mean scores were created. the internal consis-

tency reliability for the Well-being scale, as estimated by coefficient alpha, was .79. 

Psychological Distress. psychological distress was assessed with the 6-items from the kessler psychological distress scale (k10) 

(kessler, Andrews, & colpe, 2002). using a time frame of 30 days, respondents were asked how often they felt “nervous,” “hopeless,” 

“restless or fidgety”, “so depressed so that nothing could cheer you up,” “that everything was an effort,” and “worthless.” respon-

dents rated the items on a 5-point scale (1 = all of the time, 5 = none of the time). After recoding each item, item mean scores were 

created. the internal consistency reliability for the psychological distress scale, as estimated by coefficient alpha, was .80. 

overview of statistical Analysis plan

descriptive statistics were presented for respondents who did not have any missing data on the main study variables and those who 

had missing data on one or more of the main study variables. these two groups were compared to ascertain whether cases with and 

without missing data differed on the main study variables. then we examined the interrelations among the main study variables. 

next, we investigated the predictors of organizational volunteering using logistic regression. finally, we tested the hypotheses of the 

present study using hierarchical multiple regression. 
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results
descriptive Analyses

Missing data. table 1 presents the number of participants out of 4,161 who had missing data on each of the 13 main study variables. 

the number of participants with missing data ranged from zero for age, gender, and ethnicity to 306 for neighborhood social cohesion. 

Approximately 10 percent of the participants (n = 398) were missing data on at least one variable and were excluded from the statisti-

cal analyses used to test our hypotheses.

Table 1. Number Missing Data for Each Variable and At Least One Variable

Age 0

gender 0

hispanic 0

married or living with partner 12

educational Attainment 16

hours Working per Week 9

frequency of vigorous exercise 5

neighborhood social cohesion 306

number of chronic health conditions 49

organizational volunteering 26

resilience 26

Well-being 5

psychological distress 12

At Least One Variable 398

 Variable Number Missing

Table 2. Comparison of Participants with and without Missing Data on Binary Study Variables

percent female 63 65

percent hispanic* 13 18

percent married or living with partner* 58 46

percent doing organizational volunteer Work* 51 35

 
note. *reliable statistical difference between the groups at p<.05.

  Variable No Missing Data Missing Data

Group

table 2 compares participants with and without missing data on the main study variables that were binary. there it can be seen that 

(a) hispanic participants were less likely to be in the no missing data group (18%) than in the missing data group (13%), x2 [1, 4,161] 

= 5.97, p < .05; (b) participants married or living with a partner were more likely to be in the no missing data group (58%) than the 

missing data group (46%), x2 [1, 4,149] = 20.17, p < .001; and (c) participants engaged in organized volunteering were more likely to be 

in the no missing data group (51%) than the missing data group (35%), x2 [1, 4,135] = 31.27, p < .001.    
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table 3 compares participants with and without missing data on the main study variables that were continuous or quasi-continuous. 

there it can be seen that relative to participants without missing data, participants with missing data were older, t (4,159) = 5.38,  

p < .001, had less educational attainment, t (4,143) = -6.59, p < .001, worked fewer hours, t (4,150) = -3.66, p < .001, exercised vigor-

ously less frequently, t (4,154) = -3.01, p < .01, had lower resilience scores, t (4,133) = -4.53, p < .001, and had lower well-being scores, 

t (4,154 = -2.87, p < .01, t (4143) = -6.59, p < .001, thus, compared to the total sample, the sample used to test our hypotheses had 

an over-representation of younger, more educated, non-hispanic adults who were married or living with partner, worked more hours, 

were more likely to volunteer, exercised vigorously more frequently, and had higher resilience and well-being scores. All subsequent 

analyses were carried out on the sample without any missing data on the key study variables (n = 3,763).

 Variable No Missing Data Missing Data

Table 3. Comparison of Participants with and without Missing Data on Continuous Study Variables

  M SD N M SD N

Age* 55.98 17.33 3763 60.90 17.73 398

educational Attainment* 5.00 2.07 3763 4.27 2.01 382

hours Working per Week* 21.21 22.59 3763 16.82 21.50 389

frequency of  vigorous exercise* 1.30 1.96 3763 0.99 1.84 393

neighborhood social cohesion 3.09 0.47 3763 3.01 0.51 92

number of chronic health conditions 1.32 1.27 3763 1.46 1.31 349

resilience* 4.28 0.59 3763 4.13 0.75 372

Well-being* 3.70 0.68 3763 3.59 0.78 393

psychological distress 1.57 0.58 3763 1.63 0.70 386

 
note. *reliable statistical difference between the groups at p<.05.

Group

Table 4. Correlations among Study Variables (N=3,763)

1.  Age  .04* -.26** -.13* .04* -.48** -.18** .16** .41** -.04** .05** .11** -.10**

2.  gendera   .01 -.12** -.08** -.18** -.12** .04* .07** .04* -.09** -.05** .05**

3.  ethnicityb    .03 -.29** .08** .01 -.17** -.11** -.09** -.03 .06** .08**

4.  marital statusc      .09** .10** .02 .08** -.10** .10** .09** .06** -.08**

5.  educational       .15** .09** .19** -.06** .22** .15** .06** -.18**

6.  hours Working       .14** -.04* -.28** .06** .10** .01 -.00

7.  vigorous exercise        .04* -.19** .09** .13** .18** -.06**

8.  neighborhood  
 social cohesion         -.01 .14** .21** .19** -.23**

9.  number of 
 chronic conditions           -.06** -.12** -.17** .12**

10. organizational 
 volunteeringd            .12** .13** -.14**

11. resilience            .60** -.52**

12. Well-being             -.62**

13. psychological 
 distress             

 
notes. a1=female, 0=male; b1=hispanic, 0=non-hispanic; cmarried or living with partner, 0=not married or living with partner, d1=volunteer, 0=non-volunteer. 
*p<.05, **p<.01. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13
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Correlations among study variables. table 4 presents the bivariate associations among the study variables. We focused on the cor-

relates of the pWb measures, number of chronic health conditions, and organizational volunteering. As expected there were strong 

relations among the pWb measures. however, the maximum amount of variance shared by pairs of pWb measures was 36 percent, 

indicating that these measures are not equivalent to each other. neighborhood social cohesion exhibited the strongest association 

with each of the pWb measures (correlations range from .19 to -.23). the association between number of chronic health conditions and 

the pWb measures were statistically significant (p < .01), but modest in magnitude (correlations range from .12 to -.17). similarly, the 

relations between organizational volunteering and the pWb measures were statistically significant (p < .01), but modest in magnitude 

(correlations range from .12 to -.14). there was a small but statistically significant (p < .01) inverse relation between number of chronic 

health conditions and organizational volunteering (-.06).

Predictors of organizational volunteering. to examine the predictors of organizational volunteering (a binary variable) we used 

logistic regression. We excluded the three pWb measures because our conceptual framework (see figure 2) treats organizational 

volunteering as a determinant of pWb. the prediction model (see table 5) accounted for 10 percent of the variance in organizational 

volunteering and was a significant improvement over the null model which simply classifies all participants as organizational vol-

unteers, x2 (9, 3763) = 305.61, p < .001. by using the prediction model instead of the null model, the accuracy rate for classifying 

participants as volunteers or non-volunteers increased by 10.5% (from 50.7% to 61.2%). As can be seen in table 5, relative to non-

volunteers, volunteers were more likely to be female, married or living with a partner, had more education, worked more hours, 

exercised vigorously more frequently, and had greater neighborhood social cohesion.

Table 5. Predictors of Organizational Volunteering (N=3763)

Age 1.00

gender (female=1) 1.40**

ethnicity (hispanic=1) 0.77*

marital status (married or living with partner=1) 1.42**

educational Attainment 1.22**

hours Working 1.00

vigorous exercise 1.08**

neighborhood social cohesion 1.49**

number of chronic health conditions 0.97 
 

note. *p<.05, **p<.001. 

 Predictor Odds Ratio

inferential Analyses

We used hierarchical multiple regression to test the hypotheses of the present study. in the first step of each model, we entered a set 

of control variables, the main effect term for number of chronic health conditions, and the main effect term for organizational volun-

teering. in step two (and sometimes step 3), we included interaction terms. this set of analyses tested our hypotheses by examining 

the following interaction effects: (1) number of chronic conditions by organizational volunteering; (2) number of chronic conditions by 

organizational volunteering by age, (3) number of chronic conditions by organizational volunteering by ethnicity, and (4) number of 

chronic conditions by organizational volunteering by gender. for each participant, we subtracted (a) the mean for age from his or her 

raw score for age; and (b) the mean for number of chronic health conditions from his or her raw score for number of chronic health 

conditions. this was done to improve our ability to detect interaction effects that involved age and number of chronic health condi-

tions. separate regression analyses were carried out for each measure of pWb. 



13
volu nte e r i ng:  A protective fActo r fo r th e psycholog ic Al We ll-b e i ng of Adu lts With ch ron ic h eAlth con dition s

Table 6. Test of the Chronic Conditions by Volunteering Interaction Effect on PWB (N=3763)

Step 1 b SE ß b SE ß b SE ß

Age .006 .001 .162*** .010 .001 .267*** -.009 .001 -.273***

gender (female=1) -.006 .020 -.054** -.041 .022 -.029 .032 .019 .027

ethnicity (hispanic=1) .078 .029 .045** .261 .033 .131** -.047 .028 -.027

marital status (1= married or  
living with partner)  .063 .019 .051** .048 .021 .035* -.073 .018 -.061***

educational Attainment .019 .005 .067*** .000 .005 .001 -.026 .005 -.094***

hours Working .033 .000 .105*** .001 .001 .044* -.001 .000 -.053**

vigorous exercise .028 .005 .092*** .056 .005 .162*** -.012 .005 -.042**

neighborhood social cohesion .202 .020 .164*** .215 .023 .150*** -.195 .020 -.159***

number of chronic conditions -.070 .011 -.150*** -.140 .012 -.262*** .102 .010 .222***

organizational volunteering .085 .019 .072*** .133 .021 .097*** -.096 .018 -.082***

Step 2     

number of chronic conditions 
by organizational volunteering .034 .014 .050* .062 .016 .079*** -.040 .014 -.060**

 
note. *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001.

 Predictors Resilience Well-Being Psychological Distress

Dependent Variables

The main effects of the predictors. the main effect predictors accounted for 10.5% of the variance in resilience scores, f (10, 3752) = 

44.03, p < .001, 14.7% of the variance in well-being scores, f (10, 3752) = 64.88, p < .001, and 14.0% of the variance in psychological 

distress scores, f (10, 3752) = 61.25, p < .001. table 6 presents the results of the regression analysis for predicting resilience, well-

being, and psychological distress. 

Age was positively (p < .001) related to resilience and well-being scores and inversely (p < 001) related to psychological distress scores. 

females had lower resilience scores than males (p < .01). hispanics had higher resilience and well-being scores than non-hispanics 

(p < .01). Adults who were married or living with a partner had higher resilience and well-being scores and lower psychological distress 

scores (p < .05) than adults who were not married or living with a partner. As educational attainment increased, resilience increased 

and psychological distress decreased (p < .001). As hours working, frequency of vigorous exercise, and neighborhood social cohesion 

increased, resilience and well-being scores increased and psychological distress scores decreased (p < .05). in contrast, as number 

of chronic health conditions increased, resilience and well-being scores decreased and psychological distress increased (p < .001). 

finally, volunteers had higher resilience and well-being scores and lower psychological distress scores than non-volunteers (p < .05).

Does organizational volunteering moderate the association between number of chronic health conditions and PWB? As can be seen 

in table 6, the number of chronic conditions by organizational volunteering interaction term was a significant (p < .05) predictor of all 

three pWb measures. though statistically significant, the magnitude of these effects was very small. more specifically, the increment 

in variance explained in the pWb measures ranged from .1% to .4%.
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Figure 3. The joint effect of chronic health conditions and volunteer status on predicted resilience scores

Figure 4. The joint effect of chronic health conditions and volunteer status on predicted well-being scores

Figure 5. The joint effect of chronic health conditions and volunteer status on predicted psychological  
 distress scores

the significant interaction terms were probed and graphed using procedures outline in Aiken and West (1991). As can be seen in 

figures 3, 4, and 5, the difference between adults with many versus few chronic health conditions in resilience, well-being, and 

psychological distress scores is less pronounced for volunteers as compared to non-volunteers. having established that there was a 

significant interaction between number of chronic health conditions and organizational volunteering on the pWb measures, we next 

sought to determine whether this effect varied by age, ethnicity, and gender.

Does the number of chronic health conditions by organizational volunteering interaction effect on PWB vary by age? the same 

predictors were entered in step 1 of this model. in step 2, three two-way interaction terms were entered (number of chronic health 

conditions by organizational volunteering, number of chronic health conditions by age, and organizational volunteering by age). in 

step 3, the three-way interaction term was entered. this term represents the interactive effect of number of chronic health conditions 

by organizational volunteering by age. our primary interest was in the three-way interaction effect. the number of chronic health con-

ditions by organizational volunteering by age interaction effect did not contribute uniquely to the prediction of resilience, conditional  

f (1, 3748) = 3.04, increment in r2 = .1% (p = .08), well-being, conditional f (1, 3748) = 3.62, increment in r2 = .1% (p = .06), or psycho-

logical distress, conditional f (1, 3748) = 0.14, increment in r2 = .0% (p = .71). these findings indicate that the joint effect of number 

of chronic health conditions by organizational volunteering did not vary by age. 

Non-Volunteers
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n few chronic health conditions    n many chronic health conditions

Non-Volunteers
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n few chronic health conditions    n many chronic health conditions
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Does the number of chronic health conditions by organizational volunteering interaction effect on PWB vary for Hispanics and Non-

Hispanics? the same predictors were entered in step 1 of this model. in step 2, three two-way interaction terms were entered (number 

of chronic health conditions by organizational volunteering, number of chronic health conditions by ethnicity (hispanic versus non-

hispanic), and organizational volunteering by ethnicity). in step 3, the three-way interaction term was entered. this term, represents 

the interactive effect of number of chronic health conditions by organizational volunteering by ethnicity. the number of chronic health 

conditions by organizational volunteering by ethnicity interaction effect did not contribute uniquely to the prediction of resilience, 

conditional f (1, 3748) = 0.10, increment in r2 = .0% (p = .76), well-being, conditional f (1, 3748) = 0.15, increment in r2 = .0% (p = 

.70), or psychological distress, conditional f (1, 3748) = 0.50, increment in r2 = .0% (p = .48). there findings indicate that the joint 

effect of number of chronic health conditions by organizational volunteering did not vary for hispanics and non-hispanics. 

Does the number of chronic health conditions by organizational volunteering interaction effect on PWB vary for Men and Women? 

the same predictors were entered in step 1 of this model. in step 2, three two-way interaction terms were entered (number of chronic 

health conditions by organizational volunteering, number of chronic health conditions by sex (female versus male), and organizational 

volunteering by sex). in step 3, the three-way interaction term was entered. this term  represents the interactive effect of number of 

chronic health conditions by organizational volunteering by sex. table 7 summarizes the results from these analyses. the number of 

chronic health conditions by organizational volunteering by sex interaction effect did not contribute uniquely to the prediction of resil-

ience, conditional f (1, 3748) = 0.37, increment in r2 = .0% (p = .54). however the three-way interaction did contribute significantly to 

the prediction of both well-being, conditional f (1, 3748) = 4.88, increment in r2 = .1% (p < .05), and psychological distress, conditional 

f (1, 3748) = 4.51, increment in r2 = .1% (p < .05). these findings indicate that the joint effect of number of chronic health conditions 

by organizational volunteering on well-being and on psychological distress is different for women and men.

Table 7. Test of the Chronic Conditions by Volunteering By Gender Interaction Effect on PWB (N=3763)

Step 1 b SE ß b SE ß b SE ß

Age .006 .001 .162*** .010 .001 .267*** -.009 .001 -.272***

gender (female=1) -.090 .027 -.074** -.056 .030 -.040 .040 .026 .033

ethnicity (hispanic=1) .078 .029 .045** .261 .033 .131*** -.046 .028 -.027

marital status (1= married  
or living with partner)  .062 .019 .052** -.046 .021 .033* -.070 .018 -.059***

educational Attainment .019 .005 .067*** .000 .005 .000 -.026 .005 -.093***

hours Working .003 .000 .106*** .001 .001 .045* -.001 .000 -.055**

vigorous exercise .028 .005 .093*** .057 .005 .164*** -.013 .005 -.044**

neighborhood social cohesion .202 .020 .162*** .215 .023 .149*** -.195 .020 -.159***

number of chronic conditions -.058 .016 -.123*** -.106 .018 -.198*** .068 .016 .149***

organizational volunteering .053 .031 .045 .107 .034 .079** -.082 .030 -.070**

Step 2     

number of chronic conditions 
by organizational volunteering .022 .025 .032 .013 .028 .016 -.001 .024 -.001

number of chronic conditions 
by gender -.019 .020 -.033 -.055 .023 -.082* .055 .020 .096**

organizational volunteering 
by gender .050 .038 .039 .036 .043 .024 -.020 .037 -.016

Step 3     

number of chronic conditions 
by organizational volunteering 
by gender .019 .031 .023 .076 .034 .081* -.063 .030 -.078* 
 

note. *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001.

 Predictors Resilience Well-Being Psychological Distress

Dependent Variables
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to further explore the two significant three-way interaction effects, we carried out analyses separately for men and women. on the one 

hand, for men (see table 8), the number of chronic conditions by organizational volunteering interaction effect was not significant for 

either well-being, conditional f (1, 1392) = 0.18, increment in r2 = .0% (p = .67), or for psychological distress, conditional f (1, 1392) = 

0.01, increment in r2 = .0% (p = .95). on the other hand, for women (see table 9), the number of chronic conditions by organizational 

volunteering interaction effect was significant for both well-being, conditional f (1, 2349) = 20.29, increment in r2 = .7% (p < .001), and 

psychological distress, conditional f (1, 2349) = 13.30, increment in r2 = .5% (p < .001). 

Table 8. Test of the Chronic Conditions by Volunteering Interaction Effect on PWB for Men (N=1,403)

Step 1 b SE ß b SE ß

Age .009 .001 .222*** -.009 .001 -.264***

ethnicity (hispanic=1) .302 .054 .149*** -.018 .045 -.010

marital status (1=married or  
living with partner)  .081 .038 .056* -.086 .031 -.071**

educational Attainment -.005 .009 -.017 -.022 .007 -.086**

hours Working .001 .001 .043 -.002 .001 -.063*

vigorous exercise .054 .008 .168*** -.009 .007 -.035

neighborhood social cohesion .271 .041 .175*** -.217 .034 -.169***

number of chronic conditions -.097 .020 -.173*** .067 .016 .145***

organizational volunteering .105 .036 .076** -.080 .029 -.070**

Step 2     

number of chronic conditions by  
organizational volunteering .012 .029 .014 -.022 .024 -.002

 
note. *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001.

Dependent Variables

 Predictors Well-Being Psychological Distress

Table 9. Test of the Chronic Conditions by Volunteering Interaction Effect on PWB for Women (N=2,360)

Step 1 b SE ß b SE ß

Age .011 .001 .287*** -.009 .001 -.276***

ethnicity (hispanic=1) .243 .041 .123*** -.065 .036 -.037

marital status (1=married or  
living with partner)  .033 .027 .025 -.063 .024 -.053**

educational Attainment .006 .007 .016 -.029 .006 -.098***

hours Working .001 .001 .031 -.001 .001 -.045*

vigorous exercise .058 .007 .158*** -.016 .006 -.049*

neighborhood social cohesion .186 .027 .135*** -.184 .024 -.153***

number of chronic conditions -.168 .015 -.319*** .124 .013 .271***

organizational volunteering .142 .027 .105*** -.101 .024 -.085***

Step 2     

number of chronic conditions by  
organizational volunteering .090 .020 .121*** -.064 .018 -.099***

 
note. *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001.

Dependent Variables

 Predictors Well-Being Psychological Distress
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to provide a visual depiction of the significant interaction effects on well-being and psychological distress for women and the non- 

significant interaction effects on well-being and psychological distress for men, we used procedures outlined in Aiken and West (1991). 

As can be seen in figures 7 and 9, the difference between men with many versus few chronic health conditions in well-being and 

psychological distress scores is comparable for volunteers and non-volunteers. in contrast, as can be seen in figures 6 and 8, the 

difference between women with many versus few chronic health conditions in well-being and psychological distress scores is less 

pronounced for volunteers as compared to non-volunteers. these findings indicate that the benefit of volunteering in terms of reducing 

the impact of number of chronic health conditions on well-being and psychological distress scores was observed among women but 

not men.

Figure 6. The joint effect of chronic health conditions  
 and volunteer status on predicted well-being  
 scores for women.

Figure 8. The joint effect of chronic health conditions  
 and volunteer status on predicted  
 psychological  distress scores for women

Figure 9. The joint effect of chronic health conditions  
 and volunteer status on predicted  
 psychological  distress scores for men.

Figure 7. The joint effect of chronic health conditions  
 and volunteer status on predicted well-being  
 scores for men
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discussion
the purpose of the present study was to examine whether being a volunteer is associated with a reduction in the inverse relation 

between chronic health conditions and  pWb and further to pinpoint the socio-demographic groups that benefited the most from vol-

unteering. previous studies have demonstrated that volunteering is associated higher levels of pWb (grimm, spring, & dietz, 2007). 

fewer studies have addressed the circumstances under which volunteering is most strongly related to pWb. 

two opposing hypotheses have been previously formulated. According to the complementary hypothesis, the association between 

volunteering and pWb increases as psychosocial resources increase. in other words, those who are more advantaged in terms of 

psychosocial resources benefit the most from volunteering. for example, harris and thoreson (2005) found that the relation between 

volunteering and mortality was stronger for older adults who visited friends frequently as opposed to infrequently. in contrast, accord-

ing to the compensatory hypothesis, the association between volunteering and pWb increases as psychosocial resources decrease. 

in other words, those who are disadvantaged in terms of psychosocial resources benefit the most from volunteering. for example, 

greenfield and marks (2007) reported that the relation between volunteering and personal growth was stronger among older adults 

who experienced the onset of a functional limitation as opposed to those who did not. 

the findings of the present study are consistent with the compensatory hypothesis. We showed that the differences in psychological 

well-being between volunteers and non-volunteers were more pronounced when the number of chronic health conditions was high as 

opposed to low (see figures 3-5). Alternatively, our findings indicate that volunteering was a protective resource that appears to buffer 

the impact of chronic health conditions on pWb. 

the benefit of volunteering in terms of buffering the association between number of chronic health conditions and pWb did not 

vary by age or ethnicity. furthermore, for resilience, the buffering effect of volunteering did not vary with gender. however, for our 

measures of well-being and psychological distress, the buffering effect of volunteering was observed only for women. perhaps, the 

benefit associated with volunteering in terms of reducing the relation between number of chronic health conditions and resilience is 

comparable for men and women because volunteering fosters a sense of purpose for men and women alike and a sense of purpose, 

in turn, is a key component of resilience. 

With respect to psychological distress, pennebaker and roberts (1992) proposed that the experience of emotions and symptoms is 

more tightly bound to external cues among women than men. in line with this possibility, the positive affect associated with volun-

teering may be more likely to provide cues to women than men that the symptoms they are experiencing due to their chronic physical 

health conditions are less severe, and, in turn, this may weaken the association between chronic health conditions and psychological 

distress more for women than men. in terms of psychological well-being, relative to men, women are more invested in their interper-

sonal relationships and are more likely to feel close to individuals in their social networks (Antonucci & Akiyama, 1987). thus the 

expansion of the social network that often occurs with volunteering (fischer & schaffer, 1993) may be more beneficial to women than 

men with respect to mitigating the inverse relation between chronic health conditions and well-being.

one of the most surprising statistics generated in the present study was that slightly over half of the respondents indicated that they 

had volunteered during the past year. According to data provided by the corporation for national & community service (2007) the rate 

of volunteering in the state of Arizona was less than 25%. this large discrepancy may be due to differences in the definitions of what 

constitutes organizational volunteering provided in the Ahs and by the corporation for national & community service. for example, 

it is possible that in the Ahs survey, participants who engaged in informal types of helping behavior that were outside of service to 

organizations responded that they had volunteered. 

limitations

the present study has several limitations. first, causal inferences are unwarranted in light of the cross-sectional, non-experimental 

design employed in the present study. for example, pWb may be an antecedent as well as a consequent of volunteering. second, 

respondents who were excluded due to missing data differed on numerous study variables from respondents without missing data, 

indicating that our findings may not generalize to the entire population of adults in the state of Arizona. third, we accounted for  
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modest amounts of the variance in our measures of pWb and the effect sizes associated with the interaction effects, in particular, 

were very small. fourth, although the question that assessed volunteering (“in the past 12 months have you performed any volunteer 

services, such as with a church, school, or civic groups, an arts, health, or social service agency, or similar organization?”) clearly 

made reference to service to organizations, it is possible that providing respondents with examples of what does not constitute orga-

nizational volunteering would have been useful. finally, by asking only one yes-no question about volunteering, it was not possible 

to probe more fine-grained questions regarding the buffering effect of volunteering on the relation between chronic health conditions 

and pWb. for example, does the buffering effect of organizational volunteering vary with (a) frequency of volunteering, (b) type of 

volunteer work; and (c) satisfaction with the volunteer experience?

public policy implications 

We have shown that adults with health problems benefit more from volunteering in terms of their pWb that those without health 

problems (particularly women). however, individuals with health problems are less likely to volunteer (okun, 1993). thus, somewhat 

paradoxically, those who may benefit the most from volunteering are least likely to do so. According to estimate of rate of volunteer-

ing by state, Arizona ranks 44th (23.9% rate of volunteering), with nevada having the lowest rate of volunteering (17.7%) and utah 

having the highest rate of volunteering (43.9%) (corporation for national & community service, 2007). our findings suggest that the 

well-being of women with chronic conditions can be enhanced by volunteering and that the resilience of women and men alike with 

chronic conditions can be fostered by volunteering. 

field research using a experimental design with a wait-list control group has demonstrated that experience corps volunteering 

(tutoring children in urban schools) can substantially improve the physical activity and strength of older adults (fried et al., 2004). 

the experience corps program has been conceptualized as a social model for health promotion. physicians also are powerful social 

influence agents with respect to changing the health behavior of their patients (o’connor, rush, prochaska, pronk, & boyle, 2001). 

building on this finding and the knowledge that personal appeals are an effective approach to recruiting volunteers (smith, 1994), 

hirschfelder and reilly (2007) recently described a pilot project in california in which patients recruited from the medicare practice 

of a large hmo receive a volunteerism “prescription.” in Arizona, we could build on the Rx: Volunteer program by combining it with 

a state-wide placement center for new volunteers. such a program could be a resilient solution (a) to fortifying the emotional and 

physical well-being of women in Arizona with chronic health conditions; and (b) to addressing the significant social challenges that 

exist in our state. 
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