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ABSTRACT Formal volunteering holds great impor tance for the recip i ents of vol un
teer ser vices, indi vid u als who vol un teer, and the wider soci ety. However, how much 
recent birth cohorts vol un teer in mid dle and late adult hood com pared with ear lier birth 
cohorts is not well under stood. Even less wellknown are the age and cohort trends in 
infor mal help ing pro vided to friends and neigh bors in later adult hood. Using lon gi tu di
nal data from the Health and Retirement Study, we esti mated age and cohort trends in 
for mal volunteering and infor mal help ing from 1998 to 2018 for a wide range of birth 
cohorts born between 1909 and 1958. We used mul ti var i ate, mul ti level mod els based 
on Bayes ian gen er al ized mod el ing meth ods to esti mate the prob a bil i ties of volunteering 
and infor mal help ing simul ta neously in a sin gle model. Despite hav ing advan tages in 
human and health cap i tal, recent birth cohorts showed volunteering lev els in late adult
hood that are sim i lar to those of their pre de ces sors. Moreover, more recent birth cohorts 
were con sis tently less engaged in infor mal help ing than ear lier birth cohorts through out 
the obser va tion period. More research is needed to illu mi nate the socio cul tural driv ers 
of changes in help ing behav iors and over all prosocial and civic engage ment.

KEYWORDS Older adults • Generations • Civic engage ment • Multivariate mod els •  
Bayes ian meth ods

Introduction

Volunteering through for mal orga ni za tions is one of the hall marks of the  Amer i can 
expe ri ence, representing an impor tant cul tural phe nom e non that binds indi vid u als to 
their com mu ni ties and one another (MorrowHowell 2010). Volunteers are impor
tant resources for char i ta ble groups and other orga ni za tions, help ing them meet 
their objec tives by car ry ing out their pro grams and deliv er ing ser vices to their tar get 
audiences.Volunteersalsoofferremarkablesocialandeconomicbenefitstosociety.
According to the Independent Sector (2020), the mon e tary value of unpaid vol un teer 
work in 2019 was $187.7 bil lion.

The age gra di ent describ ing indi vid u als’ vol un teer activ ity across the life course 
is welldocumented. In the United States in 2015, 22.0% of young adults aged 25–34 
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volunteered with a for mal orga ni za tion, com pared with 29.8% of those aged 35–44, 
28.5% of those aged 45–54, and 25.9% of those aged 55–64 (U.S. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics 2016). Adults aged 65 or older, 23.6% of whom for mally volunteered in 
2015, had the highest median annual hours of volunteering (U.S. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics 2016). The age curve of volunteering is gen er ally argued to be related to life 
course fac tors, such as mar i tal sta tus, fam ily for ma tion and childrearing, jobrelated 
oppor tu ni ties asso ci ated with volunteering, role acqui si tion and loss, and laterlife 
health declines.

In addi tion to vary ing by age, volunteering can rea son ably be expected to vary by 
birth cohort, partly because dif fer ent cohorts encoun ter dif fer ent social, eco nomic, 
and polit i cal envi ron ments that shape vol un teer ism moti va tions and oppor tu ni ties 
(Einolf 2009; Rotolo and Wilson 2004; van Groenou and van Tilburg 2012). How
ever, the evi dence regard ing cohort var i a tion in volunteering is sparse and equiv o
cal. Further, despite con cerns regard ing increas ing lev els of social dis con nect ed ness 
in the United States and else where, whether recent birth cohorts vol un teer more or 
less rel a tive to ear lier birth cohorts is not well under stood. Even less wellknown are 
the age and cohort trends in infor mal help ing behav iors. Helping behav iors include 
instru men tal, infor ma tional, and emo tional sup port pro vided to social net work mem
bers who do not live in the same house hold as the helper (e.g., friends, neigh bors, 
and rel a tives).

Both for mal volunteering and infor mal help ing rep re sent activ i ties that pro vide 
value to com mu ni ties, to the per sons being helped, and to help ers them selves, yield
ing a “winwinwin” out come (Carr et al. 2015). However, most stud ies of older 
adults have focused exclu sively on for mal volunteering, even though older peo ple 
more often engage in infor mal help ing behav iors. Studies of infor mal help ing are 
rel a tively rare, and com par i sons of for mal and infor mal volunteering are even rarer 
(Egerton and Mullan 2008; Lee and Brudney 2012).

We address these gaps by ana lyz ing age and cohort trends in for mal volunteer
ing and infor mal help ing. We use lon gi tu di nal data span ning two decades (1998–
2018) from the nation ally rep re sen ta tive Health and Retirement Study (HRS), which 
includes a wide range of birth cohorts born between 1909 and 1958.

Helping Activities: Age and Cohort Trends

Both for mal volunteering and infor mal help ing are char ac ter ized as unpaid and non
mandatoryactivitiesperformedforcharitableorsocialpurposesthatbenefitpeople
out side one’s house hold. These two types of help ing dif fer in whether they occur 
through for mal orga ni za tions or as part of an indi vid ual’s infor mal social net work 
(Taniguchi 2011). In addition, volunteering is often identifiedwith awell-defined
role to assist oth ers in wellstruc tured activ i ties, whereas infor mal help ing is more 
likely to focus on per sonal care and prac ti cal assis tance, such as run ning errands, 
pro vid ing transportation, doing house work, pro vid ing childcare, and care giv ing for 
friends and neigh bors. Informal help ing is often con sid ered a less impor tant kind of 
help, but assis tance with what may seem to be minor tasks is often quite impor tant 
to the recip i ents. In this con text, infor mal help ing has been described as a form of 
civic engage ment that is invis i ble but nev er the less con trib utes greatly to build ing 
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and maintaining civil soci ety (Martinez et al. 2011). Earlier research also suggested 
that infor mal help ers and vol un teers may dif fer in their demo graphic char ac ter is
tics (Taniguchi 2011) and that older peo ple involved in infor mal help ing are less 
likely to vol un teer because of lim ited time and energy and a lack of oppor tu nity (Burr 
et al. 2005). In con trast, other research ers suggested that infor mal help ing behav ior 
pro motes volunteering (Jegermalm et al. 2019). In this study, we use a mul ti var i ate 
mod el ing frame work, partly to account for the poten tial inter de pen dency of for mal 
volunteering and infor mal help ing.

Given the well-documented individual and societal benefits associated with 
help ing behav iors, there is a longstand ing research inter est in exam in ing 
changes in help ing behav iors across the life course (Hank and Erlinghagen 2009; 
 Hendricks and Cutler 2004; Verbrugge et al. 1996). The research on this topic is 
guided by sev eral the o ret i cal per spec tives (MorrowHowell 2010). For exam ple, 
the resource per spec tive explains par tic i pa tion in help ing behav iors as a func tion 
of human, social, and cul tural cap i tal that tends to change over age and his tor i cal 
time (Wilson and Musick 1997); and socioemotional selec tiv ity the ory attri butes 
agerelated changes in par tic i pa tion to aging indi vid u als’ delib er ate strat e gies of 
favor ing more emo tion ally mean ing ful forms of engage ment over other periph eral 
activ i ties (Carstensen et al. 1999; Hendricks and Cutler 2004). A large body of 
empir i cal research guided by such the o ret i cal frame works focuses on age effects—
par tic i pa tion rates that change over time with chro no log i cal age. This research has 
gen er ally found that par tic i pa tion rates in unpaid socially pro duc tive activ i ties 
are sta ble in mid dle age, increase in early old age, and decrease at the oldest ages 
(Wilson 2000). Considering the the o ret i cal and empir i cal lit er a ture, we expect that 
indi vid u als will grad u ally reduce their help ing behav iors as they move from mid
dle age to later life.

In addi tion to age trends, research ers are increas ingly inter ested in uncovering 
birth cohort dif fer ences in par tic i pa tion rates, which are argued to be shaped by 
unique social, eco nomic, polit i cal, and cul tural forces expe ri enced by mem bers of 
each cohort born in the same or sev eral adjoin ing years. Studies focus ing on such 
cohort trends under score the impor tance of birth cohort loca tion, which rep re sents a 
socialstruc tural var i able known to impact out comes and life oppor tu ni ties, includ
ing help ing behav iors (Ryder 1965). For exam ple, per sons born in the 1920s expe ri
enced the Great Depression as teen ag ers, World War II as young adults, and cul tural 
upheaval and eco nomic stag na tion in the United States dur ing the 1960s and 1970s 
as mid dleaged adults. As older adults, this cohort was impacted by the Cold War 
and the rise of glob al iza tion. Members of the baby boom birth cohort, espe cially 
thefirsthalfof thebabyboomcohort,benefitedfromthepost–WorldWarIIeco-
nomic boom as chil dren and confronted the cul tural changes of the 1960s and 1970s 
as young adults. Boomers lived through an expan sive tech no log i cal rev o lu tion and 
glob al iza tion as mid dleaged adults. These events encoun tered at dif fer ent points in 
the life course shaped volunteering moti va tions, oppor tu ni ties, and expe ri ences and 
even con di tioned indi vid u als’ par tic u lar vol un teer activ i ties (Clifford 2021). Further, 
other major his tor i cal and cul tural changes in the United States dur ing the twen ti eth 
cen tury impacted volunteering behav ior. These forces include a rise in edu ca tion lev
els among more recent cohorts, a rise in indi vid u al ism, a reduc tion in fam ily size, 
women’s increased labor force par tic i pa tion, increases in employ ment in later life, 
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cycles of eco nomic pros per ity and depres sion/reces sion, sec u lar i za tion, increases in 
divorce, and increas ing life expec tancy.

Scholars have the o rized that mod ern i za tion and indi vid u al i za tion, partly by dis
rupting the sta bil ity of fam ily and work life, led to cohort dif fer ences in indi vid
u als’ par tic i pa tion in social activ i ties, such as for mal volunteering (Hustinx and 
 Lammertyn 2003). Such views often pre dict declines in social and civic engage
ment among more recent cohorts. Putnam’s sem i nal work, Bowling Alone: The 
Collapse and Revival of Amer i can Community (2000), raised the pos si bil ity of 
declines in civic engage ment—which would include for mal volunteering—in 
America.Putnamspecificallyidentifiedthebabyboomcohortasthegroupthatwas
spend ing less time on such activ i ties, but a hand ful of stud ies that followed yielded 
mixedfindings in termsofwhetherspecificbirthcohortsweredevotingmoreor
less atten tion to these activ i ties (Einolf 2009; Goss 1999; Rotolo and Wilson 2004). 
A key objec tive of the cur rent study is to add to the lit er a ture on birth cohort trends 
in volunteering and infor mal help ing while not los ing sight of impor tant age trends. 
In predicting cohort trends, we draw on the resource per spec tive, which sug gests 
that sources of cap i tal are impor tant for volunteering (and to a lesser degree for 
infor mal help ing): we expect that more recent cohorts, who gen er ally expe ri ence 
improve ments in human and health cap i tal, will have higher for mal volunteering 
rates than ear lier cohorts.

Age and Birth Cohort Differences in Volunteering

As noted ear lier, stud ies have gen er ally reported that older per sons were some
what less likely to vol un teer than youn ger per sons (Choi et al. 2007) and have 
explained the dif fer ences as resulting from life course fac tors, such as fam ily for
ma tion, career fac tors, tran si tions from the paid work force to retire ment, health 
changes, wid ow hood, and reduc tion in social net work size (Butrica et al. 2009; 
Hank and  Erlinghagen 2009; Wilson 2000).Researchfindingson theextentand
nature of cohort effects in volunteering in the United States have been equiv o
cal. Some stud ies have found that mem bers of more recent birth cohorts vol un
teer more than mem bers of ear lier birth cohorts (Einolf 2009; Goss 1999; Rotolo 
and Wilson 2004). Using nonprobability sam ples of mar ket ing data, Goss (1999) 
found increases over time in volunteering for both the long civic gen er a tion (born 
in 1926–1935) and baby boom ers (born in 1946–1964) but not for the silent gen er a
tion (born in 1936–1945). Rotolo and Wilson (2004), exam in ing a sam ple of women 
from the National Longitudinal Surveys of Labor Market Experience, reported no 
dif fer ences in volunteering between the silent gen er a tion and the long civic gen
er a tion after they added con trols to their mod els. They also found that the type of 
orga ni za tion for which these women volunteered changed over time. Using Midlife 
in the United States (MIDUS; https:  /  /www  .midus  .wisc  .edu  /) data from 1995 and 
2005, Einolf (2009) showed that the early baby boom cohort (1946–1954) was 
some what more likely to vol un teer than the silent gen er a tion (1936–1945), and 
the silent gen er a tion was more likely to vol un teer than the long civic gen er a tion 
(1926–1935). In gen eral, anal y sis of the longterm trends in volunteering has been 
rel a tively scarce, warranting fur ther inves ti ga tion (Wilson 2012).
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In addi tion to U.S.based stud ies, a grow ing body of evi dence using Euro pean data has 
documented cohort dif fer ences in volunteering. A recent study based on  admin is tra tive 
data in England and Wales found a grad ual decline in the pro pen sity for vol un tary ser
vice par tic i pa tion among recent birth cohorts (Clifford 2021). In con trast, a Dutch study 
using data from the Longitudinal Aging Study Amsterdam dem on strated that rel a tive to 
ear lier birth cohorts, more recent birth cohorts volunteered more and par tic i pated more 
in other forms of social activ ity (van Groenou and Deeg 2010). These dif fer ences were 
explained largely by var i abil ity in edu ca tional achieve ment across mem bers of the two 
birth cohorts. A related study using these data showed that reli gious involve ment was 
also related to dif fer ences in volunteering activ ity (Suanet et al. 2009), with peo ple who 
were more reli gious being more likely to vol un teer.

To our knowl edge, a study by van Groenou and van Tilburg (2012) rep re sents 
the only exam i na tion of volunteering that attempted to dis en tan gle age and birth 
cohort effects among mid dleaged and youngold adults. Consistent with their pre vi
ousfindings(vanGroenouandDeeg2010), they reported that mem bers of the more 
recent cohort volunteered more than mem bers of the ear lier birth cohort. In addi
tion, they documented age effects: over the sixyear obser va tion period, volunteering 
increased for those aged 55–59 at base line, remained steady for those aged 60–64, 
and decreased for those aged 65–69.

Age and Birth Cohort Differences in Informal Helping

Compared with stud ies on for mal volunteering, research focus ing on changes in 
infor mal help ing by age and birth cohort are less com mon. In one such study, Choi 
and col leagues (2007), using HRS data from 1998 and 2000, found that per sons in 
the older age groups were less likely to engage in infor mal help ing. A  Euro pean 
study by Hank and Stuck (2008) documented sim i lar age dif fer ences in infor mal 
help ing behav ior. However, both stud ies were conducted over rel a tively short 
observationperiods,making itdifficult toaccuratelyevaluate trends in informal
help ing behav ior. In addi tion, we cur rently do not know how infor mal help ing 
activ i ties com pare across birth cohorts or whether the age trends in this activ ity 
vary across birth cohorts.

Factors Associated With Helping Behaviors

In addi tion to demo graphic char ac ter is tics (e.g., gen der, race/eth nic ity) that are 
known correlates of volunteering and informal helping, earlier research identified
other fac tors asso ci ated with the like li hood of engag ing in these activ i ties. These 
char ac ter is tics include human cap i tal (e.g., edu ca tion, income, wealth), social cap i tal 
(e.g., social rela tion ships, vol un tary asso ci a tion mem ber ship), health cap i tal (e.g., 
ade quate health, dis abil ity sta tus), cul tural cap i tal (e.g., reli gi os ity), and labor force 
sta tus (Butrica et al. 2009; Egerton and Mullan 2008; Li and Ferraro 2006; Mutchler 
et al. 2003; Taniguchi 2006, 2011; van Groenou and van Tilburg 2012; Wilson 2000, 
2012). We con sider these fac tors in our eval u a tion of age and birth cohort trends in 
for mal volunteering and infor mal help ing.
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The Current Study

Understanding cohort and age trends in volunteering and infor mal help ing may 
assist in esti mat ing the future trends of these activ i ties and may assist policymakers 
andnonprofitorganizations in thepromotionof,andplanningfor, thesebehaviors
(McCulloch 2014). To this end, the cur rent study esti ma tes tem po ral trends in vol
unteering and infor mal help ing behav ior, focus ing on age and cohort var i a tions. We 
use lon gi tu di nal data span ning two decades drawn from a nation ally rep re sen ta tive 
sam ple of mid dleaged and older Amer i cans from the HRS to pro vide an empir i cal 
basis for iden ti fy ing sim i lar i ties and dif fer ences in the dynam ics of these two help ing 
behaviors.Wecontributetothescientificliteratureontheseissuesbyexaminingthe
age and birth cohort trends for volunteering and infor mal help ing in later life, respec
tively, in the U.S. con text. Additionally, we explore the rela tion ship between the two 
behav iors over time.

Methods

Data Source

This study was based on data from 11 waves of the Health and Retirement Study 
(1998–2018), an ongo ing bien nial panel sur vey of U.S. adults (Sonnega et al. 2014). 
The HRS ini tially col lected data from respon dents aged 51–61 in 1992 but sub se
quently added respon dents from more recent and ear lier birth cohorts, yield ing a 
nation ally rep re sen ta tive sam ple of Amer i cans over age 50. The HRS replenishes the 
sam ple every six years (e.g., 1998, 2004, 2010, and 2016) with cohorts not pre vi ously 
represented in the study (Sonnega et al. 2014). The HRS con tains rich infor ma tion on 
health, labor force par tic i pa tion, fam ily struc ture and rela tion ships, eco nomic char
ac ter is tics, and psy cho so cial char ac ter is tics (Sonnega et al. 2014). Data for this study 
were pri mar ily taken from the RAND HRS Longitudinal File 2018 (V1), a cleaned, 
userfriendly ver sion of the orig i nal HRS data that accounts for missingness through 
impu ta tion and cor rec tion of incon sis tent infor ma tion across waves (RAND Center 
for the Study of Aging 2021). Information on volunteering and infor mal help ing was 
notpartoftheRANDfile;thesevariablesweretakenfromthepublic-useHRSdata
pro vided by the Survey Research Center at the University of Michigan.

Study Sample

Wefocusedonfive10-yearbirthcohorts in theHRS,definedasparticipantsborn
in 1909–1918, 1919–1928, 1929–1938, 1939–1948, and 1949–1958. We followed 
them from age 50 until they reached age 89 dur ing the obser va tion period (see Figure 
S1;allfiguresandtablesdenotedwithan“S”areavailableintheonlineappendix).
Although we included all  HRS par tic i pants newly replenished to the HRS up to the 
2010 wave, we excluded those added to the HRS in more recent waves (e.g., late 
baby boom ers born after 1960, who were added in 2016), who were gen er ally youn
ger and had fewer obser va tion points. We labeled the 1909–1918 birth cohort as the 
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World War I gen er a tion. The 1919–1928 and 1929–1938 birth cohorts corresponded 
approx i ma tely to the long civic gen er a tion, the 1939–1948 birth cohort corresponded 
approx i ma tely to the silent gen er a tion, and the 1949–1958 birth cohort corre
spondedtothefirsthalfofthebaby boom gen er a tion.Wefirstidentified29,914age- 
eli gi ble HRS par tic i pants interviewed dur ing the 1998–2018 obser va tion period. A 
small num ber of par tic i pants with miss ing infor ma tion for the sociodemographic 
mea sures (e.g., gen der, race/eth nic ity, edu ca tion, reli gi os ity) were excluded from the 
study sam ple (n = 59). Study par tic i pants were included in the ana ly ses until they 
were lost to the HRS sam ple for any rea son, includ ing death. Missing infor ma tion 
on key study var i ables was min i mal (approx i ma tely 0.35% of per sonwave obser
va tions); these miss ing per sonwave obser va tions were excluded from the anal y sis. 
Thefinalanalysesincluded180,465person-waveobservationscollectedfrom29,816
par tic i pants, equiv a lent to approx i ma tely six waves of obser va tions per par tic i pant.

Measures

Formal volunteering was based on par tic i pants’ responses to the ques tion assessing 
whether they spent any time in the past 12 months volunteering for reli gious, edu ca
tional, healthrelated, or other char i ta ble orga ni za tions (1 = yes, and 0 = no). Simi
larly, infor mal help ing activ ity was based on par tic i pants’ responses to the ques tion 
assessing whether they spent any time in the past 12 months help ing friends, neigh
bors, or rel a tives they did not live with and did not receive pay for help ing (1 = yes, 
and 0 = no).

Age was mea sured in years (range = 50–89). Gender was treated as a binary var i
able (1 = female, and 0 = male), and race/eth nic ity included four categories (1 = non
His panic White [ref er ence group]; 2 = nonHis panic Black; 3 = nonHis panic other 
race; and 4 = His panic, any race). Marital sta tus was coded as a dichot o mous var i able 
(1 = cou pled [i.e., mar ried/partnered], and 0 = not). Education was mea sured in years 
of com pleted edu ca tion (range = 0–17). Household wealth (assets minus debts) was 
transformed by the inversehyper bole sine func tion to account for skew ness and sub
zero val ues. Paid work sta tus was based on whether par tic i pants reported that they 
were cur rently work ing for pay (1 = work ing, and 0 = not work ing). Selfreported 
reli gi os ity was a dichot o mous var i able (1 = reli gion is very impor tant in life, and  
0 = reli gion is some what or not too impor tant in life); this var i able was assessed at the 
ear li est avail  able wave because the ques tion was not included in the HRS con sis tently 
across the obser va tion waves. Disability was mea sured as the num ber of lim i ta tions 
infiveactivitiesofdailyliving(ADL)items(range= 0–5). Marital sta tus, house hold 
wealth, paid work sta tus, and dis abil ity were assessed at each wave and were thus 
treated as timevary ing covariates in the ana ly ses; other var i ables were treated as 
timeinvari ant covariates.

Analytic Strategy

Our cen tral objec tive was to esti mate age and cohort trends in for mal volunteering 
and infor mal help ing behav iors. We took advan tage of repeated mea sure ments and the 
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 overlapping age dis tri bu tions across the cohorts in the lon gi tu di nal HRS data, using mul
ti level mod els based on an accel er ated lon gi tu di nal design (Miyazaki and Raudenbush 
2000; Yang and Land 2013); see Figure S1 for a graph i cal depic tion of the lon gi tu di
nalsampledesignforthefive10-yearbirthcohorts.Giventhatvolunteeringandinfor-
mal help ing were mea sured as binary var i ables, we employed gen er al ized mixed mod els 
with a probit link that facil i tated the com pu ta tion and mod el ing of the com plex covari
ance struc ture. The abbre vi ated mul ti level equa tions used to esti mate changes in help ing 
behav iors are given here. The basic Level 1 equa tion for each help ing behav ior is

 probit( yti ) = π0i + π1i Ageti + π2i Age2
ti + π3i Age3

ti,  (1)

where yti is the prob a bil ity that indi vid ual i will engage in a help ing behav ior at time 
t, and Ageti is the age of indi vid ual i at time t. We added qua dratic and cubic terms 
(i.e., Age2

ti, Age3
ti) to cap ture age trends unac counted for by the lin ear term. To mit

i gate poten tial bias resulting from sys tem atic dif fer ences in mean age across the 
cohorts (i.e., ear lier cohorts are always older than more recent cohorts; Miyazaki and 
Raudenbush 2000; Yang and Land 2013), we cen tered age on the median age of the 
10year birth cohort to which the indi vid ual belonged. Consequently, the inter cept π0i 
is the expected prob a bil ity of the help ing behav ior of indi vid ual i at the median cohort 
age; π1i, π2i, and π3i rep re sent lin ear, qua dratic, and cubic rates of change per year of 
age, respec tively, for indi vid ual i. For the Level 2 equa tion, indi vid ual param e ters for 
the inter cept π0i and lin ear age π1i were allowed to vary depending on sta ble per son
level char ac ter is tics (e.g., birth cohort mem ber ship), thereby esti mat ing a dis tinct age 
tra jec tory for each cohort. The Level 2 equa tions are

 π0i = β00 + j=1
4∑  β0 j cji + u0i ,  (2)

 π1i = β10 + j=1
4∑  β1 j cji + u1i ,  (3)

where cji = 1 if per son i was part of cohort (j + 1) for j = 1 (1919–1928), 2 (1929–1938), 
3 (1939–1948), or 4 (1949–1958); cji = 0 oth er wise (i.e., the ear li est birth cohort, 1909–
1918, is the ref er ence group). In Eq. (2), β00 rep re sents the expected prob a bil ity that 
an indi vid ual at the median age in the ear li est birth cohort (1909–1918) engaged in 
the help ing behav ior, and β0j rep re sents the aver age dif fer ence in the rate of help ing 
between cohort (j + 1) rel a tive to the ref er ence group (i.e., 1909–1918 cohort). In Eq. 
(3), β10 cap tures the expected lin ear rate of change in the 1909–1918 cohort, and β1j rep
re sents an agebycohort inter ac tion, cap tur ing the effects of intercohort var i a tion in the 
rate of lin ear change. Also, u0i and u1i in Eqs. (2) and (3) rep re sent the ran dom effects 
for the inter cept and lin ear age, respec tively. A sim i lar Level 2 equa tion that includes an 
age-by-cohortinteractiontermwasspecifiedforπ2i (i.e., qua dratic age); how ever, ran
domeffectswerenotspecifiedbecauseofthecomplexcovariancestructure(whichwas
compounded by our mul ti var i ate approach, as discussed later). Because the inter ac tion 
terminvolvingcubicage(specifiedforπ3i) did not con trib ute to explaining the changes 
ineitherhelpingbehavior,wedroppeditfromthefinalmodel.

Further, we con sid ered the intraindividual link age between volunteering and 
infor mal help ing behav ior by using mul ti var i ate mod els in which we esti mated 
overtime changes in the two behav iors in the same model (for a sim i lar approach, 
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see Ang 2019; Hank and Stuck 2008). That is, the mul ti level mod els esti mat ing 
the prob a bil ity of volunteering and the prob a bil ity of infor mal help ing were esti
mated simul ta neously in a sin gle model, where the ran dom effects for the inter cept  
and lin ear age for the respec tive behav iors were allowed to be cor re lated and esti mated 
through an unstruc tured var i ance–covari ance matrix. Importantly, both the covari ance 
between ran dom inter cepts and the ran dom age slopes allowed us to exam ine whether 
unob served char ac ter is tics asso ci ated with respec tive behav iors were cor re lated. This 
anal y sis there fore pro vi des indi rect, cor re la tional evi dence for the exis tence of rel e
vant soci e tal oppor tu ni ties and bar ri ers, as well as per sonlevel char ac ter is tics related 
to engag ing (or disengaging) in help ing behav iors over time (Hank and Stuck 2008).

The multivariate multilevel models were fit using MLwiN (version 3.05) via
 Stata’s runmlwin com mand (ver sion 16.1). We used Bayes ian Mar kov Chain Monte 
Carlo (MCMC) esti ma tion meth ods with dif fuse pri ors, and used quasilike li hood 
meth ods to pro vide the MCMC pro ce dure with ini tial val ues. Burnin of 500 iter
ationswithatotallengthof5,000iterationswasusedinallanalyses.Wefirstesti-
mated an unad justed model, in which we esti mated the age and cohort param e ters 
along with two timeinvari ant demo graphic char ac ter is tics (i.e., gen der and race/ 
eth nic ity) added to Eq. (2). This model allowed us to assess the age and birth cohort 
trends for volunteering and infor mal help ing in later life, hold ing con stant gen der 
and racial/eth nic com po si tion across the cohorts. The mul ti level mod els adjusted for 
unbal anced data (i.e., par tic i pants hav ing unequal num bers of obser va tions). We also 
accounted for poten tial selec tion bias due to attri tion by includ ing a binary indi ca tor 
for sur vey non re sponse recorded dur ing the obser va tion period as a Level 2 covariate 
in Eq. (1). However, we did not make a sim i lar adjust ment for par tic i pants who were 
deceased dur ing the obser va tion period: doing so would intro duce bias because mor
tal ity risk is a com mon out come of both cohort loca tion and help ing behav iors in the 
Level 2 equa tion (i.e., endog e nous selec tion bias). In the sub se quent adjusted model, 
we added the full set of timevary ing and timeinvari ant covariates, which allowed 
us to esti mate age and cohort trends of help ing behav iors while hold ing con stant the 
resources for help ing behav ior engage ment that vary across cohorts. We pres ent pos
teriormeansforthecoefficientsand95%credibleintervals.

Results

Descriptive Findings

Descriptive char ac ter is tics of the study sam ple observed through out the 1998–2018 
study period are presented in Table 1.Samplecharacteristicsstratifiedbycohortmem-
ber ship are presented in Table S1. Volunteering and infor mal help ing behav iors were 
recorded for 33.6% and 52.7% of all  per sonwave obser va tions, respec tively. The mean 
age for the full sam ple across all  per sonwave obser va tions was approx i ma tely 68 
years. The ear li est cohort, born in 1909–1918, had a median age of 85 years dur ing the 
obser va tion period (not shown in Table 1). The median ages for the more recent cohorts 
born in 1919–1928, 1929–1938, 1939–1948, and 1949–1958 were 79, 71, 64, and 58 
years,respectively.Age-specificratesofvolunteeringandinformalhelpingacrossthe
fivecohortsoverthestudyperiodarepresentedinFigureS2.
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Multivariate Multilevel Models

Results from the mul ti var i ate mul ti level mod els are presented in Table 2. A key advan
tage of our mul ti var i ate frame work is that it reveals how the two behav iors are cor
re  lated over time through the mod el ing of the var i ance–covari ance matrix. The 
covari ance among the inter cepts is 0.973 (95% CI = 0.935, 1.009) in the unad justed 
model and 0.750 (95% CI = 0.718, 0.786) in the adjusted model (trans lat ing to cor re
lationcoefficientsof.59and.51,respectively):thesefiguresindicateapositiverela-
tion ship between a par tic i pant’s like li hood of volunteering and of infor mal help ing. 
The covari ance between the two age slopes does not dif fer from zero in the unad justed 
model but is pos i tive in the adjusted model; the esti mated covari ance of 0.003 (95%  
CI = 0.002, 0.003), trans lat ing to r = .43, indi cates a pos i tive cor re la tion in per son 
specificratesofchange in the like li hood of engag ing in the two help ing behav iors.

Volunteering

The pat tern of results is sim i lar for the esti mated age and cohort param e ters in the 
unad justed and adjusted mod els. In the adjusted model, lin ear age is neg a tively asso
ci ated with the prob a bil ity of volunteering for those in the oldest cohort (β = −0.101; 
95% CI = −0.115, −0.081), suggesting that peo ple gen er ally vol un teer less as they 

Table 1 Descriptive sta tis tics of all  study var i ables: Health and Retirement Study, 1998–2018

Variable Mean/% SD

Volunteering (%) 33.60
Informal Helping (%) 52.69
Age (years) 68.02 9.46
10Year Cohort (%)
 1909–1918 3.49
 1919–1928 14.48
 1929–1938 30.07
 1939–1948 30.03
 1949–1958 21.93
Female (%) 57.20
Race/Ethnicity (%)
 NonHis panic White 70.78
 NonHis panic Black 16.03
 NonHis panic other 2.55
 His panic 10.63
Coupled (%) 64.78
Education (years) 12.42 3.30
Household Wealth (in $1,000) 366.88 1,261.92
 Median wealth (in $1,000) 135.00
Working for Pay (%) 35.72
Religious (%) 64.74
ADL Limitations 0.32 0.89
Attrition (%) 3.50

Notes: N = 180,465 per sonwave obser va tions. ADL = activ i ties of daily liv ing.

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://dup.silverchair.com

/dem
ography/article-pdf/60/1/99/1803524/99han.pdf by guest on 10 April 2024



109Age and Cohort Trends in Helping Behaviors in Later Life

Ta
bl

e 
2 

M
ul

tiv
ar

ia
te

, m
ul

 ti l
ev

el
 m

od
 el

s f
or

 v
ol

un
te

er
in

g 
an

d 
in

fo
r m

al
 h

el
p i

ng
: H

ea
lth

 a
nd

 R
et

ire
m

en
t S

tu
dy

, 1
99

8–
20

18

U
na

dj
us

te
d

A
dj

us
te

d

Vo
lu

nt
ee

rin
g

In
fo

rm
al

 H
el

pi
ng

Vo
lu

nt
ee

rin
g

In
fo

rm
al

 H
el

pi
ng

β
95

%
 C

I
β

95
%

 C
I

β
95

%
 C

I
β

95
%

 C
I

Fi
xe

d 
Ef

fe
ct

s
 

A
ge

 li
n e

ar
−0

.1
20

[–
0.

13
9,

 –
0.

10
7]

−0
.1

12
[–

0.
12

1,
 0

.0
00

]
−0

.1
01

[–
0.

11
5,

–0
.0

81
]

−0
.1

04
[–

0.
11

3,
 –

0.
09

2]
 

A
ge

 q
ua

 dr
at

ic
a

0.
09

1
[−

0.
02

0,
 0

.1
82

]
−0

.7
47

[–
0.

83
5,

 –
0.

58
6]

−0
.2

05
[–

0.
32

1,
 –

0.
09

3]
−0

.4
01

[–
0.

46
7,

 –
0.

32
8]

 
A

ge
 c

ub
ic

b
−0

.0
96

[–
0.

12
4,

 –
0.

06
8]

−0
.0

49
[–

0.
07

9,
 –

0.
02

3]
−0

.1
48

[–
0.

17
7,

 –
0.

11
6]

−0
.0

92
[–

0.
12

8,
 –

0.
05

3]
 

10
y

ea
r c

oh
or

t
 

 
19

19
–1

92
8

0.
63

7
[0

.4
67

, 0
.7

65
]

0.
37

3
[0

.3
08

, 0
.4

37
]

0.
38

7
[0

.2
38

, 0
.5

10
]

0.
26

9
[–

0.
12

8,
 –

0.
05

3]
 

 
19

29
–1

93
8

0.
99

5
[0

.7
96

, 1
.1

24
]

0.
81

2
[0

.7
56

, 0
.8

76
]

0.
62

8
[0

.4
86

, 0
.7

41
]

0.
63

3
[0

.5
86

, 0
.7

13
]

 
 

19
39

–1
94

8
1.

08
6

[0
.8

98
, 1

.2
10

]
1.

06
1

[1
.0

10
, 1

.1
07

]
0.

60
9

[0
.4

65
, 0

.7
18

]
0.

81
5

[0
.7

64
, 0

.8
88

]
 

 
19

49
–1

95
8

1.
22

5
[1

.0
43

, 1
.3

50
]

1.
21

6
[1

.1
62

, 1
.2

74
]

0.
61

5
[0

.5
03

, 0
.7

13
]

0.
91

2
[0

.8
61

, 0
.9

78
]

 
A

ge
 li

n e
ar

 ×
 c

oh
or

t
 

 
× 

19
19

–1
92

8
0.

04
7

[0
.0

34
, 0

.0
65

]
0.

00
5

[−
0.

00
3,

 0
.0

14
]

0.
02

6
[0

.0
06

, 0
.0

42
]

0.
00

3
[−

0.
00

8,
 0

.0
12

]
 

 
× 

19
29

–1
93

8
0.

10
6

[0
.0

93
, 0

.1
25

]
0.

04
6

[0
.0

38
, 0

.0
54

]
0.

09
1

[0
.0

69
, 0

.1
05

]
0.

04
2

[0
.0

31
, 0

.0
50

]
 

 
× 

19
39

–1
94

8
0.

12
3

[0
.1

10
, 0

.1
43

]
0.

07
2

[0
.0

63
, 0

.0
81

]
0.

10
9

[0
.0

86
, 0

.1
23

]
0.

06
8

[0
.0

56
, 0

.0
77

]
 

 
× 

19
49

–1
95

8
0.

10
0

[0
.0

86
, 0

.1
19

]
0.

08
5

[0
.0

76
, 0

.0
95

]
0.

07
7

[0
.0

56
, 0

.0
92

]
0.

07
8

[0
.0

65
, 0

.0
87

]
 

A
ge

 q
ua

 dr
at

ic
 ×

 c
oh

or
ta

 
 

× 
19

19
–1

92
8

−0
.5

31
[–

0.
66

1,
 –

0.
39

1]
0.

46
9

[0
.3

02
, 0

.5
83

]
−0

.4
22

[–
0.

57
4,

 –
0.

25
6]

0.
13

1
[0

.0
16

, 0
.2

43
]

 
 

× 
19

29
–1

93
8

−0
.4

00
[–

0.
49

0,
 –

0.
31

1]
0.

58
5

[0
.4

27
, 0

.6
80

]
−0

.2
62

[–
0.

38
2,

 –
0.

13
4]

0.
26

4
[0

.1
81

, 0
.3

35
]

 
 

× 
19

39
–1

94
8

−0
.2

31
[–

0.
31

6,
 –

0.
13

1]
0.

70
7

[0
.5

44
, 0

.8
02

]
−0

.0
67

[−
0.

19
0,

 0
.0

54
]

0.
38

7
[0

.3
05

, 0
.4

66
]

 
 

× 
19

49
–1

95
8

−0
.0

11
[−

0.
14

1,
 0

.1
16

]
0.

77
2

[0
.5

90
, 0

.9
00

]
0.

20
8

[0
.0

45
, 0

.3
61

]
0.

44
4

[0
.3

39
, 0

.5
60

]
 

C
ov

ar
ia

te
s

 
 

Fe
m

al
e

0.
16

2
[0

.1
26

, 0
.2

09
]

−0
.3

26
[–

0.
35

4,
 –

0.
29

9]
0.

08
5

[−
0.

39
9,

 0
.1

25
]

−0
.3

45
[–

0.
37

7,
 –

0.
31

8]
 

 
R

ac
e/

et
h n

ic
 ity

 
 

 
 N

on
H

is
 pa

ni
c 

B
la

ck
−0

.1
51

[–
0.

19
7,

 –
0.

10
5]

−0
.4

04
[–

0.
43

4,
 –

0.
37

2]
0.

01
9

[−
0.

05
8,

 0
.0

96
]

−0
.2

32
[–

0.
26

7,
 –

0.
19

6]
 

 
 

 N
on

H
is

 pa
ni

c 
ot

he
r

−0
.3

60
[–

0.
48

8,
 –

0.
19

4]
−0

.3
99

[–
0.

47
9,

 –
0.

30
8]

−0
.2

84
[–

0.
38

9,
 –

0.
17

4]
−0

.3
15

[–
0.

39
0,

 –
0.

22
7]

 
 

 
H

is
 pa

ni
c

−1
.0

28
[–

1.
08

8,
 –

0.
96

1]
−1

.0
83

[–
1.

12
7,

 –
1.

04
1]

−0
.3

10
[–

0.
39

9,
 –

0.
22

9]
−0

.6
83

[–
0.

73
1,

 –
0.

63
3]

 
 

C
ou

pl
ed

0.
07

3
[0

.0
46

, 0
.1

02
]

−0
.0

32
[–

0.
05

3,
 –

0.
01

0]
 

 
Ed

uc
at

io
n 

in
 y

ea
rs

0.
20

4
[0

.1
93

, 0
.2

12
]

0.
08

6
[0

.0
81

, 0
.0

91
]

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://dup.silverchair.com

/dem
ography/article-pdf/60/1/99/1803524/99han.pdf by guest on 10 April 2024



110 S. H. Han et al.

U
na

dj
us

te
d

A
dj

us
te

d

Vo
lu

nt
ee

rin
g

In
fo

rm
al

 H
el

pi
ng

Vo
lu

nt
ee

rin
g

In
fo

rm
al

 H
el

pi
ng

β
95

%
 C

I
β

95
%

 C
I

β
95

%
 C

I
β

95
%

 C
I

 
 

H
ou

se
ho

ld
 w

ea
lth

c
0.

04
2

[0
.0

37
, 0

.0
48

]
0.

02
8

[0
.0

24
, 0

.0
33

]
 

 
W

or
ki

ng
 fo

r p
ay

0.
04

5
[0

.0
15

, 0
.0

73
]

0.
04

1
[0

.0
21

, 0
.0

65
]

 
 

R
el

ig
io

us
1.

09
3

[1
.0

57
, 1

.1
35

]
0.

22
8

[0
.2

01
, 0

.2
58

]
 

 
A

D
L 

lim
 i ta

 tio
ns

d
−0

.2
51

[–
0.

26
7,

 –
0.

23
6]

−0
.2

55
[–

0.
26

6,
 –

0.
24

3]
 

 
A

ttr
iti

on
−0

.1
05

[–
0.

19
9,

 –
0.

02
5]

0.
00

9
[−

0.
04

9,
 0

.0
67

]
−0

.1
99

[–
0.

30
4,

 –
0.

10
0]

−0
.0

54
[−

0.
11

3,
 0

.0
05

]
 

In
te

rc
ep

t
−1

.8
12

[–
1.

92
8,

 –
1.

63
9]

−0
.4

38
[–

0.
49

6,
 –

0.
38

5]
−2

.4
68

[–
2.

55
1,

 –
2.

31
9]

−0
.5

16
[–

0.
56

8,
 –

0.
44

4]
Se

le
ct

ed
 R

an
do

m
 E

ffe
ct

s
 

In
te

rc
ep

t
2.

78
7

[2
.6

86
, 2

.8
89

]
0.

96
8

[0
.9

36
, 0

.9
98

]
2.

60
0

[2
.5

13
, 2

.7
02

]
0.

83
8

[0
.7

92
, 0

.8
71

]
 

 
C

ov
(v

ol
un

te
er

in
g,

 h
el

p i
ng

)
0.

97
3

[0
.9

35
, 1

.0
09

]
0.

75
0

[0
.7

18
, 0

.7
86

]
 

A
ge

0.
00

1
[0

.0
00

, 0
.0

02
]

0.
00

1
[0

.0
00

, 0
.0

01
]

0.
01

2
[0

.0
11

, 0
.0

13
]

0.
00

3
[0

.0
01

, 0
.0

04
]

 
 

C
ov

(v
ol

un
te

er
in

g,
 h

el
p i

ng
)

−0
.0

00
2

[−
0.

00
04

, 0
.0

00
01

]
0.

00
3

[0
.0

02
, 0

.0
03

]
 

In
te

rc
ep

ts
lo

pe
 c

ov
ar

i a
nc

e
0.

01
7

[0
.0

13
, 0

.0
24

]
0.

01
4

[0
.0

11
, 0

.0
18

]
0.

03
0

[0
.0

23
, 0

.0
39

]
0.

01
3

[0
.0

11
, 0

.0
15

]

N
ot

es
: S

am
pl

e 
N

 =
2
9,
81
6
(1
80
,4
65
p
er
so
n-
w
av
e
ob
se
rv
at
io
ns
).
Th
e
ta
bl
e
di
sp
la
ys
p
os
te
rio
rm

ea
ns
fo
rt
he
c
oe
ffi
ci
en
ts
a
nd
9
5%

B
ay
es
ia
n
cr
ed
ib
le
in
te
rv
al
s(
C
Is
).
C
Is
a
re
b
as
ed


on
 th

e 
2.

5t
h 

an
d 

97
.5

th
 q

ua
nt

ile
s o

f t
he

 p
os

 te
 rio

r d
is

 tri
 bu

 tio
n;

 B
ay

es
 ia

n 
C

Is
 th

at
 d

o 
no

t c
on

 ta
in

 z
er

o 
ar

e 
sh

ow
n 

in
 b

ol
d.

 A
D

L 
= 

ac
tiv

 i ti
es

 o
f d

ai
ly

 li
v i

ng
.

a  E
st

im
at

es
 a

re
 m

ul
 ti p

lie
d 

by
 1

00
 to

 re
du

ce
 le

ad
 in

g 
ze

ro
s.

b  E
st

im
at

es
 a

re
 m

ul
 ti p

lie
d 

by
 1

,0
00

 to
 re

du
ce

 le
ad

 in
g 

ze
ro

s.
c  T

ra
ns

fo
rm

ed
 b

y 
th

e 
in

ve
rs

e 
hy

pe
r b

ol
e 

si
ne

.
d C

ou
nt
o
ffi

ve
A
D
L
lim

ita
tio
ns
.

Ta
bl

e 
2 

(c
on

tin
ue

d)

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://dup.silverchair.com

/dem
ography/article-pdf/60/1/99/1803524/99han.pdf by guest on 10 April 2024



111Age and Cohort Trends in Helping Behaviors in Later Life

age; how ever, the age trend is fur ther char ac ter ized by the neg a tive qua dratic and 
cubic terms, sug ges tive of a cur vi lin ear tra jec tory (see Table 2 and Figure 1). The 
cohort effects for the four 10year cohorts com pared with the ear li est birth cohort 
(βs rang ing from 0.387 to 0.628) indi cate that more recent cohorts gen er ally had 
highervolunteeringratesthantheearliestcohort.Thisfindingisnotsurprisinggiven
that each suc ces sive cohort had a lower median age dur ing the obser va tion period, 
as noted ear lier. The esti mated birth cohort effects for the lin ear age trend (i.e., the 
inter ac tion terms involv ing age and cohort effects) are pos i tive, suggesting that the 
agerelated decline in volunteering rates was gen er ally slower for more recent cohorts 
than for the ear li est cohort. For three of the four 10year birth cohorts, the qua dratic 
age effect dif fers from that of the ear li est cohort.

Figure 1 pres ents a graphic rep re sen ta tion of the age–cohort trends in volunteering 
based on predicted prob a bil i ties derived from the esti ma tes presented in Table 2 (see 
Table S2 for predicted prob a bil i ties of help ing behav ior par tic i pa tion at select ages 
across the cohorts). In the unad justed model (top panel), the cur vi lin ear rela tion ship 
between age with volunteering is clear. For the three 10year birth cohorts situated 
between the ear li est and most recent cohorts, volunteering rates were highest when 
they were in their 60s and steadily declined with age there af ter. In con trast, the most 
recent cohort showed a rel a tively high volunteering rate in their 50s, but this rate 
con sis tently declined through out the obser va tion period. Such age trends indi cate that 
indi vid u als from the most recent cohort volunteered at a higher rate in their 50s to 
mid60s com pared with their pre de ces sors, but there was lit tle evi dence of mean ing
ful intercohort dif fer ences in volunteering rates for par tic i pants in their late 60s and 
older. The adjusted model accounted for the human, socio cul tural, and health cap i tal 
resourcesforvolunteeringparticipationthatwereunevenlydistributedacrossthefive
cohorts in this sam ple owing to age and cohort effects (see Table S1). As shown in 
the lower panel of Figure 1, the dif fer ences in cohort effects are more dis tinct in the 
adjusted model, where the recent birth cohorts gen er ally show a lower volunteering 
rate at a given age com pared with the ear lier birth cohorts.

Informal Helping

The gen eral pat tern of results for the esti mated age and cohort param e ters describ ing 
trends in infor mal help ing is sim i lar to the results for volunteering: the rate of infor
mal help ing declined with age across cohorts (see Table 2). The inter ac tion terms 
involv ing age (both lin ear and qua dratic) and birth cohort are mostly pos i tive, indi
cat ing a slower pace of agerelated decline in infor mal help ing rates for the recent 
cohorts.

A graph i cal rep re sen ta tion of the age–cohort trends in infor mal help ing is pre
sented in Figure 2. Unlike for volunteering, the age trends for infor mal help ing are 
marked by a con sis tent down ward tra jec tory across all  cohorts, although the rate 
of decline appears slower for the recent cohorts. Similar to volunteering, recent 
cohorts gen er ally had a lower rate of infor mal help ing behav ior at a given age than 
theearliercohorts—afindingmoreclearlyshownintheadjustedmodel—butthe
age tra jec to ries for the three recent cohorts appear to con verge when par tic i pants 
reach their 70s.
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112 S. H. Han et al.

Fig. 1 Agerelated changes in probabilities of volunteering for each 10year cohort over the observation 
period (1998–2018).The plots are based on coefficients from the unadjusted (top panel) and adjusted
multivariate models (bottom panel) presented in Table 2. Shaded areas denote 95% credible intervals. See 
Table S2 for predicted probabilities of volunteering participation at key ages across the cohorts, along with 
ratios of probabilities for adjacent cohorts.
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113Age and Cohort Trends in Helping Behaviors in Later Life

Fig. 2 Agerelated changes in probabilities of informal helping for each 10year cohort over the observa
tionperiod(1998–2018).Theplotsarebasedoncoefficientsfromtheunadjusted(toppanel)andadjusted
multivariate models (bottom panel) presented in Table 2. Shaded areas denote 95% credible intervals. See 
Table S2 for predicted probabilities of informal helping participation at key ages across the cohorts, along 
with ratios of probabilities for adjacent cohorts.
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Other Factors

We high light how other study var i ables were related to the two help ing behav iors 
(see Table 2). In both unad justed and adjusted mod els, women had a higher rate of 
volunteering but showed a lower rate of infor mal help ing than their male coun ter
parts. Minority race/eth nic ity was asso ci ated with a lower like li hood of engag ing in 
infor mal help ing in the unad justed mod els. However, when all  study var i ables were 
con trolled for, there were no dif fer ences between nonHis panic Black per sons and 
nonHis panic White per sons. In the adjusted model, being in a cou pled rela tion ship 
was asso ci ated with a higher like li hood of volunteering but a lower like li hood of 
infor mal help ing. Other study var i ables—human, socio cul tural, and health cap i tal 
resources and labor force sta tus—were asso ci ated with engage ment in both behav iors 
in the expected direc tion. As expected, those who were lost to the sam ple dur ing the 
obser va tion period had lower volunteering rates than those who remained in the study 
sam ple in both the unad justed and adjusted mod els; their rates of infor mal help ing 
did not dif fer.

Discussion

Given the impor tance of for mal volunteering and infor mal help ing for indi vid u
als, com mu ni ties, and the health and wellbeing of those giv ing (Burr et al. 2021; 
 Martinez et al. 2011), we aimed to doc u ment recent age and cohort trends in these 
two forms of help ing behav iors. Using lon gi tu di nal, national data from the HRS, we 
esti mated trends in for mal volunteering and infor mal help ing from 1998 to 2018 for 
fivebirthcohortsspanningfivedecades,withparticipantsbornbetween1909and
1958. In addi tion to pro vid ing a pic ture of the age trends in indi vid u als’ laterlife 
help ing behav iors and the intercohort var i a tion in the age trends, our mul ti var i ate 
approach allowed us to describe the tem po ral cor re la tion between for mal volunteer
ing and infor mal help ing.

Age–Cohort Trends in Volunteering

Regardingagetrendsofvolunteering,ourfindingsareconsistentwithearlierresearch
reporting a cur vi lin ear, bellshaped age curve over the life course (Goss 1999; see 
Figure 1). In the cur rent study focus ing on four decades (ages 50–89) dur ing the lat
ter half of the life course, volunteering remained rel a tively sta ble until approx i ma tely 
ages 70–75, when the prob a bil ity of volunteering began to drop pre cip i tously. An 
exception to thisgeneralagepattern is that themost recentbirthcohort identified
in this study (i.e., 1949–1958, the early baby boom ers) appeared to have reached a 
peak rate of volunteering before reaching age 50. Although this peak appears to be 
higher than those of ear lier cohorts, the age trend for this cohort declined through out 
theobservationperiod.However,wedidnotfindsupportformeaningfulintercohort
var i a tion in the age trend of volunteering, espe cially once par tic i pants reached late 
60s (top panel, Figure 1). When we accounted for human, socio cul tural, and health 
cap i tal fac tors in the anal y sis, the birth cohort dif fer ences in volunteering became 
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more pro nounced: the adjusted rates of volunteering were con sis tently lower for the 
recent cohorts than for their ear lier cohort coun ter parts at a given age from the mid
60s onward (lower panel, Figure 1).

Ourfindingsextendthosefromearlierstudiesdocumentingcohortdifferencesin
volunteering. The cur rent study picks up where the Goss (1999) and Einolf (2009) 
stud ies ended. Goss’s work was based on national mar ket ing data col lected annu
ally from 1975 to 1998, and Einolf’s work was based on two waves of MIDUS data 
col lected in 1995 and 2005. Both stud ies observed baby boom ers when they were in 
early and mid dle adult hood; they observed the silent and long civic gen er a tions dur
ing mid dle and late adult hood. Notably, Einolf (2009) reported that the early baby 
boom ers volunteered more than the silent gen er a tion and that the silent gen er a tion 
volunteered more than the long civic gen er a tion. These results are not incon sis tent 
withthecurrentstudy’sfindings.Weobservedasimilarpatternofbirthcohortdif-
fer ences at ear lier ages (e.g., 50s and early 60s in Figure 1). However, con trary to 
Einolf’s (2009)prediction,ourfindingsindicatethatsuchcohortdifferencesfavoring
recent birth cohorts did not extend into old age: the trend for par tic i pants from each 
suc ces sive cohort did not show a mean ing ful dif fer ence at a given age once they 
reach their mid to late60s.

Notably,various resourcesknown to influencevolunteeringareunevenlydis-
trib uted across the cohorts (see Table S1). When we accounted for such dif fer
ences by sta tis ti cally con trol ling for human, social, health, and cul tural cap i tal 
fac tors in the adjusted model, a clear pat tern of cohort dif fer ences in age trends 
emerged. We conducted sup ple men tary ana ly ses to help deci pher the nature of dif
fer ences observed in the unad justed and adjusted mod els. The var i a tions appear 
to be driven largely by cohort dif fer ences in edu ca tion that favor the more recent 
cohorts. Because edu ca tion is pos i tively asso ci ated with both cohort mem ber ship 
(with higher lev els of edu ca tion among recent cohorts than among ear lier cohorts; 
see Table S1) and help ing behav iors (with edu ca tion pos i tively cor re lated with 
help ing behav ior par tic i pa tion), esti mated param e ters for cohort mem ber ship in 
the unad justed model that excludes edu ca tion are sub stan tially larger than those in 
the adjusted mod els (see Table S3 and Figure 3). When we added edu ca tion to the 
unad justed model, mean dif fer ences in the rate of volunteering between each cohort 
rel a tive to the ear li est cohort were sub stan tially reduced. This reduc tion was most 
pro nounced for volunteering behav ior among the most recent cohort (β = 1.125 
to β = 0.765; a 32% reduc tion in effect size), sub se quently lead ing to sep a ra tion 
betweencohort-specifictrajectories.

In sub stan tive terms, then, volunteering rates among indi vid u als from recent 
cohorts were sim i lar to those of indi vid u als from ear lier cohorts, despite the higher 
lev els of edu ca tion among recent cohorts. An alter na tive inter pre ta tion is that volun
teering rates were lower among recent cohorts than among ear lier cohorts at com pa
rablelevelsofeducation.ThisfindingisinlinewithHorowitz’s(2015) report that the 
link between edu ca tional attain ment and civic par tic i pa tion (assessed with behav iors 
such as contactingpublic officials and attendingpublicmeetings)wasweakening
among more recent cohorts. Education may, in part, be con sid ered a period effect 
because the quan tity and qual ity of edu ca tion changed over time in the United States 
and each birth cohort expe ri enced evolv ing edu ca tion sys tems. As Ryder (1965:843) 
noted, “suc ces sive cohorts are dif fer en ti ated by the chang ing con tent of for mal 
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Fig. 3 Agerelated changes in probabilities of volunteering (top panel) and informal helping (bottom panel) 
for each 10-year cohort over the observation period (1998–2018).The plots are based on coefficients
from the multivariate model that adjusted for gender, race/ethnicity, survey nonresponse, and education, 
as presented in Table S3.
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edu ca tion, by peergroup social i za tion, and by idi o syn cratic his tor i cal expe ri ence” 
(empha sis added). More research is needed to unpack these issues fur ther.

Age–Cohort Trends in Informal Helping

Consistent with ear lier research (Choi et al. 2007; Hank and Stuck 2008), we found 
that the esti mated age trends of infor mal help ing declined steadily through out the 
obser va tion period across the full age range eval u ated (see Figure 2). That is, the  
pro b a bil ity of infor mally help ing friends and neigh bors who did not live with  
the par tic i pant was marked by a con sis tent down ward tra jec tory dur ing mid dle and  
late adult hood. We also observed birth cohort dif fer ences in the prob a bil ity of infor
mal help ing trends, although the gaps between recent birth cohorts appeared to be 
clos ing as the par tic i pants aged. The prob a bil ity of infor mal help ing is typ i cally 
greater for ear lier birth cohorts, espe cially when com par ing the World War I birth 
cohort and the long civic gen er a tion birth cohort with the early baby boomer birth 
cohort. To the best of our knowl edge, no other study has exam ined cohort dif fer ences 
ininformalhelping.However,ourfindingsareinlinewithrecentreportsofdeclin-
ing social inter ac tion and con tact with one’s neigh bors observed over the past sev eral 
decades in the United States (Ingraham 2017).

Linkages Between the Two Helping Behaviors

Our mul ti var i ate approach in exam in ing volunteering and infor mal help ing allowed 
us to exam ine whether unob served char ac ter is tics asso ci ated with each behav ior were 
cor re lated. We dis cov ered a pos i tive cor re la tion between the two help ing behav iors, 
con sis tent with an ear lier study that took a com pa ra ble mul ti var i ate approach (Hank 
and Stuck 2008). Many par tic i pants who volunteered to sup port reli gious, edu ca
tional, healthrelated, or other char i ta ble orga ni za tions were more likely to help their 
friends, rel a tives, and neigh bors in their com mu ni ties. The pat tern of indi vid u als’ 
(dis)engage ment in these behav iors over time was also inter de pen dent. Thus, the two 
behav iors may be com ple men tary, with engage ment in one form of help ing present
ing moti va tions and oppor tu ni ties for engage ment in the other activ ity. Earlier cross  
sec tional research using data from the Amer i cans’ Changing Lives sur vey  dem on strated 
that older adults often pro vided help to oth ers across mul ti ple dimen sions (Burr et al. 
2005, 2007).Thisfindinglendscredencetotheviewthatsomepeoplehaveacom-
mit ment to help ing oth ers and that this com mit ment spans dif fer ent forms of help
ing activ ity. In addi tion, help ing activ i ties may place older adults in social sit u a tions 
where they learn about oppor tu ni ties for volunteering and the needs of their fel low 
cit i zens, reinforcing the vol un teer–com mu nity helper con nec tion. At a broader level, 
ourfindingsindicatethatworkingforpay(anotherformofproductivesocialengage-
ment) was pos i tively asso ci ated with both forms of help ing behav iors (see Table 2). 
In sup ple men tary ana ly ses, we esti mated mod els that included an indi ca tor of fam ily 
care giv ing pro vided to spouses and par ents with disabilities dur ing the obser va tion 
period (see Table S4). Caregiving often takes con sid er able time and resources, lim
it ing care giv ers’ capac ity to par tic i pate in other help ing behav iors in later life. We 
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found that fam ily care giv ing was pos i tively asso ci ated with infor mal help ing but was 
notassociatedwithvolunteering.Thisstudy’sfindingssuggestthatdifferentforms
of prosocial engage ments may be clus tered within a seg ment of the older pop u la tion, 
who have been char ac ter ized else where as “superhelp ers” or “doers” (Burr et al. 
2007; Hank and Stuck 2008),whereasotherindividualsfindthemselvesincreasingly
dis con nected from var i ous forms of engage ment as they age.

Finally, help ing behav iors are shaped by gen der, with women being more likely 
than men to engage in infor mal instru men tal sup port and men being more likely than 
women to vol un teer. Women in the United States have also witnessed sub stan tial 
changes in their work and fam ily roles over the last cen tury, and edu ca tional attain
ment has recently increased more among women than among men (Wilson et al. 
2011). Thus, we conducted addi tional ana ly ses to deter mine whether the age–cohort 
trends we found var ied by gen der (see Table S5). Although we found some evi dence 
of gen der dif fer ences in age–cohort trends for volunteering (but not infor mal help ing; 
see Model S5B), the size of the esti ma tes indi cates that the gen der dif fer ences were 
minor. Additional research is warranted to unravel help ing behav ior engage ment by 
age and cohort for women and men.

Insum,thestudyfindingsindicatethatcomparedwithearliercohorts,recentbirth
cohorts—namely, the silent and baby boomer cohorts—were sim i larly engaged in 
for mal volunteering in later life but were gen er ally less engaged in infor mal help ing 
through out mid dle and late adult hood. Although the cur rent data did not allow us to 
answer why these pat terns occurred, we observed these birth cohort trends in the con
text of human and health cap i tal changes (e.g., edu ca tion, life expec tancy) that tend 
to favor recent birth cohorts. Interestingly, an anal y sis documenting the wide spread 
decline in vol un teer rates observed across the United States from 2002 to 2015 sug
gested that the change was more prev a lent in states and other geo graphic areas (e.g., 
rural and sub ur ban areas) his tor i cally rich in social cap i tal (Grim and Dietz 2018). 
More research is needed to shed light on the social and cul tural driv ers of help ing 
behav iors in the United States and else where. However, we spec u late that age–cohort 
trendsinhelpingbehaviorswerelikelyinfluencedbyaconfluenceoffactors,such
as com pet ing lei sure inter ests asso ci ated with inhome enter tain ment options (e.g., 
TV and other screen options) and increas ing destandardization of work and fam ily 
lives (Clifford 2021; Livingston 2019)—allofwhichmayhaveamoresignificant
and longlast ing impact on more recent cohorts’ social engage ment as they reach 
late adult hood. In addi tion, cohort trends in volunteering rates may be partly shaped 
by fac tors on the demand side of the equa tion, such as the grow ing demand for spe
cial ized exper tise from vol un tary orga ni za tions (Clifford 2021), and the num ber of 
oppor tu ni ties avail  able to older adults in gen eral may not be keep ing pace with the 
rapid growth of the aging pop u la tion. A bet ter under stand ing of var i ous socio cul tural 
fac tors and struc tural facil i ta tors and bar ri ers will bol ster vol un tary orga ni za tions in 
their efforts to recruit and retain baby boom ers and suc ces sive birth cohorts reaching 
mid dle and later adult hood. Finally, despite a lack of any growth trend across cohorts 
in over all help ing behav iors, the major ity of the baby boom ers in our sam ple were 
still pro vid ing infor mal help out side of for mal insti tu tions at ages as late as their 
60s.Thisfindingindicatesthathelpingothersremainsadefiningcharacteristicofthe
Amer i can pop u la tion well into later life and that indi vid u als from more recent birth 
cohorts may be an underutilized resource for volunteering.
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Limitations and Contributions

Thestudy’sfindingsshouldbe interpreted in thecontextof some limitations.The
cur rent research design did not account for period effects, in part owing to the iden
tificationproblemassociatedwiththewell-knownlinearrelationshipbetweenage,
period, and cohort (Yang and Land 2013). As ear lier stud ies noted, how ever, period 
effects may some times be con sid ered triv ial and thus can be omit ted from mod els 
when the study’s the o ret i cal focus is aging and the data ana lyzed are based on true 
cohorts rather than syn thetic cohorts (Yang and Land 2013), as in the cur rent study. 
Hence, we assumed that period effects of sociohistoric events dur ing the obser va tion 
periodmanifested through cohort succession rather than through identically influ-
enc ing the help ing behav iors of dif fer ent cohorts (Ang 2019). Further, we did not 
considerthespecificamountoftimecontributedtovolunteeringandinformalhelping
orthespecifictypesofvolunteeringorinformalhelpingactivitiesinwhichpartici-
pants engaged, partly because of data lim i ta tions in the HRS. Intercohort var i a tions 
in help ing behav iors may be fur ther manifested in the type of help ing behav ior (e.g., 
the orga ni za tion through which indi vid u als vol un teer) and how much time vol un teers 
devote to help ing oth ers (Goss 1999; Rotolo and Wilson 2004).

Although we accounted for sur vey attri tion in the ana ly ses, our esti ma tes may 
be biased by another impor tant form of selec tion effect: indi vid u als who par tic i
pate in sur veys (e.g., the HRS) are also more likely to par tic i pate in other forms of 
vol un tary activ i ties (e.g., volunteering; Abra ham et al. 2009). Another lim i ta tion of 
the HRS is that we can not draw on the ques tion about infor mal help ing to deter
mine the extent to which older adults were focus ing their help ing behav iors toward 
per sons with whom they were emo tion ally close or whether some of the infor mal 
help pro vided to oth ers out side the house hold is care giv ing in the usual sense pro
vided to rel a tives and oth ers. Finally, the mea sure ment of birth cohort bound aries is 
incon sis tent in the lit er a ture on volunteering, with dif fer ent stud ies (includ ing the 
currentstudy)definingthelongcivicgeneration,thesilentgeneration,andthebaby
boom gen er a tion dif fer ently, often because of data lim i ta tions. To par tially address 
thisissue,weconductedsensitivityanalysesusingtheHRS-definedbirthcohorts
(Sonnega et al. 2014); the results were sim i lar to those reported here (results avail 
able upon request).

Despitetheselimitations,thisstudymakesseveralcontributionstothescientific
lit er a ture. Through mul ti var i ate mod el ing, we directly com pared trends in age and 
birth cohort effects for for mal volunteering and infor mal help ing from a sin gle data 
source, show ing that these behav iors are tem po rally cor re lated. Using lon gi tu di nal 
data span ning two decades from the HRS and apply ing a Bayes ian gen er al ized mod
el ing approach to model non lin ear tra jec to ries for the two help ing behav iors rep re sent 
anotherkeystrengthofthestudy.Thisstudyisamongthefirsttoincludeearlybaby
boom ers when exam in ing intercohort var i a tions in volunteering and infor mal help ing 
behav iors in later life. When data become avail  able, future research should exam ine 
volunteering and infor mal help ing over even lon ger peri ods. Such an exam i na tion 
would allow for a descrip tion of age and birth cohort trends through lon ger inter vals 
of the life course, also pro vid ing the oppor tu nity to exam ine more recent birth cohorts 
(e.g., Generation X, mil len ni als). Research shows that mil len ni als are par tici pat ing 
less in vol un tary asso ci a tions and that they vol un teer less than older cohorts (Ertas 
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2016; McCulloch 2014). Whether the same pat tern will hold for latelife engage
mentsinprosocialhelpingbehaviorsremainsanopenquestion.■
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