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Abstract
This paper seeks to understand pathways into volunteering in the encore life stage and 
contribute to policy interventions. There is a need for more clarity regarding the delinea-
tion of formal volunteering from informal volunteering and from adult kin-caring. A sam-
ple of 4,464 respondents from the Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia 
survey was analysed using a set of logistic regressions, to explore three frames of volun-
teering —substitution (of former work time), complementary focus (gradual adjustment 
to less paid work or other change in personal circumstance), and obligation (compulsion 
to provide care or unpaid labour). Results indicate that formal volunteering was largely 
discretionary and a result of substitution, that informal volunteering, particularly caring 
for children, was complementary and partly obligatory, and the area of greatest potential 
policy intervention, adult kin caring was found to be largely obligatory.

Keywords  Volunteering · Caring · Obligations · Discretion · Encore · Age · Career · 
Retirement · Disability · Gender

1  Introduction

Many countries with aging populations have an increasing focus on maximising produc-
tion, including through managing an aging workforce (Clark & Ghent, 2010), as well as 
volunteering, to meet the challenge of maintaining productive capacity and social cohe-
sion (Davies et al., 2024). In addition, these countries have a pressing social problem of 
providing adequate quality care for older citizens, children, the ill and those living with 
disability (Dukhovnov et al., 2022; Duffy et al., 2013; Di & Rosenbaum, 1994), including 
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by encouraging diverse savings strategies for retirement incomes and extending paid careers 
(Fernandez, 2013).

Volunteering generates substantial social and economic value to participating individuals 
and organizations (Mutchler et al., 2003; Sellon, 2014; Withall et al., 2018), with greater 
numbers of older adults expected to be seeking meaningful civic engagement through vol-
unteering (Morrow-Howell, 2010; Seaman, 2012; Lou, 2022) to the point that the very 
concept of retirement has changed from a period of relaxation and pleasure to increasingly 
being one of productive activity (Chambré & Netting, 2018; Cho et al., 2018). A sizable 
subset of the population is having bonus years of healthy life expectancy often characterised 
as a third age (Laslett, 1987), fourth age (Laslett, 1994), or encore period (Moen & Flood, 
2013) where older individuals can have ongoing participation in meaningful activities such 
as volunteering, in addition to extended paid working life.

Age appears to be a key determinant of participation in volunteering (Moen & Flood, 
2013). Yet, this encore period or segment is not necessarily defined by age alone but could 
also be characterized by employed activities, retirement status and health (Komp et al., 
2012; Papa et al., 2019; Abbas et al., 2021). The impact of these characteristics on forms 
of volunteering and unpaid labour is unclear. Reducing paid work may free up time, but 
may disconnect the individual from employment-based social relations or income, and may 
be due to health limitations (Mutchler et al., 2003; Papa et al., 2019; Tang, 2016; d’Errico 
et al., 2022). Further, the relationships between the characteristics of the individual and 
volunteering may vary by the form of volunteering being examined (Fekete et al., 2019). 
Similarly, along with greater longevity, the last few decades have seen vastly changing 
work patterns, including more variety in transition pathways to retirement (Beehr & Ben-
nett, 2015; Mazumdar et al., 2021), which may impact the types of volunteering undertaken 
in retirement (Grünwald et al., 2021; Kim, 2020). With a focus on increasing volunteer-
ing, the extant literature insufficiently explores the considerations that enable volunteer-
ing, particularly for those who would prefer to extend their paid working life, suggesting 
that not all volunteering may be discretionary (van Solinge et al., 2021; Moen et al., 2011; 
Sánchez-García et al., 2022). Therefore, this paper investigates the relationships between 
the individual’s characteristics, whether they are bridging to retirement and their volunteer-
ing or caring choices, to inform our understanding of the transitions between paid work and 
forms of volunteering or helping, to inform policy interventions for those who may prefer 
to extend their paid working life.

2  Literature Review

2.1  Sociodemographic Characteristics of Volunteers

Volunteering is affected by the capital or resources that individuals have available, includ-
ing human, social and cultural resources (Wilson & Musick, 1997). Aligning with this 
‘integrated theory of volunteering’, a range of sociodemographic characteristics have been 
found to be positively associated with volunteering including being married, socioeconomic 
status, educational attainment, previous volunteer experience, church attendance, social 
network size (Wilson & Musick, 1997; Niebuur et al., 2018), as well as age, functional 
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limitations such as through illness or disability, and transitions into parenthood were found 
to be inversely associated to volunteering (Niebuur et al., 2018).

2.2  Delineating Forms of Volunteering, Unpaid Caring, and Helping

Contributions through volunteering, unpaid caring and helping have been conceptualised in 
various forms, particularly whether as formal or informal volunteering, as well as whether 
unpaid work, unpaid care-giving, or unpaid helping through to productive or leisure volun-
teering (Adams et al., 2011; Di Gessa & Grundy, 2017). These contributions can be made 
through organisations, community groups or via family and social ties, with debates about 
the differences between these forms of unpaid assistance (Serrat et al., 2020; Teasdale & 
Silver, 2009).

The distinguishing characteristics of formal volunteering tend to emphasise that formal 
volunteering is the individual’s contribution of unpaid time and services through organ-
isations or established entities to benefit distant collective others (Lee & Brudney, 2012; 
Wilson & Musick, 1997). Informal volunteering is also unpaid, but usually not provided 
through an organisation and the services are generally provided to non-household individu-
als but may often include kin (Choi et al., 2007; Hank & Stuck, 2008; Wilson & Musick, 
1997).

The boundaries between informal volunteering and informal caring are less clear. Infor-
mal volunteering has some typical characteristics similar to informal caring in that they are 
both unpaid and not provided through an organisation. Informal caring generally includes 
care provided to those in the same household as the provider and/or others outside of the 
household (Pettigrew et al., 2019). Examples of informal caring may include caring for 
grandchildren, children (including adult children with disability or other support needs), 
extended family/kin, and non-family members.

Even when there are care facilities provided outside of the home, individuals still care 
for kin outside of the physical household. In the context of an aging population in Western, 
developed countries where there is now a wide array of respite, hospice and elder care facili-
ties, this trend suggests a move from an emphasis on household status to kinship obligations 
(Eagar et al., 2020; Lu et al., 2021).

Another key form of informal unpaid caring is adult kin caring, especially spousal car-
ing. Most spousal caregivers feel that they do their caregiving responsibilities because of 
affection and obligation, in contrast to less obligatory (i.e., more discretionary) forms of 
caregiving (Choi et al., 2007; Fekete et al., 2019), such as occasional babysitting. That is, 
some informal caring may be perceived as being more obligatory as distinct from more dis-
cretionary volunteering (Morrow-Howell, 2010; Lor-Serrano & Esteban-Salvador, 2021). 
The distinction between voluntary and obligatory caring is an important area that requires 
further research. For example, if there is no availability of safe, appropriate housing for 
adult relatives with a disability or a spouse with dementia, a parent, grandparent or spouse 
may undertake a lifetime of unpaid care-giving due to perceived obligation, as distinct from 
a voluntary choice (Flennert et al., 2019; Spijker & Schneider, 2021). Care theorists contend 
that both paid and unpaid care are not widely rewarded by society, often due to cultural 
associations of nurturance work with women whose nurturing labour has been systemically 
undervalued (Edgell & Tranby, 2010; Duffy et al., 2013; Hansen et al., 2018). Unpaid caring 
for adult kin may have some overlaps with informal volunteering in terms of the services 
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provided, but more explicitly emphasises kinship obligations. In contrast, informal volun-
teering in this study will focus on the relatively discretionary choice of caring for young 
who may or may not be a relative, as distinct from more obligatory adult kin caring.

Overall, there is a lack of clarity regarding the delineation of formal volunteering from 
informal volunteering and from adult kin-caring. Investigating the similarities and differ-
ences among the predictors of caring for kin by those people entering the encore stage of 
their life, relative to formal and informal volunteering may help delineate those forms of 
volunteering and helping. In turn, a better understanding of the characteristics that distin-
guish these forms of social service provision can inform better support for volunteers and 
carers, as well as shine a light on underfunded care needs in communities. Consequently, 
this study seeks to investigate the key characteristics of encore individuals, such as age, 
retirement status and health, along with resource capability, for each of formal volunteering, 
informal volunteering, and adult kin caring. The theoretical lenses of Activity/Time Substi-
tution Theory and Complementary Theory appear to be central in explaining why certain 
drivers may determine the type of volunteering; however, Care Theory also explains drivers 
for adult kin caring.

3  Theoretical Frameworks

3.1  Activity/Time Substitution Theory, Complementary Theory and Care Theory

Individuals ceasing paid meaningful work may have increased opportunity to fill their time 
with activities such as formal volunteering. When individuals reduce their time in paid work 
either through a gradual transition to retirement or complete cessation of paid work, they 
are likely to experience a considerable increase in free time (Mutchler et al., 2003), leading 
to an impetus to substitute at least some of their former working time with other activities, 
often referred to as Activity Substitution Theory (Carr et al., 2018; He & McHenry, 2016; 
Rabaté & Rochut, 2020).

Activity substitution theory proposes that volunteering would substitute for paid work 
activities such that volunteering is more likely as older individuals cease work (Chambre, 
1984). That is, there would be an expected positive association between retirement and 
volunteer work (Mutchler et al., 2003). The utility of activity substitution theory is less 
clear for kin caring, although there is some support in that women doing caregiving worked 
fewer hours (Pavalko & Artis, 1997). Similarly, employed individuals are less likely than 
the non-employed to help primary kin, such as adult children and parents (Gallagher, 1994), 
although the context has changed substantially since those studies.

Substitution theory may be more relevant to fully retired individuals, whereas for partly 
retired individuals, complementary theory may be more relevant as an alternative theory 
which proposes that working and volunteering are complementary, where there would be 
a negative association between retiring and volunteering (Mutchler et al., 2003). Comple-
mentary theory has similarities with approaches emphasising how the encore group may see 
some of the informal caring activities undertaken by partly retired or fully retired people as 
an extension of their role, which suggests that multiple activities performed in parallel may 
complement each other, thus leading to an overall greater productive engagement, or role 
extension (Choi et al., 2007; Mutchler et al., 2003).
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However, the explanations offered by activity substitution theories still need to be inves-
tigated across a variety of likely volunteering and caring forms for the current encore seg-
ment, with some research showing the substitution effect has been found for both partly 
retired and completely retired people for whether they participated in formal volunteering, 
but not for informal volunteering, when analysing data from the late 1980s (Mutchler et al., 
2003; Pavlova & Silbereisen, 2012). Yet, perhaps because of the cultural changes reflected 
in the third age or encore segment that started emerging since the late 1980s, studies on 
more recent samples have found that substitution with formal volunteering occurred for the 
partly retired, but not for the completely retired (Tang, 2016).

Care Theory is conceptualised by a number of scholars as relational in nature, often 
directed to dependent populations, and undervalued in both paid and unpaid arenas due to 
the traditionally feminised nature of caring roles (Duffy et al., 2013), with scholars hav-
ing shown that paid jobs requiring nurturant skills suffer a wage penalty (England et al., 
2002). Efforts to increase the visibility of unpaid care work has substantial tradition in femi-
nist studies and development economics (Sen & Fitoussi, 2010; Waring & Steinem, 1988; 
Beneria, 1999). Paid and unpaid care work are both substitutes for one another as well 
as potential complementary activities (Duffy et al., 2013; Lockstone-Binney et al., 2021). 
Understanding the complementary relationships between paid work and caring roles helps 
inform complementary policy interventions to enhance paid work and unpaid care work 
(such as paid and unpaid parental leave, paid or unpaid elder care leave). The inconsistent 
relationships between the time demands of paid work and informal volunteering, particu-
larly when informal volunteering includes kin caring, may reflect the obligatory nature of 
some activities in informal volunteering (Wilson & Musick, 1997), or may reflect the impact 
of other factors on people who are completely retired such as poor health or disability, which 
act as barriers to volunteering even if time is available (Cho et al., 2018). Furthermore, the 
changes associated with the third age or encore segment include higher rates of partly retir-
ing, and the remaining who completely retire may be more likely to do so due to poor health, 
possibly suggesting those with a high propensity to volunteer self-select into part-time work 
(Lancee & Radl, 2014; Moen & Flood, 2013). To assist with investigating the drivers of the 
various forms of volunteering and kin caring among the encore segment, various constrain-
ing factors, and opportunity indicators are considered.

3.2  Constraints and Realised Opportunities

Activity substitution and complementary theories may suggest why retirees have the poten-
tial for volunteering or helping, but that potential may not be realised due to the individual’s 
situation in terms of constraints, lack of capability and/or opportunity. Conversely, the indi-
vidual may have the potential to continue in paid work, but have opportunity constraints 
due to kin caring obligations. In short, the potential links between part-retirement, complete 
retirement, volunteering and caring may vary for older adults depending on their socioeco-
nomic situation and other circumstances (Cho et al., 2018). For example, the finding that 
partly retired individuals were more likely to volunteer (substituting for their released time), 
may also be because the partly retired still maintain social connections at work that more 
readily link them to volunteering (Tang, 2016).

The impact of retirement on forms of volunteering is therefore, strongly linked to context 
for individuals. The need for more critical analysis of context in the research conversa-
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tion on non-profit and volunteer contributions has grown in the context of rapid globalisa-
tion in the 1990s through to more recent geopolitical unrest, recognising the resurgence of 
social movements refocusing attention on broader class and social conflicts in non-profit 
and volunteer research (Coule et al., 2022). Some of the life course inequality indicators 
that enable or constrain public engagement for older people are education, age, gender, and 
health (Moen & Flood, 2013; Mesch et al., 2022; Erlinghagen & Hank, 2006), as well as 
related wealth and income effects (Niebuur et al., 2022; Atalay & Barrett, 2022). Helping is 
strongly affected by enabling factors such as age and health, where good health is a resource 
and bad health is a constraint (Rabaté & Rochut, 2020; Wilson & Musick, 1997). Similarly, 
the effects of age may reflect age-graded institutionalized guidelines, such as pension eligi-
bility ages, that open or close opportunities as adults move through the encore years (Moen 
& Flood, 2013).

Other key drivers beyond age include sex, social capital and human capital. Rates of 
formal volunteering, informal volunteering, and helping are strongly predicted by gender, 
reflecting deeply-embedded sex-role enculturation for nurturing and caring for others, or 
by human capital and social capital constraints or opportunities (Schieman & Glavin, 2008; 
Wilson & Musick, 1997; Martin & Lynch, 2009). Determining the impact of social capital 
and human capital is more complicated with forms of retirement such as part retirement 
intrinsically containing elements of human capital (education, where more educated people 
are more likely to keep some part-time work) and social capital (work-related social con-
nections) that may not be able to be truly separated from the effects of part-retirement. 
Consequently, the following section will first review the impacts of retirement, the impacts 
of prototypical forms of social capital (marital status) and human capital (education and 
health) to separate these elements from the effects of retirement.

When individuals withdraw from the workplace, they will have disconnected from 
employment-oriented social ties, potentially making volunteering less likely (Tang, 2016). 
Retiring from work and the associated shrinking social networks may reduce the number of 
requests they receive to volunteer and thereby reduce the likelihood of volunteering, despite 
the enhanced capacity for volunteering due to increased time availability (Mutchler et al., 
2003). Yet the impact of retirement on volunteering, in terms of social capital, could vary by 
the form of retirement as well as form of volunteering. Unlike those who have completely 
retired, partly retired individuals can maintain their employment-related social networks, 
where they may also be more likely to hear of volunteering opportunities and then be more 
likely to volunteer (Tang, 2016). However, the relationship between the forms of retirement 
and informal caring for kin may be less apparent because caring for kin places substantial 
demands on available resources (Cho et al., 2018), including substantial time commitments 
and strain (Choi et al., 2007).

A prototypical form of social capital relevant to the encore segment is their marital status, 
social connections and support. Married individuals are more likely to participate in formal 
and informal volunteering activities than those who are not married, possibly because of 
more extensive social networks or their spouse’s activities (Mutchler et al., 2003). Informal 
caring for kin may be a function of social capital (Choi et al., 2007) and may be more likely 
for married people. Social capital as represented by partnership status may also have an 
effect because spouses’ voluntary engagement has been shown to be closely interrelated 
(Eismann et al., 2019; Rotolo & Wilson, 2006). On the other hand, substitution approaches 
suggest an increase in volunteering following widowhood, divorce or separation as volun-
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teering can be one way to cover social needs (Pavlova & Silbereisen, 2012; No et al., 2021). 
Making the potential relationships even more complicated is the possibility that social capi-
tal may not discriminate between volunteering and caregiving, with caregivers tending to 
have links to broader networks, including charitable organisations that provide opportuni-
ties for voluntary activities (Hank & Stuck, 2008).

The next key set of resources that represent constraints on, or opportunities for, volun-
teering are to do with human capital. Having enough human capital may give individuals 
the ability to harmonize their work with family activities, thereby enabling the possibility of 
volunteering and conversely of continuing in paid work (Cho et al., 2018).

During the encore years, health is a key contingency impacting volunteering (Moen & 
Flood, 2013). For example, the health of the potential volunteer may reflect the capacity of 
the individual to volunteer or the ability to seize an opportunity for volunteering (Choi et al., 
2007). Similarly, health may be associated with the form of retirement where the completely 
retired may have worse health than the partly retired (Zhan et al., 2009).

In contrast to poor health being a constraint, education may be the driver of cumulative 
advantage over an individual’s life that allows them to participate in volunteering in their 
encore years (Moen & Flood, 2013), particularly as they are then more likely to have the 
resources and skills needed for certain types of volunteer work (Choi et al., 2007). The rela-
tionships between human capital, such as education, and the different forms of volunteering 
and caring are complex. Education has been found to predict formal volunteering, but not 
informal volunteering (Wilson & Musick, 1997). When informal caring includes caring for 
kin who are not co-located, education and health do predict informal volunteering (Choi 
et al., 2007). However, in the context of potential retirees, education may also have asso-
ciations with the forms of retirement pursued. University-educated adults are less likely to 
completely retire (Moen & Flood, 2013).

Research investigating the differences between partly retired and fully retired individu-
als and association with volunteering, has often focussed on formal volunteering (Lancee & 
Radl, 2014; Wilson, 2000). This paper will be examining the relationships between partly 
retiring and fully retiring, as well as a variety of constraining issues such as age, sex, marital 
status, health and education, in terms of how they differentiate between formal volunteering, 
informal volunteering in the form of relatively discretionary child caring, and less discre-
tionary adult kin caring.

3.3  Current Study

Definitions of volunteering may start with a focus on helping behaviors but differ in terms 
of whether that help is offered of their own free will, on behalf of an organization or not, 
or whether small scale or larger scale involving ongoing effort (Davies et al., 2024). To 
improve on previous research there is a need to examine part-retirement specifically, instead 
of a focus on complete retirement (when considering retirement status) or combining part-
retirement and complete retirement together.

Having delineated forms of volunteering, unpaid caring and helping, into formal volun-
teering, informal volunteering, and adult kin caring, this study seeks to understand pathways 
into these different forms of volunteering and caring in the encore life stage. In particular, 
this study hypothesizes that due to the distinct nature of formal volunteering, informal vol-
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unteering, and adult kin caring, that patterns of variables could predict participation in these 
different forms.

Three possible volunteering theory frames—substitution (of former work time), comple-
mentary focus (gradual adjustment to less paid work or other change in personal circum-
stance), and obligation (compulsion to provide care or unpaid labour)—will be considered 
in the analyses of the key characteristics of encore individuals engaging in the different 
forms of volunteering and caring. The characteristics being investigated are age, sex, retire-
ment status, marital status, education, general health, along with resource capability, for 
each of formal volunteering, informal volunteering, and adult kin caring. Further, this study 
seeks to contribute to better-targeted policy interventions to either increase engagement in 
truly discretionary volunteering—both formal and informal—to highlight more obligatory 
forms of volunteering for priority policy intervention.

4  Method

4.1  Sample

This study’s data source was the Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia 
(HILDA) Survey, a large-scale, representative household survey in Australia. HILDA col-
lects information on demographics, education, labour market dynamics and health status 
(Wooden & Watson, 2007). The sample for this study included respondents from 2015 
(the most recent available wave at the time of these analyses that included detailed retire-
ment status questions, that was not impacted by recession or the COVID-19 pandemic). We 
applied an initial age range of 54 to 79 years, which is similar to the typical age range of 
studies of older individuals’ volunteering (Komp et al., 2012). This study includes an inves-
tigation of activity theory where activities such as work may be replaced by volunteering or 
kin caring. Consequently, 56 cases indicating that they had never been in paid work were 
excluded from the sample, in a similar manner to Tang (2016). The starting sample for the 
study was 4,464 respondents.

4.2  Measures

4.2.1  Age

The respondent was asked to indicate their ‘Age last birthday at the 30th June 2015’.

4.2.2  Sex

The respondents were asked their sex, with responses coded 1 male, 2 female.

4.2.3  Retirement Status

The survey had a module asking about retirement and plans for retirement from paid 
employment. A question asked: Do you consider yourself to be completely retired from the 
paid workforce, partly retired or not retired at all? The answers were: Completely retired, 

1 3



Discretion and Obligation Across Volunteering and Caring: Shining Light…

Partly retired, Not retired at all and Not relevant – have never been in paid work. Due to 
the sample selection process above, where Not relevant – have never been in paid work had 
been excluded from the initial sample, the respondents were coded as to whether they were 
Completely retired (1), Partly retired (2), or Not retired at all (3).

4.2.4  Marital Status

Respondents were asked: ‘Looking at [the options below], which of these best describes your 
current marital status? And by “married” we mean in a registered marriage.’ The options 
were: 1 Married (in a registered marriage), 2 Separated, but not divorced, 3 Divorced, 4 
Widowed, 5 Never married but living with someone in a relationship, and 6 Never married 
and not living with someone in a relationship. The responses for 6 were combined into 5 
(into Never Married/Single), leaving five categories.

4.2.5  Education - Highest Level of Education Achieved

To classify the highest level of education achieved, respondents’ answers across two ques-
tions were coded. The first question asked: what was the highest year of school you com-
pleted/are currently attending? The second question allowed multiple responses and asked: 
since leaving school what qualifications have you completed? The respondent was explicitly 
asked to ‘not include hobby or recreation courses.’ Across the responses the highest level of 
education was coded and then grouped such that: Year 12 of school or less, or Certificate 3 
or 4 (representing a maximum of ‘Year 12 or similar’ = 0), Advanced Diploma or Diploma 
(1), Bachelor’s degree or Graduate Diploma (2), Postgraduate degree - being a Masters or 
doctorate (3).

4.2.6  General Health

The respondents’ general health was measured by their responses to the question: In general, 
would you say your health is: with response options of Excellent, Very good, Good, Fair, 
and Poor.

4.2.7  Forms of Volunteering

The measures of the three forms of volunteering were obtained by asking: [H]ow much time 
would you spend on each of the following activities in a typical week? Those participants 
indicating that they had spent zero time doing volunteer work were classed as Not Volun-
teering, and those indicating any time volunteering were classed as performing that form 
of Volunteering. The responses to ‘Volunteer or charity work (for example, canteen work at 
the local school, unpaid work for a community club or organisation)’ were the basis of the 
Formal Volunteering variable. The responses to ‘Looking after other people’s children (aged 
under 12 years) on a regular, unpaid basis’ were the basis of Informal Volunteering–Chil-
dren. The responses to ‘Caring for a disabled spouse or disabled adult relative, or caring for 
elderly parents or parents-in-law’ were the basis for Adult Kin Caring.
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5  Results

Logistic regression analyses were performed on the forms of volunteering with sex, marital 
status, education, age and retirement status as predictors. The analysis was performed using 
SPSS 26. The analyses were conducted per the general process of Tabachnick et al. (2007), 
while applying the best practice techniques from Osborne (2015).

The 69 cases with missing values on the predictors were found to be missing completely 
at random (MCAR) using Little’s MCAR test (p = .232). The descriptive statistics for the 
categorical variables of the remaining cases included in at least one of the regressions 
(n = 4,464) are detailed in Table 1 and the continuous variable of age had a mean of 64.51 
with a standard deviation of 7.012.

For the Formal Volunteering analysis there were no cases that were inappropriately 
influential or had inappropriate leverage, using checks such as those based on studentized 
residuals, leverage scores, DFBetas or Cook’s Influence scores. For the Informal Volunteer-
ing–Children analysis there were 14 cases that appeared to have inappropriate levels of 
leverage and were excluded from the analyses. For the Adult Kin Caring analysis there were 
38 cases that appeared to have inappropriate levels of leverage and were excluded from 
the analyses. The final samples used in each of the analyses were for Formal Volunteer-
ing (n = 4,356), for Informal Volunteering–Children (n = 4,303), and for Adult Kin Caring 
(n = 4,267).

Per best practice in trying to reduce unnecessary multi-collinearity for later higher-order 
derived variables, the continuous predictor, age, was transformed into z-scores for each of 
the analyses respectively. The odds ratio for age as a z-score is the change in odds for a 
one standard deviation increase in age, after controlling for the other variables examined 
(Osborne, 2015). The potential presence of curvilinearity for age was tested using Box-
Tidwell transforms following the best practice logistic regression processes of Osborne 
(2015) for each of the regressions respectively. The checks suggested that an age-squared 

Categorical Variables Count (Percentage)
Male 2,115 (47.4%)
Female 2,349 (52.6%)
Completely retired 2,357 (52.8%)
Partly retired 426 (9.5%)
Not retired at all 1,681 (37.7%)
Education - LTE Year 12 & Cert 3/4 2,872 (64.3%)
-Diploma/Advanced Diploma 507 (11.4%)
-Bachelor’s degree 840 (18.8%)
-Postgraduate degree (Masters or Doctorate) 245 (5.5%)
Marital status - Married 2,850 (63.8%)
-Separated 174 (3.9%)
-Divorced 717 (16.1%)
-Widowed 397 (8.9%)
-Never Married 326 (7.3%)
General Health - Excellent 255 (5.7%)
-Very good 1,282 (28.7%)
-Good 1,775 (39.8%)
-Fair 917 (20.5%)
-Poor 235 (5.3%)

Table 1  Descriptive statistics for 
the respondents in the regres-
sions (n = 4,464)
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variable (based on the z-standardised age variable) should be included in both the Formal 
Volunteering and Informal Volunteering–Children analyses. There was no indication of cur-
vilinearity for age in the Adult Kin Caring analysis.

The logistic regression on Formal Volunteering was a statistically significant improve-
ment over a constant-only model with (χ2 (16) = 245.272, p < .001), indicating that the predic-
tors, as a set, reliably distinguished between those who had done Formal Volunteering from 
those who had not. The summary indices for this regression were: Somers’ D of monotone 
association = 0.299, Concordance Index C = 0.650, Goodman and Kruskal’s Gamma = 0.301, 
and the pseudo R-squared indices for Cox and Snell = 0.055 and Nagelkerke = 0.080.

The logistic regression on Informal Volunteering–Children was a statistically signifi-
cant improvement over a constant-only model with (χ2 (16) = 215.018, p < .001), indicating 
that the predictors, as a set, reliably distinguished between those who had done Formal 
Volunteering from those who had not. The summary indices for this regression were: 
Somers’ D of monotone association = 0.342, Concordance Index C = 0.671, Goodman and 
Kruskal’s Gamma = 0.344, and the pseudo R-squared indices for Cox and Snell = 0.049 and 
Nagelkerke = 0.082.

The logistic regression on Adult Kin Caring was a statistically significant improvement 
over a constant-only model with (χ2 (16) = 102.565, p < .001), indicating that the predictors, 
as a set, reliably distinguished between those who had done Formal Volunteering from those 
who had not. The summary indices for this regression were: Somers’ D of monotone asso-
ciation = 0.249, Concordance Index C = 0.625, Goodman and Kruskal’s Gamma = 0.252, and 
the pseudo R-squared indices for Cox and Snell = 0.024 and Nagelkerke = 0.042.

The logit parameter estimates, their Standard Errors, Odds Ratios and the 95% confi-
dence limits of the odds ratios are in Table 2. The variables in the logistic regression on to 
Formal Volunteering that were significant in Table 2 were health, education, marital sta-
tus, sex, age, age-squared and retirement status. In particular, having excellent, very good 
or good health were significant predictors of Formal Volunteering, relative to having poor 
health. All of the levels of education higher than Year 12 or similar, were more likely to do 
formal volunteering. Married, separated and widowed were more likely than those who had 
never married to formally volunteer. Females were more likely to formally volunteer and 
those individuals who had partly retired were more likely than the non-retired to formally 
volunteer.

The regression on to Informal Volunteering–Children had significant effects for marital 
status, retirement status, sex, and age-squared. For the marital status variable all of the pres-
ent categories were more likely than those who had never married to informally volunteer. 
The completely retired were more likely than the not retired to informally volunteer for 
child caring, while females were more likely than males to do informal child care volunteer-
ing. The relationship between age and informal child care volunteering is shown in Fig. 1.

The regression on to Adult Kin Caring had significant effects for marital status, sex, age, 
and education. Divorced and widowed respondents were less likely than those who had 
never married to do Adult Kin Caring. Females were more likely than males to do Adult Kin 
Caring. More likely to do Adult Kin Caring were those with a diploma or advanced diploma 
and a non-significant effect for those with a postgraduate education, relative to those with 
the lowest category of education. The main effect of age was such that older individuals 
were less likely to provide Adult Kin Caring.
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The quadratic effects of age in the Formal Volunteering and Informal Volunteering–Chil-
dren regressions are presented in Fig. 1. For the regression on to Formal Volunteering both 
the age and age-squared variables were significant and when combined their overall effect 
is of the first half of an inverted-U that plateaus at the higher ages. For the regression on to 
Informal Volunteering–Children the main effect of age is not significant and the age-squared 
variable is significant, leading the curvilinear effect to dominate the overall age effect in the 
form of an inverted-U.

6  Discussion

Of the three forms of volunteering or helping, formal volunteering had the most variables 
that distinguished it from not volunteering or helping. Having good to excellent health, 
more than a high school education, being married, separated or widowed, female, partly 
retired and older indicated a higher likelihood of formal volunteering. Informal Volunteer-
ing–Children was characterised by people having ever been married, even if later divorced, 
separated or widowed, completely retired and female, with an inverted-U shaped relation-
ship with age. In contrast, those doing adult kin caring were distinguished from those not 
doing any form of volunteering or helping investigated here by being never married, female, 
having a non-baccalaureate diploma, and being younger.

The inverted-U result could be explained by a more granular analysis of the impact of 
age on volunteering choices and capacity. A number of variables have been found to be 
inversely associated with volunteering including age, social isolation, functional limitations 
such as through illness or disability, and transitions into parenthood (Niebuur et al., 2018; 
Musick & Wilson, 2003; Morrow-Howell et al., 2003). In addition, a range of psycho-social 
variables such as a psychological sense of community and wellbeing have been found to 
have a key role in older volunteerism and promoting psychological well-being (Greenfield 
& Marks, 2004; Mellor et al., 2009). Events such as the arrival of grandchildren could also 
influence the direction of the relationship between age and volunteering, with different ages 
likely to be distinguished in terms of different caring opportunities, including for younger 
and older grandchildren or other kin (Omoto et al., 2000). Volunteering and caring activity 
could also be related to generativity, the “concern in establishing and guiding the next gen-
eration” (Erikson, 1963, p. 267), which may fluctuate across different ages.

The variables representing constraints and opportunities as indicators of life course 
inequality for older people—education, age, gender, and health—were found to specifically 
enable or constrain civic engagement (Moen & Flood, 2013). In particular, age and sex dis-
tinguished all three forms of volunteering and helping from those not doing volunteering. 
The effects of age may reflect age-based systems that open opportunities as adults move 
through the encore years (Moen & Flood, 2013). The pervasiveness of the gender effect 
appears to reflect deeply-embedded sex-role enculturation for females to do the nurturing 
and caring for others (Wilson & Musick, 1997). However, for the remaining significant 
variables there were variations by the form of volunteering or caring.

A specific form of social capital investigated here is marital status and its consequent 
social connections and support. Married individuals were more likely to participate in 
formal and informal volunteering activities, supporting (Mutchler et al., 2003), possibly 
because of more extensive social networks or their spouse’s activities. The results above 
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support the substitution approaches to social capital for informal volunteering specifically 
and thereby clarifying (Pavlova & Silbereisen, 2012), where an increase in informal volun-
teering, following widowhood, divorce or separation can be one way to meet social needs. 
Yet social capital appears to not be a clear driver of adult kin caring, in contrast to the impli-
cations of Choi et al. (2007).

The enabling factor of health, where good health is a resource and bad health is a con-
straint (Rabaté & Rochut, 2020; Wilson & Musick, 1997), only impacted formal volunteer-
ing. During the encore years, health is a key contingency impacting volunteering (Moen & 
Flood, 2013). For example, the health of the potential volunteer may reflect the capacity of 
the individual to volunteer or the ability to seize an opportunity for volunteering (Choi et 
al., 2007). Education was found to enable participation in formal volunteering, reflecting a 
form of human capital embodying a cumulative advantage over an individual’s life in their 
encore years (per Moen & Flood, 2013). The results above support the ongoing presence of 
the pattern of findings that education predicts formal volunteering, but not informal volun-
teering (Wilson & Musick, 1997).

6.1  Implications for Retirement and Workforce Planning

The pattern of these specific results can be seen to have implications for forms of retirement 
and their associations with forms of volunteering and caring. Some form of retirement dis-
tinguished the formal (partly retired) and informal (completely retired) forms of volunteer-
ing. Being either partially or completely retired was not associated with adult kin caring. 
The impacts of these forms of retirement remained after accounting for the effects of age 
and specific forms of social and human capital such as marital status, health and education.

The effect of partly retiring was significant for formal volunteering after separating the 
specific form of social capital associated with marital status. The partially retired individu-
als have available time and can maintain their employment-related social networks, where 
they may be more likely to hear of volunteering opportunities and then be more likely to 
volunteer (per Tang, 2016), particularly in the form of formal volunteering, where this social 
network effect remained beyond marital status.

Conversely, the variable completely retired may not have been significant for formal vol-
unteering because these analyses had simultaneously accounted for health and education, 
both of which were significant for formal volunteering. University-educated adults are less 

Fig. 1  The quadratic effects of 
age in the formal volunteering 
and informal volunteering–chil-
dren regressions
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likely to completely retire (Moen & Flood, 2013) and the completely retired have worse 
health than the partly retired (Zhan et al., 2009). Once both of these effects were statistically 
removed from the completely retired coding the remaining effect of complete retirement 
was not significant for formal volunteering. However, this result may be particular to con-
texts of relatively universal health care such as Australia, which does not require connection 
to work to maintain health insurance.

The pattern of results across partly retiring and completely retired for formal volunteer-
ing enables a separation of the effects of time availability and shrinking work-related social 
networks. Completely retiring reduces work-related social networks, reducing the number 
of requests received to volunteer and thereby reduces the likelihood of volunteering, despite 
the enhanced capacity for volunteering due to increased time availability (Mutchler et al., 
2003). Only partly retiring and not completely retiring was significant for formal volunteer-
ing. Both have increased time availability, but only part retiring enabled maintaining work-
related social networks. That is, when individuals completely retire from the workplace they 
disconnect from employment-oriented social ties, making formal volunteering less likely 
(per Tang, 2016), despite increased time availability. A possible explanation for completely 
retired not being characteristic of formal volunteering, relative to other studies, is that in 
this study the variable completely retired was effectively ‘being completely retired after 
accounting for education and health effects’.

In contrast, the only form of retirement that characterised informal volunteering with 
children was being completely retired. The association between completely retiring and 
informal volunteering with children, along with the importance of having been married at 
some point, suggests that personal social networks may be a key driver of informal vol-
unteering rather than work-related social networks. Compared to the findings discussed 
above for the constraining variables and retirement’s impact on formal volunteering, the 
arising pattern suggests that work-related social networks may be key for formal volunteer-
ing. In contrast, personal social networks may be more a driver for informal volunteering 
(children).

6.2  Implications for Theory

Activity substitution theory would usually be seen to be more relevant to explaining vol-
unteering for completely retired individuals, where volunteering would substitute for paid 
work activities as older individuals cease work (Chambre, 1984). But the changes associ-
ated with the encore segment include higher rates of partly retiring and those who com-
pletely retire may do so due to poor health, suggesting that those with a high propensity to 
volunteer self-select into part-time work (Lancee & Radl, 2014; Moen & Flood, 2013). The 
changing context indicated a need to extend the findings of earlier studies of activity substi-
tution by examining relationships between different types of retirement and key constraints 
and enablers across forms of volunteering and caring.

Part retirement is distinctive of formal volunteering, while complete retirement was char-
acteristic of informal volunteering (children). Neither being distinctive of adult kin caring 
appears to swap the substitution and complementary theories around, but suggests also an 
element of obligatory caring, particularly by women, related to care theory. Substitution 
with formal volunteering occurred for the partly retired, but not for the completely retired, 
in a similar manner to Tang (2016). However, that pattern of results is more strongly in line 
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with complementary theory, where the partial work in retirement and formal volunteering 
performed in parallel complement each other (Choi et al., 2007; Mutchler et al., 2003). 
The difference in the pattern of results may be because of the cultural changes impacting 
the encore segment in the last few decades, and/or may be, in delineating complementary 
theory more specifically, that complementarity is the driver for part retirees when the par-
allel activities are formally organised, such as work and formal volunteering Conversely, 
substitution theory often used more to explain why the completely retired take up formal 
volunteering, may be more applicable to informal volunteering, particularly with children. 
The difference in the pattern of results between what older studies have found and what was 
found here may be because, for formal volunteering, many of the variables often packaged 
in with completely retiring, such as poor health, age and education, had been specifically 
separately accounted for in this study. Alternatively, in delineating substitution theory more 
specifically, it may be that the completely retired, after excluding impacts of health and age, 
in particular, substitute discretionary, informal volunteering for their former working hours 
and/or want to get away from formally organised ‘work-like’ volunteering. Again, cultural 
changes toward retirement being for leisure and the rise of ‘grey nomads’ may be contextual 
elements that impact where completely retired may be more likely to volunteer for informal, 
relatively discretionary activities such as caring for children.

There was no association between forms of retirement and adult kin caring, suggesting a 
link to care theory rather than substitution or complementary theory for this form of helping 
in the encore life stage. Care theory may also explain the lack of relationship between forms 
of retirement and informal caring for kin which places substantial demands on available 
resources (Cho et al., 2018), including substantial time commitments and strain (Choi et 
al., 2007). In terms of key drivers though, retirement may not have a clear relationship with 
adult kin caring, possibly reflecting the obligatory nature of some activities in this type of 
caring (and some informal volunteering) (Wilson & Musick, 1997), which applied irrespec-
tive of potential constraints such as health.

With a sizable subset of the population having bonus years of healthy life expectancy 
often characterised as an encore period (Moen & Flood, 2013), older individuals can have 
ongoing participation in meaningful activities such as volunteering and caring, as well as 
continued paid work. The distinguishing characteristics of formal volunteering tend to 
emphasise unpaid time and services through organisations or established entities to benefit 
distant collective others (Lee & Brudney, 2012; Wilson & Musick, 1997). In turn, informal 
volunteering is also unpaid but usually not provided through an organisation and the ser-
vices are usually provided to non-household individuals but can include kin (Choi et al., 
2007; Hank & Stuck, 2008; Wilson & Musick, 1997). But the boundaries between informal 
volunteering and informal caring are less clear. Informal caring may be more obligatory 
(Morrow-Howell, 2010), especially adult kin caring such as spousal caring (Choi et al., 
2007; Fekete et al., 2019). For example, caring for adult relatives with a disability or ill-
ness may lead to a lifetime of unpaid care-giving due to perceived obligation (Flennert et 
al., 2019; Spijker & Schneider, 2021). Overall, unpaid caring for adult kin may have some 
overlaps with informal volunteering in terms of the services provided, but be on a spectrum 
of perceived obligation versus discretion within informal volunteering that starts to blend 
over into caring.

Propping up these findings were the pervasive gender effects reflecting deeply-embedded 
sex-role enculturation for women to do the nurturing and caring for others (per Wilson & 
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Musick, 1997). Further, indicators of life course inequality for older people that represent 
constraints and opportunities such as education, age and health, where age may reflect a 
bundled set of age-graded effects (Moen & Flood, 2013) which continued to have an impact.

More broadly, the findings of this study suggest that work-related social networks may be 
key for formal volunteering. In contrast, personal social networks may be more a driver for 
informal volunteering (children). In turn, the findings suggest that substitution theory may 
be more applicable to informal volunteering, particularly with children; whereas, comple-
mentary theory may be more applicable for formal volunteering. These implications may be 
different from some prior studies because of the cultural changes in recent decades regard-
ing the encore segment and/or analytic strategies that specifically accounted for variables 
often packaged in with completely retiring, such as poor health, age and education. Alter-
natively, on top of these potential modifiers, the implications of the findings may suggest 
specific delineations of substitution theories, complementary theories and care theory. For 
example, in a context with relatively universal health care such as Australia, with little pres-
sure to work at least part time in order to maintain health insurance, those who completely 
retire may be wanting to get away from formally organised ‘work-like’ volunteering and 
instead substitute their former work hours with more discretionary informal volunteering. 
Similarly, complementary theory may be more applicable for part retirees when the parallel 
activities are formally organised, such as work and formal volunteering.

Neither substitution or complementary theory, usually more retirement-oriented theories, 
applied to adult kin caring, potentially because of kin caring’s more obligatory nature and 
the substantial demands such caring entails, reinforcing the link to care theory. A further 
indicator of the obligation’s strength is that those providing adult kin caring did so irrespec-
tive of their state of health. The demands of obligations associated with adult kin caring 
imply that government policies may want to ensure that caregiving responsibilities are ade-
quately recognized and supported, which may also help extend some individual’s working 
life and improve quality of care (per Carr et al., 2018).

Most importantly, the results showed that no matter whether the theory basis was whether 
from a substitution frame, or complementary frame, it was obligations, rather than choice, 
that plays a role in the ‘informal caring for children’, and ‘adult kin caring’ forms of volun-
teering. The only common variables across participants in these two forms of volunteering 
was that they had children, grandchildren or adults who needed caring. This distinction for 
adult kin caring suggests a gap in choice for those providing such care, pointing to a need for 
policy and service intervention. Whereas findings related to ‘formal volunteering’ suggest 
that work-related social networks may be key and for ‘informal volunteering that does not 
include caring’ personal social networks may be the main drivers.

The commonality of sex, age and marital status indicates that all three forms of social 
service provision depended on the situation, whether to indicate availability or need. The 
informal caring for an adult appears to be wholly due to perceived obligations. The informal 
volunteering for children was reflected by time available and the formal volunteering was 
a function of whether capability was matched to a need. That is, the key sociodemographic 
parameters appear to be for a relevant situation to be present and then the forms of social 
service vary in terms of being discretionary or obligatory, and whether a certain level of 
capability, especially in terms of health for formal volunteering, is required.

In terms of limitations, further testing was limited by the variables collected in the dataset 
which leads to a number of areas of possible future research. Along with testing the above 
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potential modifications to retirement-oriented theories of drivers of volunteering, future 
research may want to investigate a wider set of drivers such as specifying a variety of 
indicators of obligation and discretion to see where volunteering, especially various forms 
of informal volunteering, are located relative to forms of caring. The result is likely to be a 
more multifaceted spectrum of discretion through to obligation.

The results may also be limited because they were conducted in Australia, a country with 
a relatively developed, albeit basic, welfare safety net for older Australians and a relatively 
universal (and quite good) health care system (e.g., per Rodwell, 2022). Countries with 
either stronger or weaker welfare systems may have different drivers of, and constraints on, 
volunteering as well as different patterns of relationships when considering formal volun-
teering with caring activities.

Further, except perhaps for the variables associated with age, the categorical nature of 
most of the predictors may mean that their relationships with the outcomes are understated 
and that more finely grained variables used in the future may find stronger relationships. 
Complicating that possibility though is the presence of non-linear relationships between 
these variables, which may mean that more continuous variables may often need to be coded 
to reflect that non-linearity. If some of those non-linear variables are curvilinear such as 
squared variables (for continuously-scored variables), then they could also be included in 
regression analyses before possible interaction terms to ensure a more thorough test of any 
potential interactions (applying Ganzach, 1997 and Cohen et al., 2003, both of which build 
on Aiken & West, 1991).

This study has contributed toward considering elements of discretion, obligation and 
formalisation in viewing the variety of forms of formal volunteering, informal volunteering 
and caring. In particular, cultural changes associated with the encore segment may have 
changed the applicability of activity substitution and complementary theories of retirement 
and volunteering, elevating care theory in the adult kin caring narrative. Future research 
could continue investigating the wide array of avenues through which older people may 
consider contributing to society, including through paid work, as well as informing policy 
and organisations to better meet future volunteering and caring needs.

7  Conclusions

Volunteering is often lauded as a highly-valued choice of the benevolent, adventurous and 
the newly time-rich. The findings above indicate that formal volunteering was largely dis-
cretionary and a result of substitution, informal volunteering, particularly caring for chil-
dren, was complementary and partly obligatory, whereas adult kin caring was found to be 
largely obligatory. Together, this pattern of nuances in obligation versus discretion and the 
links to differing theory bases clarifies the delineation of formal volunteering from informal 
volunteering and from adult kin-caring.

More specifically, this paper has presented evidence that obligatory (non-voluntary) 
labour, especially adult kin caring and spousal caring could represent a sizable opportunity 
cost for individuals who may otherwise have preferred to continue in paid work. This form 
of obligatory volunteering has a pervasive gender effect, suggesting the demands on women 
associated with adult kin caring need targeted government policies that ensure caregiving 
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responsibilities are adequately recognized and supported, to reduce non-voluntary labour 
and extend individuals’ paid working life.
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