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ABSTRACT: Many studies have found that volunteers tend to be more
religious and better educated, but it is not clear why. One explanation is
that churches and schools instill a sense of obligation in people to help
others and this obligation is fulfilled by doing volunteer work. In this
study data from National Survey of Midlife in the United States are used to
examine the influence of education and having been raised in a religious
home on adults’ sense of obligation and subsequent volunteering. Religious
background has no direct effect on sense of obligation. However, it exerts
an influence on obligation through private (but not public) adult religiosity.
Education has both direct and indirect effects (through obligations) on
adult volunteering. The results underline the fact that social norms should
not be ignored in explanations of volunteerism.
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Volunteer work is unpaid labor intended to benefit another person, organization, or cause. In any given year just over a quarter of all Americans aged sixteen
or more, nearly 61 million people, engage in some kind of volunteer work (U.S.
Bureau of Labor Statistics 2008). Without volunteers many nonprofit organizations
would cease to function and many government agencies would need to curtail
their activities. In recent years the federal government in the United States has
begun to encourage Americans to volunteer to help cut government spending and
tackle social problems more effectively. The drive to recruit more volunteers has
sparked new interest in finding out why people get involved in volunteer work.
Social scientists have become adept at predicting who is most likely to volunteer (Musick and Wilson 2008). The most consistent finding is that volunteers are
more highly educated and more religious. No other individual characteristics are
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so reliably linked to volunteerism. So robust is this relationship that, from a scientific standpoint, it would seem little is to be gained from continuing to study it:
each new survey simply repeats what is already known. And yet these findings
are only empirical regularities: we have much to learn about why education and
religion are related to volunteerism. In what follows we will describe the research
on religion, education, and volunteering and propose a normative theory to help
explain the association. Normative theories are based on the idea that people’s
behavior can be explained by reference to social norms. These are rules of conduct
that people learn early in life or infer from the current behavior of others indicating the appropriate way to behave in specific situations. Conformity brings social
approbation; deviance is met with disapproval and, perhaps, sanctions.
Religion, Education, and Volunteering
Just over half (53.0 percent) of Americans who attend church every or nearly
every week have engaged in volunteer work in the past twelve months, compared
to 19 percent of non-churchgoers (Musick and Wilson 2008:279). Much of the volunteer work performed by frequent churchgoers revolves around the social life of
the congregation itself: like any other voluntary organization, religious congregations require maintenance. But the influence of religiosity on volunteering reaches
beyond the congregation. Religious people are more likely to volunteer even for
secular causes. Indeed, the association between religion and volunteering is so
strong in the United States that helping the needy is seen as a religious virtue, as if
secularists did not share this value (Ammerman 1997:366).
For its part, education is “the most consistent, and often strongest, predictor of
volunteering” (Musick and Wilson 2008:119). Among adults aged 25 or more in the
United States, only 9 percent of those with less than a high school diploma volunteered in 2007 compared to 41.8 percent of those with a bachelor’s degree or higher
(U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2008). Education also has a positive effect on various forms of “civic engagement,” such as unpaid political campaign work, that
are also examples of volunteer work (Brown and Ferris 2007:91; Hillygus 2005:25;
Wilson 2005:13).
Connecting Religion and Education to Volunteering
When it comes to explaining why people volunteer, “resource theory” emphasizes the role of enabling resources, such as civic skills, free time, good health, and
social connections (Wilson and Musick 1997). This theory assumes that volunteering
is a type of labor much like any other productive activity except that it is unpaid.
Like all forms of labor it consumes resources. Those who are well-endowed with
these resources are most likely to volunteer. But volunteering is not just any productive activity that is unpaid; it is work intended to be of utility to others. For example,
chopping wood with which to heat a house might be paid labor in some instances;
it can also be unpaid labor if the wood is intended for one’s own fireplace; but it is
volunteer work if it is unpaid and intended for use by another person, who might
be unknown to the chopper. For this reason, the resource theory fails to identify the
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sufficient conditions for volunteering, although it might correctly identify necessary
conditions. Additional elements are needed to account for the altruistic behavior of
volunteers. A different perspective on volunteering is provided by socialization theory, which assumes that people volunteer because they believe it is the right thing
to do, a lesson they learn through their immersion in institutions such as the family,
the church, and the school (Wuthnow 1995). In the next section we will outline this
theory and describe how it can be applied to volunteering.
A Normative Theory of Volunteering
Human behavior is teleologically oriented to the attainment of goals and shaped
by conformity with regulatory rules or norms governing how goals should be
achieved. A comprehensive theory of volunteering recognizes that choosing to do
unpaid labor for the benefit of others is motivated by values and guided by rules
that specify the correct way to actualize those values. People volunteer not only
because they can, or because they have wider social networks, or because they
have an “interest” in the output of the unpaid labor, as when homeowners volunteer because they are interested in their neighborhood’s reputation for safety, but
also because they think it is the right thing to do. Volunteer work is not simply
“a disguised form of selfishness” (Durkheim 1961:223) to be explained solely by
its rewards and costs. Even the most interest-driven forms of volunteering, such
as offering to work on behalf of a political campaign or social movement from
which one expects to benefit, have a normative component (Campbell 2006:13).
From a rational choice point of view, norms help solve the free rider problem: why
should anyone, regardless of their capabilities or even their interests, volunteer to
provide services to a group or community while others sit back and enjoy those
services? The normative answer to this question is that people volunteer because
they believe it is their duty to do so and because they expect others to do likewise.
They fear the sanctions applied if they do not follow the rule and value the social
approval that comes if they do follow it. And if they have internalized the norm,
they feel guilty if they do not conform to it and “feel good” if they do respect it.
People frequently refer to the expectations of others when explaining why they
volunteer, as in the following quotation: “The hospital was my first [volunteer
experience] … it was my teacher. It was grade six, I think it was, and … we’d talk
and stuff and there was a group of my friends and she [the teacher] said you know,
this would be great for you guys to do this, so then … I went and applied and got
in and started volunteering there” (Pancer and Pratt 1999:48). When asked why
they are active in civic affairs, most Americans say it is their duty to be so (Verba,
Schlozman, and Brady 1995). People also refer to their “civic duty” when explaining why they volunteer (Hodgkinson and Weitzman 1996:243). Such sentiments
explain why people occasionally find themselves volunteering to help people they
find personally distasteful: they get satisfaction from doing the right thing and
earning the approval of other members of their community (Eckstein 2001). And
if norms are internalized, people value the prescribed behavior for its own sake,
as when the residents of the Boston neighborhood studied by Eckstein (2001:841)
explained that they volunteered because “we believe in community helping.”
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To some, normative explanations look suspiciously tautological. It is not quite
saying that people volunteer because they volunteer but it is close: they volunteer
because they want to volunteer. This is why the argument that a person volunteers
because she or he feels “an obligation to help those in the community, nation or
society at large who are in need” seems platitudinous (Pancer and Pratt 1999:38).
But this criticism is easily answered by many studies—and everyday experience—
showing that a verbal commitment to a norm does not predict future conformity
to the norm very reliably, especially when there is a “desirability bias” attached
to the norm. Influenced by this bias, people might profess their moral duty to
help others without actually doing so or, if they are volunteering, give a socially
approved reason for doing so rather than the real reason, such as career building
or social ingratiation. Just as important, it is easy for respondents to acknowledge
with all sincerity the existence of a norm without meaning to imply that the norm
applies to them personally. For example, the National Survey on Philanthropy and
Civic Renewal asked respondents, “How important do you feel it is for community life for people to volunteer money and time to charitable organizations?” Six
in ten thought it was “very important.” The survey then asked respondents if they
felt that they, personally, should do volunteer work: more than half said that volunteer work was not an obligation but “entirely a matter of personal preference”
(Ferree et al. 1998). This is not an isolated sociological phenomenon. The same
pattern is found in norms governing relationships between races in the United
States. For example, Americans can, at the same time as they express approval of
interracial dating in general, decline to engage in the practice themselves (Herman
and Campbell 2011). In short, invoking a theory of norms does not commit one
to the viewpoint that norms are “primary, hard, and immutable” and “impervious to human agency” (Sewell 1992:2). Rather, norms are rules for social living,
principles of action, whose influence over behavior is contingent on many others
factors, such as personality, social and economic circumstance, and the attitudes
and behaviors of others.
Skepticism about the influence of norms on volunteering is not new. More
than thirty years ago Schwartz (1973:349) declared that “normative explanations
of helping behavior are in disrepute nowadays.” Their advocates were regarded
as naïve in assuming that people would act according to principles of right and
wrong rather than in their self-interest. Normative theories such as structuralfunctionalism were dismissed as encouraging an “over-socialized” image of social
actors, seeming to imply that people blindly and automatically followed unchanging and unequivocal social rules (Sewell 1992). As functionalism began to lose
popularity in sociology, explicit reference to social norms virtually disappeared
from discussions of volunteerism. However, social scientists have lately begun
to pay renewed attention to them. For example, rational choice theorists, faced
with the problem of explaining phenomena such as cooperation and collective
action when a basic assumption of their theory is that individuals place their own
interests first, now argue that norms are one way to build the trust and solidarity
needed to bring about collective action (Hechter and Opp 2001:xii). Communitarians have also helped refocus attention on the role of norms in promoting collaborative behavior. Putnam (2000) includes norms in his social capital concept.
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Together with social networks and generalized trust, social norms provide a platform to enable members of groups to act in concern to produce public goods. In
the same vein, Campbell (2006) argues that civic engagement (ranging from voting
to volunteering) is driven not only by interests but also by a sense of obligation
or duty; that feelings of obligation are acquired through a process of socialization that starts in adolescence; and that obligations work alongside interests and
resources to motivate civic engagement.
Unfortunately, studies of civic engagement or volunteerism that rely on normative explanations rarely include actual measures of norms. Campbell’s study of
multiple forms of civic engagement does not include specific measures of social
norms; they are merely invoked as a possible explanation. Likewise, Brown and
Ferris (2007:89), in examining the impact of social capital on charitable giving and
volunteering, lack a direct measure of norms; instead, “norms are captured by the
indices of social trust and interracial trust that relate to expectations of generalized reciprocity and the value of good citizenship reflected in the attitudes and
behaviors that are measured in the electoral participation index,” thus conflating
two of the three components of social capital. And a brief discussion of norms in
Musick and Wilson’s (2008:97–103) profile of the volunteer does not move beyond
documenting that volunteers are more likely than nonvolunteers to invoke norms
such as reciprocity, social justice, and social responsibility to explain why they
volunteer.
This failure to pursue a normativist explanation of volunteerism is regrettable
because there is tantalizing evidence that norms play a positive role in getting
people involved in the community, not only from studies of civic engagement but
also from surveys showing that people who feel obliged to do volunteer work
are indeed more likely to do it. A 1988 U.S. survey asked respondents how seriously they took their responsibility to volunteer: those who said they took it very
seriously were more likely to have volunteered in the past twelve months (Sundeen 1992). Other surveys show that Americans who believe it is important to get
involved in their community are more likely to volunteer, although the belief is
stronger among secular than religious volunteers (Uslaner 2002:247). In 2002 and
2004 the General Social Survey asked respondents how often they had volunteered
in the past year. The survey also asked respondents whether people should be
willing to help others who are less fortunate than themselves, with answers coded
using a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly agree to 5 = strongly disagree). We
analyzed these data and found that 89.1 percent and 90.4 percent of the respondents in 2002 and 2004, respectively, either agreed or strongly agreed that people
should help others who are less fortunate. In 2002 16.9 percent and in 2004 19.8
percent of those who agreed or strongly agreed with this norm volunteered at least
once a month compared to 8.3 percent and 4.4 percent of those who disagreed or
strongly disagreed in 2002 and 2004, respectively. The measure of agreement about
the norm and the likelihood of volunteering were correlated (0.16, p < .001) in both
survey years. In a Canadian survey, volunteers were more likely than nonvolunteers to believe that “individuals have a responsibility to support and contribute to
the common good” (Reed and Selbee 2003:97). Respondents in a 1996–1997 survey
conducted in the Netherlands were asked if they believed that everybody should
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do volunteer work at times. Volunteers were more likely to agree with this statement than nonvolunteers (Dekker 2004).
The results of these studies and our own analysis of the GSS data are highly suggestive, but their design limits their usefulness for testing normative theory. First,
they are cross-sectional. It is not clear whether the reported obligations are the
cause or the effect of doing volunteer work. Second, they do not tell us where the
norms come from. Why do some people feel these obligations while others do not?
As far as the first problem is concerned the solution lies in the proper design of
the study using longitudinal data in which obligations can precede volunteerism
and prior levels of volunteerism can be controlled. As far as the second problem is
concerned, the answer lies in tracing norms back to their source. This means looking at the extent to which norms that might encourage volunteering are learned in
social institutions such as the family, the church, and the school (Oesterle, Johnson,
and Mortimer 2004:1129; Rossi 2001:116).
Analytical Plan
In this section we specify how we intend to analyze the relationship between
religion, obligations, and volunteering. We use data gathered from the same panel
of respondents in 1995 and 2005. The purpose of the analysis is to explain volunteering in 2005. Figure 1 outlines the theoretical model.
We assume that religiosity in the family of origin and education influence obligations, which in turn influence volunteering. The design is similar to that used
by Matsuba, Hart, and Atkins (2007:892) in their study of the way in which obligations mediate the influence of psychological factors (e.g., personality traits, empathy) and social structure (e.g., family, social class) on volunteering, although their
study is cross-sectional and ours is longitudinal.
The theoretical figure depicts in broad outlines the logic of the argument we use
in this study. In the actual analysis we specify this model as follows. At the lefthand side of the model are depicted two exogenous variables: the religiosity of the
home in which the respondent was raised and the respondent’s educational attainment. The model then posits three mediating variables: volunteering, obligations,
and religion. Volunteering is measured by a single item asking the respondent
whether he/she volunteered for four different types of organization cause or charity. Obligations in 1995 are measured with two scales. “Civic obligations” measures people’s feeling of responsibility to be involved in and make a contribution
to the civic life of their community. For example, people are asked how strongly
they feel obliged to perform duties such as sitting on a jury. “Altruistic obligations” measures more general feelings of responsibility for the welfare of others.
For example, people are asked how strongly they feel it is their duty to perform
acts of benefit to the community such as volunteering. Following Rossi (2001:292),
we treat these two types of obligation as being independent but related, each
with its own antecedents and consequences. Specifically, we expect to find that
the effect of education on volunteering is more strongly mediated by civic than
altruistic obligations because education is a better predictor of civic—a more secular set of activities—than altruistic obligations. Conversely, we expect to find that
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the effect of religion on volunteering is more strongly mediated by altruistic than
civic obligations because the church is more oriented to general altruistic concerns
than to more specific, secular civic activities. Simply put, people are more likely to
absorb in church or through their religion the lesson that it is their responsibility
to care for the welfare of others than that it is their responsibility to do jury duty.
As far as the measure of religiosity in 1995 is concerned, care must be taken
to distinguish its different components. It is also important to control for religious affiliation. Our reasoning is as follows. It has long been recognized that
“measuring religiosity with only one index is obviously misleading” (Wilson
1978:441). In addition to the more public and social aspects of being religious, such
as attending worship services, engaging in collective rituals, and participating in
activities organized by the congregation, there are more private aspects, such as
saying prayers at home and watching religious programs on television, or simply being “spiritual” and practicing spiritual enhancement techniques such as
meditation. In addition to these private practices, religiosity is also a personal and
social identity, playing an important role in determining who one socializes with,
how one educates one’s children, and so on. Also included in the more private
aspects of religion are the uses of religious ideas and practices to cope with the
stresses of everyday life and to inform decision-making. Finally, and independent
of both public and private aspects of religion, there is the “belief dimension”: the
values and beliefs taught by whatever religious tradition the individual commits
to (Wilson 1978:443). Although religious beliefs vary widely and are not always
professed in a coherent manner by individuals, sociologists typically try to capture
the belief dimension by a question on denominational affiliation on the assumption
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that denominations are distinguishable by their teachings on basic religious ideas
such as the meaning of salvation.
The multidimensional nature of religiosity poses a challenge to those who seek
to determine its relationship to obligations and volunteering because “public
religiosity and private religiosity can yield very different results, to say nothing
of considering different religious affiliations” (Regnerus 2003:405). Furthermore,
the different dimensions of religion might use different mechanisms to influence
volunteering. That is, the reason they influence volunteering might be different.
In their search for mechanisms, sociologists have focused mainly on the “public”
side of religion, whereas psychologists have focused on the more “private” side
of religion, on the way in which subjective aspects of religiosity such as values,
motivations, attitudes, and beliefs encourage volunteering (Einolf 2011). Each
discipline thus favors its own set of mediators to connect religion and volunteering. Sociologists emphasize the flow of information and influence through the
social ties that arise out of the social life of the church. It is quite conceivable that
obligations could be part of this information flow: norms taught by the church
are more likely to be respected by those who are in weekly contact with fellow
believers. But the mechanism is mainly structural: volunteering is the result of
people meeting people or being recruited because they participate in a group. In
the case of private religion there is very little structural connection to volunteerism: the subjective aspects of religion, such as identification, and the personal
practices of religion, such as meditation, imply no wide or variegated social connections. In this case, the connection between religion and volunteering is almost
entirely subjective, through psychological processes. Religion encourages volunteering because it changes the way people think about themselves and their relationship to others. In this case there is much more room for obligations to play
a role. It is quite conceivable that people who think of themselves as religious
and who believe that religion is important to them in their everyday life will
internalize a duty to help others if this is what their religion teaches them. For
example, being “spiritual” or having a “spiritual experiences” is often described
as a feeling of “oneness” with others. This is just as likely to create a feeling
of duty to help others as regularly attending church. Thus, Saroglou, Pichon,
Trompette, Verschueren, and Dernelle (2005) found that spirituality was more
closely related to prosocial behavior than more “public” aspects of religion, and
Einolf (2011) found that “daily spiritual experiences” were positively related to
volunteering even controlling for church attendance, their effect dissipating only
when equally private aspects of religiosity, such as meditation, “mindfulness,”
and prayer, were added to the equation. We do not wish to argue that either
private or public religion is a “better” or more robust predictor of volunteering
but instead that they operate in different ways, through different mechanisms.
Public religion works mainly through social connections; private religion works
mainly through changing the way people think about themselves and the world
around them. Of course, there is overlap between these two forms of religiosity
and few people will practice one in the absence of the other, but by testing for the
effects of one while controlling for the other, we hope to be able to detect differences in the way they operate.
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As far as religious beliefs are concerned, it is important to control for religious
denomination because previous research has shown that the various churches and
religious traditions in the United States vary in their teachings on, and institutional
support for, volunteer work. A major study of religious congregations in the United
States found that “mainline” Protestant congregations were the most likely to supply
volunteers for at least one secular service organization, followed by Catholics, conservative Protestants, and African American Protestants (Ammerman 2002:154). In
the National Congregations Study, Chaves (2004:53) found that congregations associated with evangelical denominations were less likely to sponsor social service programs than congregations associated with more liberal Protestant denominations or
Catholic parishes. Surveys of individuals show that, controlling for socioeconomic
status and frequency of church attendance, liberal Protestants are most likely to volunteer, followed by moderate Protestants and conservative Protestants. Jews are
no more likely to volunteer than unaffiliated Americans. Catholics are actually less
likely to volunteer than the unaffiliated (Musick and Wilson 2008:90). Other studies
confirm this overall pattern. Most noticeably, evangelical Protestants, although they
are very active in their own congregations, tend to volunteer at a lower rate than
other Protestants, regardless of whether the work is secular or religious and regardless of frequency of church attendance (Beyerlein and Hipp 2006; Driskell, Lyon, and
Embry 2008; Taniguchi and Thomas 2010; Wilson and Janoski 1995). Given these
denominational differences in volunteer activity we believe it is important to control
for this variable in our analysis.
Referring to Figure 1, the following assumptions are made when testing the
hypothesis that obligations mediate the effect of religion and education on volunteering: parental religion is positively related to both 1995 public and 1995 private
religion; public religion is positively related to 1995 and 2005 volunteering; private
but not public religion is positively related to obligations in 1995; the effect of private religion on 2005 volunteering is mediated by 1995 volunteering and obligations; public and private religion are positively related; and the effect of education
on 2005 volunteering is partially mediated by obligations and 1995 volunteering.
Although we have argued above that private religion is more likely than public religion to affect volunteering “through” obligations, this mechanism does not
exhaust all the possible ways in which private religion might influence volunteering, and we therefore allow, in the theoretical figure, for a direct effect of private
religion in 1995 on volunteering in 2005.
To estimate the models we use Mplus 6.1. This program employs a MLM estimator (i.e., maximum likelihood parameter estimates with standard errors and
a mean-adjusted chi-square test statistic) that accounts for non-normality of the
endogenous variables even when at least one of them is a binary or ordered categorical measure (Muthén and Muthén 2010; Satorra and Bentler 2001).
Data
For data we use the national random-digit-dialing sample from the National
Survey of Midlife in the United States (MIDUS) two-wave panel survey. Eligible
respondents were noninstitutionalized, English-speaking adults in the coterminous
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United States between the ages of 25 and 74. The baseline national RDD sample
was selected in 1995 from working telephone banks. Males between 65 and 74
were oversampled. The respondents participated in a computer-assisted telephone interview and also completed two self-administered questionnaire booklets
mailed to their households. The 1995 sample consists of 3,487 respondents. The
response rate estimates are 70 percent for the telephone interview, 86.8 percent for
the completion of the self-administered questionnaires, and 60.8 percent for the
combined response (i.e., .700 × .868).
A follow-up survey of the original MIDUS sample was conducted between
2004 and 2006. The longitudinal retention rate of the national RDD sample is 71
percent, adjusting for mortality of the respondents. Multivariate logit regression
of attrition revealed that those who failed to respond to the second wave were
more likely to be nonwhite males with low education and income level (attrition
in MIDUS is thoroughly analyzed in Radler and Ryff 2010). In light of the attrition
rate between waves, we employ multiply-imputed data throughout our analyses
(Arbuckle 1996; Graham 2009; Peugh and Enders 2004; Rubin 1976; Schafer 2003).
This procedure creates parameter estimates by averaging the set of analyses on
five multiply-imputed data sets, their standard errors being calculated on the basis
of the average of the standard errors over the set of analyses and the between-analysis parameter estimation variation (Muthén and Muthén 2010). Specifically, the
imputation procedure recovers missing values using the MICE (Multiple Imputation by Chained Equations) technique under the assumption of MAR (MissingAt-Random) (Royston 2005; Van Buuren, Boshuizen, and Knook 1999). In each
chained equation, we used a set of predictors known to be related to the measure
being imputed. The imputed data sets were also weighted to correct for unequal
stratified probabilities of household and within-household respondent selection
at the baseline. The sample weight post-stratified the sample to match the proportions of adults in the 1995 Current Population Survey with regard to age, gender,
race, education, marital status, MSA (i.e., metropolitan and nonmetropolitan), and
region (Northeast, Midwest, South, and West). The final sample count of the multiply-imputed data sets is 3,257, excluding 228 respondents who died between the
two waves and two who are not covered by the weight variable.
Measures
Endogenous Variables
1995 and 2005 Volunteering. This was a binary measure where 0 = not volunteered and 1 = volunteered for organizations related to health, education and
youth work, politics, and any other cause or charity.
MIDUS uses two measures of a norm of social responsibility: altruistic and
civic. The two measures are highly correlated, but factor analysis identifies them
as related but separate dimensions of responsibility (Rossi 2004:582).
1995 Altruistic Obligation. The scale of altruistic obligation is a measure of normative predisposition using four items probing how much obligation (on a scale
of 0 to 10) a respondent would feel in hypothetical situations: (1) paying more for
your health care so that everyone had access to health care; (2) volunteering time

Effect of Religion and Education on Volunteering 

483

and money to social issues you support; (3) collecting contributions for heart or
cancer research if asked to do so; and (4) voting for a law that would help others
worse than you but would increase your taxes. A factor analysis (not shown) indicated that the four indicators formed a single factor solution, and the scale reliability coefficient (α) of the four items was .80. We therefore constructed a single scale
(0 to 10) by summing the four items and dividing the sum by the number of items.
1995 Civic Obligation. A civic obligation scale is based on four items asking
how much obligation (on a scale of 0 to 10) a respondent would feel in a series of
hypothetical situations: (1) serving on a jury if called; (2) keeping fully informed
about national news and public issues; (3) testifying in court about an accident
you witnessed; and (4) voting in local and national elections. A factor analysis (not
shown) indicated that the four items formed a single factor and the scale reliability
coefficient (α) of the four items was .78. The items were summed and then divided
by four to make a single scale (0 to 10).
Private Religiosity. MIDUS contains three kinds of private religiosity measures
on the basis of which we created a single latent factor. A summated scale of six
items of religious identification (factor loading: 0.86) measures how salient the
religious role is to the person. Another summated scale of two items (factor loading: 0.85) gauges the respondent’s level of spirituality. Lastly, a summated scale
of two items probing religious coping (factor loading: 0.89) shows how often the
respondent uses religion as a source of comfort and guidance.
Public Religiosity. Two measures in MIDUS formed a single latent factor of
public religiosity: one a question on frequency of attendance at religious or spiritual services (factor loading: 0.73) and the other a question on frequency of attendance at meetings of religious groups (factor loading: 0.73). (A table presenting
the individual items in each measurement and the results of the factor analyses of
private and public religiosity is available upon request.)
Exogenous Variables
Parental Religion. Parental religion was measured using a single item: How
important was religion in your home when you were growing up? The response
categories were 0 = not at all important, 1 = not very important, 2 = somewhat
important, and 3 = very important.
Education. We used a variable indicating the highest educational grade achieved
by the respondent: (1) some grade school to some high school; (2) GED or high
school diploma; (3) some college (no bachelor’s degree); or (4) bachelor’s degree
or more advanced degree.
Control Variables
Several sociodemographic, socioeconomic, physical health status, and social
network measures need to be controlled because they may confound the hypothesized causal relation between obligations and volunteering. All control variables
are measured at baseline (1995).
Age. A continuous variable ranging between 20 and 74. [Eleven respondents (0.3
percent of the unimputed sample) gave their ages as less than 25, but we included
them in the data analysis. We compared the SEM results with and without these outof-range respondents and found that they do not change the SEM path analyses.]
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Female. Gender was measured with a dichotomous variable where 1 = female
and 0 = male.
White. This was measured with a dichotomous race variable where 1 = white
and 0 = other.
Married. Marital status was measured with a dichotomous variable where
1 = married and 0 = not married.
Income. Income was measured using a thirty-one category measure of personal
income in the past year.
Employed. Employment status was measured as 1 = worked full-time (35+
hours/week) and 0 = other (worked part-time [less than 35 hours/week]; no work
or worked less than six months in the past year; or full-time student).
Physical Health. A self-evaluation of physical health status was scored as
1 = poor, 2 = fair, 3 = good, 4 = very good, and 5 = excellent.
Religious Tradition. Using the coding scheme in Steensland et al. (2000), religious tradition is sorted into the following categories: Mainline Protestant, Evangelical Protestant, Catholic, Jewish, Other, and None.
Contact Frequency with Friends. Respondents were asked how often they had
any contact with friends, including visits, phone calls, letters, or electronic mails.
The response categories were 1 = never or hardly ever, 2 = less than once a month,
3 = about once a month, 4 = two or three times a month, 5 = about once a week,
6 = several times a week, 7 = about once a day, and 8 = several times a day.
RESULTS
Table 1 displays the means for the variables used in the analysis. The percentages
of MIDUS respondents who identified themselves as volunteers (39 percent in 1995
and 43 percent in 2005) are higher than the 28 percent reported in the annual Special
Supplement on Volunteering of the Current Population Survey (CPS) (U.S. Bureau
of Labor Statistics 2008). This might have something to do with the age limitations
of MIDUS. At baseline it was restricted to respondents aged between 25 and 74,
thus excluding the younger people included in the CPS (where the lower age limit
is sixteen) and the oldest old. Both groups report low volunteer rates. The higher
rates in MIDUS might also reflect greater nonresponse bias in MIDUS compared to
that found in the CPS. It is well known that the lower the response rate, the greater
the bias in favor of volunteers because they are more likely to agree to participate
in surveys. The result is inflated estimates of the volunteer rate for which weighting adjustments cannot entirely correct. However, “bivariate or multivariate inferences about the relationship of volunteering (and likely other prosocial activities) to
respondent characteristics are relatively immune to nonresponse bias” (Abraham,
Helms, and Presser 2009:1162), and therefore it is unlikely that estimates of the mediating effects of obligations will be affected by the inflation found in MIDUS.
On average, MIDUS respondents reported feeling somewhat more responsibility for civic than altruistic acts. This might be due to the fact that, as noted above,
the altruistic obligations can seem more onerous than the civic acts. The average
respondent said religion was “somewhat” important in their home when they
were growing up. Public and private religion had means close to 0 and standard
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TABLE 1
Variables in the Analyses (Multiply-Imputed Data Sets, Sample Weighted)
Measure
Final endogenous variables (2005)
Volunteering
Intermediate endogenous variables (1995)
Volunteering
Altruistic obligation
Civic obligation
Public religion (factor)
Private religion (factor)
Exogenous variables (1995)
Parental religion
Education
Controls (1995)
Demographic, socioeconomic, health
Age
Female
White
Married
Income
Employed
Physical health
Religious tradition
Evangelical Protestant (reference)
Mainline Protestant
Catholic
Jewish
Other
None
Social network
Contact frequency with friends

M

(SD)

Range

0.43

(0.50)

0–1

0.39
5.79
7.53
–0.03
–0.03

(0.49)
(2.18)
(2.00)
(0.72)
(1.00)

0–1
0–10
0–10
–2.70–2.20
–4.15–2.86

2.17
2.80

(0.87)
(0.96)

0–3
1–4

42.83
0.55
0.86
0.68
17.81
0.69
3.51

(12.48)
(0.50)
(0.34)
(0.47)
(9.79)
(0.46)
(0.97)

20–74
0–1
0–1
0–1
1–31
0–1
1–5

0.32
0.23
0.26
0.02
0.06
0.11

(0.47)
(0.42)
(0.44)
(0.15)
(0.24)
(0.31)

0–1
0–1
0–1
0–1
0–1
0–1

5.64

(1.72)

1–8

Note: N = 3,257.

deviations close to 1 as they were produced by factor analysis. As far as education
is concerned, the average MIDUS respondent did not have any college experience.
The mean age at baseline was 43, 55 percent of the respondents were women, 86
percent were white, just over two-thirds (68 percent) were married, and 69 percent
were working for pay. On average they rated their health as “good” to “very
good.” Nearly a third of MIDUS respondents belonged to denominations classified as Evangelical Protestant. About equal proportions of respondents belonged
to mainline Protestant denominations and Catholic churches. The average MIDUS
respondent had contact with friends once a week.
In pairwise correlations parental religion is positively correlated with both
altruistic and civic obligation and with both public and private religion. (A table
showing the correlations is available upon request.) It is more strongly correlated
with 1995 volunteering than 2005 volunteering. Education is positively correlated
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with both 1995 and 2005 volunteering, both types of obligation and both types of
religion. Both public and private religiosities are positively correlated with both
1995 and 2005 volunteering, as are both types of obligation. An Evangelical Protestant affiliation increases the chances of volunteering, as does being Mainline
Protestant, but Catholics are less likely to be volunteers. Jews feel more altruistic obligation, whereas “Other” affiliations and those with no affiliation feel less.
Mainline Protestants feel more civic obligation and nonaffiliates less.
The first stage of the analysis is to see if parental religion and education explain
variation in obligations. The estimated structural equation models are shown in
Table 2. For each obligation the first model shows the results without 1995 religion
and the second shows the results with 1995 religion included. Education is a significant source of both obligations, somewhat more so for civic, and its effect is not
altered by the inclusion of the 1995 religion variables. Although parental religion
has a significant effect on both types of obligation in Model 1, it becomes insignificant with the introduction of the two 1995 religion variables. The coefficients for
those variables show that the private dimension of religion is responsible for this.
In other words, the effect of parental religion on obligations is fully mediated or
absorbed by the respondent’s own private religiosity. The pattern is the same for
both types of obligation. The control variable coefficients shown in Model 2 indicate
that older people feel a stronger sense of obligation, particularly of the civic kind.
Women feel more obligated than men, particularly altruistically, and race makes a
difference only in the case of altruistic obligations. Frequency of contact with friends
has a positive influence on both kinds of obligation and married people feel more
civically obligated. Compared to Evangelicals, Jews are more likely to feel altruistic
obligations: this is the only affiliation effect in the obligations model.
The discussion now turns to the full mediation argument where 2005 volunteering is the outcome variable. Table 3 (Model 1) and Figure 2 show the SEM estimates for 2005 volunteering where altruistic obligation is the mediator variable.
Only the pathways with significant coefficients are shown in the figure and the
control variables are not displayed even though they were employed for the four
endogenous variables.
Altruistic obligation has a positive effect on volunteering ten years later (.07,
p < .01), controlling for baseline volunteering and several other confounders
known to determine adult volunteering, including education, religious affiliation,
and social networks. The link between altruistic obligation and volunteering is
also indicated by the strong cross-sectional correlation of the two measures in 1995
(.20, p < .001). Public religion in 1995 predicts 2005 volunteering, but private religion does not have a direct effect: its influence on 2005 volunteering is mediated
partly by altruistic obligations and partly by 1995 volunteering. Education has a
direct effect on 2005 volunteering, but it also has an indirect effect through altruistic obligation, despite the fact that it also has a positive effect on 1995 volunteering,
a quite impressive demonstration of the independent influence of social norms.
The first column in Table 3 reports the coefficients for the control variables, measured in 1995. Older people are less likely to volunteer, whereas women and those
who are married and who rate their health as good are more likely to volunteer.
There are no denominational differences in volunteering.
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TABLE 2
SEM of 1995 Altruistic and Civic Obligations Using Multiply-Imputed Data
1995 Altruistic
Obligation
Model 1
Main explanatory measures
Parental religion
Public religion (factor)
Private religion (factor)
Education
Controls
Demographic, socioeconomic, health
Age
Female
White
Married
Income
Employed
Physical health
Religious tradition
(ref.: Evangelical Protestant)
Mainline Protestant
Catholic
Jewish
Other
None
Social network
Contact frequency with friends
Model fit indices
Chi-square
CFI
TLI
RMSEA
R²
N

Model 2

1995 Civic
Obligation
Model 1

Model 2

.06*
—
—
.06**

.03
.00
.12***
.05**

.05*
—
—
.12***

.02
.01
.13***
.11***

.14***
.13***
–.11***
–.01
–.03
.01
.01

.13***
.11***
–.11***
–.01
–.02
.01
.00

.24***
.06**
–.01
.07**
.04
–.00
.04

.23***
.04
–.00
.06**
.04
–.00
.03

–.00
–.01
.04
–.03
–.02

.01
.01
.05*
–.03
.02

.01
–.00
–.00
–.04
–.03

.02
.01
.01
–.04
.00

.08***
0.00
1.00
1.00
0.00
.07
3,257

.08***
0.00
1.00
1.00
0.00
.08
3,257

.10***
0.00
1.00
1.00
0.00
.10
3,257

.09***
0.00
1.00
1.00
0.00
.11
3,257

Note: All estimates are standardized; CFI = Comparative Fit Index; TLI = Tucker-Lewis Index; RMSEA = Root Mean
Square Error of Approximation; MLM (Maximum Likelihood parameter estimates with standard errors and a Meanadjusted chi-square test statistic) estimator applied due to the nonnormality of outcome measures; the analyses employed five weighted multiply-imputed data sets.
*p < .05; ** < .01; ***p < .001 (two-tailed).

Table 3 (Model 2) shows the SEM estimates for 2005 volunteering where civic
obligation is the mediating variable. Figure 3 displays the results of the path analysis. Only pathways with significant coefficients are shown and the control variables
are not shown. Because of the similarities between the two analyses (e.g., the influence of public religion on volunteering), we will focus on the mediation hypothesis. Most importantly, civic obligations have a positive effect on 2005 volunteering,
net of the effect of prior volunteering and of the direct effect on volunteering of
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TABLE 3
SEM of 2005 Volunteering Using Multiply-Imputed Data
Endogenous Variable: 2005
Volunteering
Main explanatory measures
Altruistic obligation
Civic obligation
1995 volunteering
Parental religion
Public religion (factor)
Private religion (factor)
Education
Controls
Demographic, socioeconomic, health
Age
Female
White
Married
Income
Employed
Physical health
Religious tradition (ref.: Evangelical Protestant)
Mainline Protestant
Catholic
Jewish
Other
None
Social network
Contact frequency with friends
Correlations
Altruistic obligation with 1995 Volunteering
Civic obligation with 1995 Volunteering
Public religion with private religion
Model fit indices
Chi-square
CFI
TLI
RMSEA
R²
N

Model 1

Model 2

.07**
—
.12***
.03
.07*
.02
.19***

—
.10*
.12***
.03
.07*
.02
.18***

–.07**
.07**
.03
.09**
.04
.01
.04*

–.09***
.07**
.02
.08**
.03
.01
.04

.03
–.01
.02
.01
.01

.02
–.02
.02
.02
.01

.01

.00

.20***
—
.57***

—
.16***
.57***

0.00
1.00
1.00
0.00
.13
3,257

0.00
1.00
1.00
0.00
.13
3,257

Note: All estimates are standardized; CFI = Comparative Fit Index; TLI = Tucker-Lewis Index; RMSEA = Root Mean
Square Error of Approximation; MLM (Maximum Likelihood parameter estimates with standard errors and a meanadjusted chi-square test statistic) estimator applied due to the nonnormality of outcome measures; the analyses employed five weighted multiply-imputed data sets.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 (two-tailed).

education and public religion. The model shows the same pattern as that seen in
the analysis of altruistic obligations: the effect of parental religion is not direct but
funneled through private religion. Education has a direct effect on 2005 volunteering and an indirect effect funneled through civic obligation and 1995 volunteering.

489

Effect of Religion and Education on Volunteering 
.24***

Parental
religion

.57***

.07*

1995
Private
religion

.26***

.12***

.07**
.07*

1995
Altruistic
obligation

.06**

1995
Public
religion

.16***

2005
Volunteering

.12***
1995
Volunteering

.19***

.20***
.05**
.20***

Education
Note: N = 3,257. All estimates are standardized. Control variables were employed but not displayed in the figure for
simple presentation; see Tables 2 and 3 for the effects of control measures. Insignificant paths are not displayed either.
Model fits: CFI (Comparative Fit Index) = 1.00, TLI (Tucker-Lewis Index) = 1.00, RMSEA (Root Mean Square Error of
Approximation) = .00. R² (2005 Volunteering) = .13, R² (1995 Volunteering) = .12, R² (1995 Altruistic obligation) = .08,
R² (1995 Public religion) = .21, R² (1995 Private religion) = .24. MLM (Maximum Likelihood parameter estimates with
standard errors and a Mean-adjusted chi-square test statistic) estimator applied due to the nonnormality of endogenous measures. The analyses employed five weighted multiply-imputed data sets.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 (two-tailed).

FIGURE 2
SEM Path Analysis of Altruistic Obligation and Volunteering Using Multiply-Imputed Data

The second column in Table 3 shows the coefficients for the control variables in
the civic obligation model. They are virtually identical to those shown in the first
column, the only difference being that the physical health coefficient is no longer
significant.
A more precise estimate of the mediation effects of obligations is given by calculating the total, direct, and indirect effects of parental religion and education
on 2005 volunteering. The results of this analysis are shown in Tables 4-1 and 4-2.
As measured by the standardized total effects, both parental religion and
education contribute to volunteerism, although education has much stronger
influence (about .230) than parental religion (.057). As shown in Table 4-1, parental
religion affects volunteering in 2005 only indirectly. One pathway is through public religion. Religious parents increase the chances of their children volunteering
as adults because they socialize them into regular church attendance and participation in church activities, and this has a direct effect on volunteering later
in life. Public religion is also involved in another significant pathway. By raising
religious children, parents are in fact raising people likely to volunteer—as seen
in the correlation between 1995 religiosity of both types and 1995 volunteering.
Although we can never be sure that the relationship between 1995 and 2005 volunteering is not partly due to unmeasured variables that affect volunteering in
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Parental
religion

.24***
.57***
.26***

1995
Civic
obligation
.16***
.11***

.07*

1995
Private
religion
.13***

.06**

1995
Public
religion

.10*
.07*

.16***

2005
Volunteering

.12***
1995
Volunteering

.18***

.20***

Education
Note: N = 3,257. All estimates are standardized. Control variables were employed but not displayed in the figure for
simple presentation; see Tables 2 and 3 for the effects of control measures. Insignificant paths are not displayed either.
Model fits: CFI (Comparative Fit Index) = 1.00, TLI (Tucker-Lewis Index) = 1.00, RMSEA (Root Mean Square Error of
Approximation) = .00. R² (2005 Volunteering) = .13, R² (1995 Volunteering) = .12, R² (1995 Civic obligation) = .11, R²
(1995 Public religion) = .21, R² (1995 Private religion) = .24. MLM (Maximum Likelihood parameter estimates with
standard errors and a Mean-adjusted chi-square test statistic) estimator applied due to the nonnormality of endogenous measures. The analyses employed five weighted multiply-imputed data sets.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 (two-tailed).

FIGURE 3
SEM Path Analysis of Civic Obligation and Volunteering Using Multiply-Imputed Data

both years, the experience of volunteering in 1995 carries over into volunteering 10 years later. Finally, there is the pathway through obligations: religious
parents tend to raise more religious offspring and religious offspring are more
likely to feel obligated to help others. These felt obligations, in turn, motivate
volunteering in 2005. However, only the pathway through private religion is
significant because public religion is not associated with altruistic obligations in
the structural equation model.
The pattern of direct, indirect, and total effects for civic obligation shown in the
bottom half of Table 4-1 is virtually identical to that shown for altruistic obligations. Table 4-2 shows the direct, indirect, and total effects of education where the
mediator is altruistic obligations (top half) and civic obligations (bottom half).
As noted earlier, the total effect of education on volunteering is much stronger
than parental religion. There are notable differences from the parental religion
models. In both the top and bottom halves of the table significant direct effects
of education on volunteering are shown. Although previous experience is an
“asset” as far as volunteering is concerned, between two people with the same
level of experience, the more highly educated is the most likely to be volunteering in 2005. And as Table 4-2 shows, education has already made a contribution to 2005 volunteering by increasing the likelihood that a person would have
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TABLE 4-1
Standardized Total, Direct, and Indirect Effects of Parental Religion on 2005 Volunteering
Parental Religion to 2005 Volunteering

b

Parental religion to 2005 volunteering (mediator:1995 altruistic obligation)
PR to 2005 V (Total)

0.057**

PR→2005 V (Direct)

0.027

PR→1995 V→2005 V (Indirect)

–0.002

PR→1995 PubR→2005 V (Indirect)

0.016**

PR→1995 PrivR→2005 V (Indirect)

0.005

PR→1995 AO→2005 V (Indirect)

0.002

PR→1995 PubR→1995 V→2005 V (Indirect)

0.005***

PR→1995 PrivR→1995 V→2005 V (Indirect)

0.002**

PR→1995 PubR→1995 AO→2005 V (Indirect)

0.000

PR→1995 PrivR→1995 AO→2005 V (Indirect)

0.002**

Parental religion to 2005 volunteering (mediator:1995 civic obligation)
PR to 2005 V (Total)
PR→2005 V (Direct)
PR→1995 V→2005 V (Indirect)

0.057**
0.028
–0.002

PR→1995 PubR→2005 V (Indirect)

0.016**

PR→1995 PrivR→2005 V (Indirect)

0.004

PR→1995 CO→2005 V (Indirect)

0.001

PR→1995 PubR→1995 V→2005 V (Indirect)

0.005***

PR→1995 PrivR→1995 V→2005 V (Indirect)

0.002**

PR→1995 PubR→1995 CO→2005 V (Indirect)
PR→1995 PrivR→1995 CO→2005 V (Indirect)

0.000
0.003***

Note: PR = Parental Religion; V = Volunteering; PubR = Public Religion; PrivR = Private Religion; AO = Altruistic
Obligation; CO = Civic Obligation. The SEM software (Mplus) does not provide indirect effects estimates when using
multiply-imputed data; thus, β (standardized) coefficients were averaged across five multiply-imputed data; z scores
were also averaged across the five data sets to produce two-tailed p values for β estimates.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 (two-tailed).

prior experience as a volunteer both directly to 1995 volunteering and indirectly
to 1995 volunteering through religiosity of both kinds. Finally, Table 4-2 shows
quite clearly the mediating role that obligations play in connecting education to
volunteering. The second row of each half of the table shows that most of the
total effect of education on volunteering is attributable to its direct, unmediated
influence, followed by its effect “through” 1995 volunteering. Within the confines of these models then, education’s effect on volunteering has rather little to
do with either religion or obligations. But there are additional, indirect effects.
First, educated people tend to feel a greater sense of both altruistic and civic
obligation, and this is turn leads to both 1995 and 2005 volunteering. Second,
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TABLE 4-2
Standardized Total, Direct, and Indirect Effects of Education on 2005 Volunteering.
Education to 2005 Volunteering

b

Education to 2005 volunteering (mediator:1995 altruistic obligation)
E to 2005 V (Total)

0.230***

E→2005 V (Direct)

0.192***

E→1995 V→2005 V (Indirect)

0.023***

E→1995 PubR→2005 V (Indirect)

0.006*

E→1995 PrivR→2005 V (Indirect)

0.001

E→1995 AO→2005 V (Indirect)

0.004*

E→1995 PubR→1995 V→2005 V (Indirect)

0.002***

E→1995 PrivR→1995 V→2005 V (Indirect)

0.001*

E→1995 PubR→1995 AO→2005 V (Indirect)

0.000

E→1995 PrivR→1995 AO→2005 V (Indirect)

0.001*

Education to 2005 volunteering (mediator:1995 civic obligation)
E to 2005 V (Total)

0.229***

E→2005 V (Direct)

0.184***

E→1995 V→2005 V (Indirect)

0.023***

E→1995 PubR→2005 V (Indirect)

0.006*

E→1995 PrivR→2005 V (Indirect)

0.001

E→1995 CO→2005 V (Indirect)

0.011***

E→1995 PubR→1995 V→2005 V (Indirect)

0.002***

E→1995 PrivR→1995 V→2005 V (Indirect)

0.001*

E→1995 PubR→1995 CO→2005 V (Indirect)
E→1995 PrivR→1995 CO→2005 V (Indirect)

0.000
0.001**

Note: E = Education; V = Volunteering; PubR = Public Religion; PrivR = Private Religion; AO = Altruistic Obligation;
CO = Civic Obligation. The SEM software (Mplus) does not provide indirect effects estimates when using multiplyimputed data; thus, β (standardized) coefficients were averaged across five multiply-imputed data; z scores were also
averaged across the five data sets to produce two-tailed p values for β estimates.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 (two-tailed).

educated people are more religious. We have already seen that public religion
encourages volunteering directly and some of the effect of education is thus carried through its effect on public religion. Third, the positive influence of education on private religion leads in turn to higher scores on each obligation measure,
which in turn leads to volunteering. However, there is no pathway from education through public religion and obligations to volunteering because, as shown
in Table 2, public religion has no effect on obligations.
In summary, obligations do influence volunteering. Controlling for prior volunteering experience (i.e., controlling for selection effects) the structural coefficient
for altruistic obligations is 0.07 (p < .01) and for civic obligations it is 0.10 (p < .05).
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According to chi-square tests of equality constraint, it is likely that civic obligation
has a greater effect on 2005 volunteering than altruistic obligation (see the Appendix). Despite the fact that the altruistic obligation scale includes a question on volunteer work, it does not predict volunteering as well as the civic obligation scale. The
altruistic measure is designed to be broader in scope, more humanitarian, and this
type of obligation can be met by a wide variety of forms of altruism, such as helping
a neighbor or donating money to a cause. Second, obligations mediate and therefore
help explain why and how religion and education influence volunteering. The contribution is not large but should not be ignored. In the models we estimated, altruistic and civic obligations comprise 14 percent (7 percent for each type of obligation) of
the total effect originating in parental religion. Out of the total effect of education on
volunteering, the indirect effects attributable to civic obligation is 5.2 percent compared to 2.2 percent for altruistic obligation. Earlier, we indicated that we expected
to find the effect of education on volunteering to be more strongly mediated by civic
than altruistic obligations because education is a better predictor of civic—a more
secular set of activities—than altruistic obligations. This appears to be true. But we
also said we expected that altruistic obligations would be a more important mediator for parental religion than civic obligations, but this was not true.
DISCUSSION
In his book on civic engagement, Campbell (2006:191) observed that “a sense of
civic obligation has been largely ignored as a subject of serious research.” The
same statement could be made about its neglect in the study of volunteerism. Contrary to the claim of those sociologists who argue that norms are usually expressed
at such a general level that they are either too imprecise to provide guidance or
easily avoided because they do not apply to specific situations and contrary to
those who argue that normative theories are little more than truisms adding little
to our understanding of the causes of human behavior, we have shown that norms
do make a difference.
In this study we investigate the possibility that two of the most powerful
socialization institutions in society—religion and education—affect volunteering
through the teaching of obligations. Drawing on a developmental perspective, we
looked for ways in which early religious experiences would have influenced adult
volunteering using a measure of the importance attached to religion by one’s parents when one was growing up. We also placed education in a developmental
framework, casting it as an early influence on later religiosity and obligations.
We found that recalled parental religion had no direct effect on what MIDUS
respondents (whose mean age was 43 in 1995) were doing in the way of volunteer
work. Nor did it have any direct effect on volunteering 10 years later. And children
reared in religious homes felt no more obliged to help others or serve their community than the children of parents for whom religion was not important. This did
not mean, however, that early family religiosity was inconsequential. The reason is
that ongoing religiosity of the respondent in 1995 had “absorbed” all the effect of
parental religion. (Recall that parental religion does have a positive effect on obligations until 1995 religiosity is entered into the model.) And it was this pathway
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that links the family of origin to the adults in the survey. It is because they are
now religious that they feel more obliged to help, and they are more religious now
because their parents were religious when they were growing up.
In an original contribution to this field, we separated religion into two components in order to examine how norms might explain why it is so influential. We
found that public religion mediates the effect of parental religion on volunteering
without, however, using social norms to do so. Obligations do not explain why
public religion encourages volunteer work. This provides support to the structural
theory that religiosity can lead to volunteering by fostering social contacts and social
ties. But this does not exhaust the influence of religion on volunteering because private religiosity has a positive effect on obligations. Indeed, private religiosity had
only a mediated effect on 2005 volunteering. This study therefore underlines the
importance of taking the several dimensions of religion into account.
Education had a positive direct effect on both types of obligation, although more
so for civic than altruistic. The analysis therefore helps solve the puzzle that has confronted social scientists as to why education has such a robust effect on volunteerism.
The fact that education has a stronger effect on civic than altruistic obligation might
have something to do with the more secular and more “public” acts listed in the civic
obligation scale. Education not only raises awareness of civic affairs but also increases
the likelihood that helping deal with social problems requires being active in the public sphere—for instance, feeling a responsibility to deal with homelessness as well
as the homeless person. Schooling educates us to ask not only “How am I doing?”
but also “How are we doing?” (Galston 2007:110). This difference between the two
obligations should not be exaggerated. The altruism scale includes a reference to supporting laws, but the emphasis is on the sacrifice involved if the law was passed and
not the policy implications of passing new laws. Although there is justified skepticism about the efficacy of “civics education” and “service learning” in educational
institutions, there is also convincing evidence that schools can teach civic obligations
if the curriculum includes “exposure to the wider political and social context of class
material and opportunities to engage in political action” (Riedel 2002:518).
The analysis also shows that education has a strong direct effect on volunteering, which raises the question of what other mechanisms could explain its positive
effect. Some of these are discussed in Musick and Wilson (2008:126). They include
subjective dispositions such as self-efficacy, wider social networks, and “ability
signaling,” as when organizations looking for volunteers use educational credentials as an indicator of readiness to volunteer. An anonymous reviewer has pointed
out that the higher incomes of the more educated might also help explain their volunteerism, as well as the likelihood that they have jobs with more flexible hours. A
recent study shows that full-time workers who are paid on an hourly basis—more
typical of lower status jobs held by the poorly educated—volunteer less than those
who are paid on a monthly basis—more typical of the managerial and professional
workers who have college degrees (DeVoe and Pepper 2007:783).
Although obligations do influence volunteering, their effect is quite modest
and this in turn limits the mediating role of obligations. There are many ways
to account for this. It might be the case that community institutions such as the
church and the school have lost some of their power to influence how much we
feel responsible for the welfare of others: “It has become a matter of individual
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parental discretion whether or to what extent a child receives some socialization with respect to responsibility” (Markus, Ryff, Conner, Pudberry, and Barnett
2001:351). Second, the meaning of social responsibility might be moving away
from community service. For many Americans today, being socially responsible
consists of taking care of themselves, their jobs, and their own families (Markus
et al. 2001:361). Young people are being taught to be responsible but not in a
way to encourage collective action. Third, a new attitude toward volunteering
has emerged in which its dutiful aspects are downplayed and its “fun” aspects
emphasized. More and more people are engaging in what volunteer practitioners call “episodic volunteering” that “does not require great social or personal
sacrifice” (Eikenberry 2009:54).
On the other hand, it is possible that the effect of obligations is being underestimated in this study. First, although respondents are asked to imagine being placed
in situations where certain obligations are present, they are not actually in those
situations. To influence behavior, people must come to believe that norms enjoining social responsibilities apply to them personally. Second, “ecological and contextual factors may constrain the definition and enactment of socially responsible
behaviors” (Rossi 2001:180). This is brilliantly demonstrated in Eckstein’s (2001)
study of a Boston neighborhood where norms of reciprocity and social responsibility mobilize volunteer work for a wide variety of social causes and social events.
But Eckstein is careful to point out that norms will be efficacious only under certain conditions: communities must be stable, relatively homogeneous, have a
shared culture of giving, and so on. Under these conditions norms can be taught
and learned and can be enforced by social disapproval of rule breakers. A nationally random sample of the population obscures these ecological distinctions.
Limitations
In the introduction to this article, we listed a variety of possible mechanisms
linking religion and education to volunteering. We do not claim that norms are
the only, or even the most important, mediator. Indeed, some of the direct effects
shown in our models, such as that between education and 2005 volunteering or
1995 religiosity and 2005 volunteering, could easily conceal additional mechanisms, as we noted earlier. Second, the education variable is a crude measure of
educational socialization. It remains to be seen whether obligations would play a
more prominent role if data were available on the quality or content of education
as well as its duration (Nie and Hillygus 2001).What is the effect of civics education, types of school, service learning, and particular majors or concentrations on
altruistic or civic obligations? Third, MIDUS does not provide a measure of the
respondent’s religiosity prior to 1995 except the importance attached to religion
in the respondent’s childhood home. Although there is quite a strong correlation
between the religiosity of the home and the respondent’s religiosity in 1995, some
people who were religious in 1995 did not have a religious upbringing and some
people who had a religious upbringing were not religious in 1995. A measure of
the respondent’s own religiosity earlier in life would have been preferable..
In this study, we did not discriminate between different types of volunteering,
although it is quite plausible that they would relate to obligations in different
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ways. We did not pursue this line of investigation for the following reasons. First,
the list of types of organizations provided in the MIDUS survey is short and somewhat arbitrary. With only three identified types and an amorphous “Other” category, the typology is simply inadequate for the purpose. Second, the distribution
in some of the types identified by MIDUS is highly skewed: only 7 percent (1995)
and 9 percent (2005) of the respondents had volunteered for a health-related organization, and only 5 percent (1995) and 6 percent (2005) had volunteered for a
political organization. Third—and most important given our focus on the influence of religion on volunteering—the typology does not distinguish volunteering
in connection with a religious organization, which is by far the most common type
of volunteer work in the United States. [We did, however, experiment with a measure of the range of volunteering (i.e., a count of the number of volunteer activities
reported by the respondent), but the results were no different.]
CONCLUSION
This study shows that norms do make a difference to helping behavior, despite
the skepticism that has greeted this claim in the past. The effect of obligations on
volunteering is as strong as the effect of public religion (refer to Figures 2 and 3),
a factor widely considered to be one of the most robust predictors of volunteer
behavior. Of course, norms are not the only determinant of volunteerism, which
range from personality traits to economic and social interests. But future research
should devote more attention to possible variations in who is most likely to be
motivated by norms to do volunteer work. Which groups in the population are
most likely to conform to the norm? Future research should also investigate how
norms and other predictors of volunteer work interact with each other. For example, it is quite possible that a sense of obligation to help others affects how we
calculate the value of our free time: those of us who feel strongly that working on
behalf of others is important are more likely to “find time” to do volunteer work.
APPENDIX
Chi-Square Tests of Equality Constraint on Altruistic and Civic Obligations of Their Effects
on 2005 Volunteering Using Multiply-Imputed Data
Altruistic
Civic Obligation
Imputed Data Obligation (AO)
(CO)
Data 1
Data 2
Data 3
Data 4
Data 5

.04*
.08***
.06**
.03
.01

.09***
.05*
.04
.10***
.13***

Chi-Square Test
of Equality
(df = 1)

p

Outcome

4.087
0.534
0.380
6.688
16.796

0.043*
0.465
0.537
0.009**
0.000***

AO < CO
AO = CO
AO = CO
AO < CO
AO < CO

Note: β (standardized) coefficients are reported. The SEM software (Mplus) does not allow a test of equality constraint
on multiply-imputed data sets concurrently. Thus, the test was applied to each of the five imputed data sets. For the
tests, the MLMV (maximum likelihood parameter estimates with standard errors and a mean- and variance-adjusted
chi-square test statistic) estimator was employed.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 (two-tailed).
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