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Participation in community volunteerism exists along a spectrum 
of service. This continuum leads to short and long-term effects on 
the individual. The reciprocal exchange experienced by participants 
can be defined by the term ‘philantherapy’: a consequence derived 
from meaningful community action. While a positive correlation 
between such benefits and volunteer habits has limited reporting in 
quantitative measures, the widespread qualitative data consulted in 
this literature review supports philantherapy and the assertion that 
volunteering benefits the volunteer. Philantherapy emphasises the 
reciprocal exchange that has a treatment affect on participant and 
community. It is crucial for the effective management of volunteer 
programmes that support the practice of volunteerism to take into 
account how individuals can be supported, as their experience 
is enhanced through participation in service endeavours. Mental, 
emotional, spiritual and physical health outcomes can be derived 
from volunteerism. 
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Associations, particularly those focused on community service and civic engagement, 
are as old as the American nation and are well documented throughout American 
history (Putnam, 2000; de Tocqueville, 1835). Historically, according to de Tocqueville: 

… it gives them [Americans] great pleasure to point out how an enlightened self love 
continually leads them to help one another and dispose them freely to give part of 
their time and wealth for the good of the state (p. 526).

Currently, as Putnam indicates (2000):

... the more integrated we are in our community, the less likely we are to experience 
colds, heart attacks, strokes, cancer, depression, and premature death of all sorts. 
Such protective effects have been confirmed for close family ties, for friendship 
networks, for participation in social events, and even for simple affiliation with 
religious and civic associations (p. 326).



Voluntary Action: The Journal of the Institute for Volunteering Research   Volume: 9  Number: 1 Philatherapy: a benefit for personnel and organisations managing volunteers  
(volunteer therapy)
© Institute for Volunteering Research 2008 47

While some have ventured to name these protective effects when chronicling the 
history of the civic service movement in society at large, and others have assessed 
the motivation to serve, evidence from the literature indicates to the present authors 
that it is time to call this new paradigm by a new term: ‘philantherapy’ – where doing 
good work can have therapeutic benefits, including personal, health, psychological, 
emotional and mental health outcomes, for the volunteer and unique benefits for the 
non-profit agency or organisation supporting the practice of volunteerism.

The realisation that this topic is relevant to the research, policy and management 
literature on volunteering is significant, particularly when we wish to understand 
the motivations for service by individuals, how best to manage their interests and, 
more importantly, where the opportunities are to make the most meaningful impact 
in supporting their experience. This article will not only outline the historical roots of 
volunteer motivation and capture the essence of how individuals are affected on many 
levels, in terms of the benefits they derive from their service, but will also illustrate 
some significant ways in which organisations can improve the recruitment, support 
and management of volunteers who are affected by their service contributions. In 
the end, having a conceptual understanding of these benefits, particularly when 
coupled with a working definition of the term ‘philantherapy’, may benefit not only 
management, research and policy staff in volunteer and non-profit organisations, but in 
more immediate terms it will mean that volunteers will be served by well-informed staff 
better able to assign them appropriate service roles. While the term in question derives 
from words like ‘therapy’ and conjures up therapeutic images, it is used in this article 
to illustrate how service personnel will derive tangible personal outcomes from their 
contributions. After an extensive literature review, no similar term was identified and no 
previous discussion within the volunteer management profession has put forward this 
phrase.

Evidence of this trend today (Putnam, 2000) builds upon earlier commentary on 
American society by de Tocqueville back in 1835 but can also be generalised to any 
audience supportive of community engagement. According to de Tocqueville, in his 
day, like today: 

Americans make associations to give entertainments, to found seminaries, to build 
inns, to construct churches, to diffuse books, to send missionaries to the antipodes; 
in this manner they found hospitals, prisons, and schools (Bk. II, Ch. 5, p. 1).

To understand fully the importance of this topic and how philantherapy broadly 
benefits the volunteer and the organisation, it was thought essential to conduct a 
comprehensive literature review. Service matters, and the evidence indicates that 
people are giving, getting involved and ‘doing good’ in higher proportion today 
than ever before. Assessment of the available research data through this review of 
literature from the field has provided some context for why service matters and how 
the powerful personal impact volunteering has on people and organisations can be 
maximised. 
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Contemporary context
In our era of pop psychology and self-help, few things can make such a profound 
difference to the individual as a spirit of engaged service and volunteerism. Given the 
demand for service today – whether we think back to the wave of volunteerism that 
swept the United States after the September 11 terrorist attacks, or through hard-
fought political campaigns, challenging weather and diverse natural disasters -– society 
continues to support active civic engagement. In view of the continual challenge to 
manage effectively this growing volunteer population, the recognition of these supportive 
factors becomes even more important in our contemporary society. Evidence about 
positive personal and organisational benefits from service does exist in the research. 

From all that we can assess, sustained volunteer activity continues to grow. For 
instance, recent data from the US Bureau of Labor Statistics (2006) indicates that 
currently more than sixty-one million volunteers each give an average of fifty hours 
per year. [Although this is a slight decrease on recent surveys, the data continues to 
show that this remains steady.] Volunteer time is estimated to be worth more than 
$116 billion annually – clearly, a significant investment for those in the volunteer 
management field to study and act upon. Although volunteering initiatives are nothing 
new -– data from Tocqueville’s time (1835) through to today indicates a long-standing 
pattern of volunteer progress -– more can be done to understand why these volunteer 
management trends matter more today than ever before.

Furthermore, evidence from the field shows that the community’s needs remain high: 
there are more cases of children without healthcare; people are living longer, lonelier 
lives; and poverty continues to ravage urban and rural society. As a result, the need to 
understand the philantherapeutic benefits that volunteers, and their organisations, can 
derive from service is greater today than ever before.

To understand fully the current climate of caring, we need to analyse the motivations 
people bring to service and civic engagement. This will give us a better understanding 
of the benefits individuals earn from their involvement.

Antecedents of service: the importance of volunteer motivation
Several models of volunteer motivation are typically cited when assessing the service 
culture we witness in society today. Studies show that motivation for volunteering can 
be divided into three broad categories:

1. Altruism, where the goal is to improve the welfare of the people helped.
2. Egoism, where the goal is to improve the welfare of the helper.
3. Social exchange and obligation to society. 

Theorists and researchers looking at altruism, voluntary action and prosocial behaviour 
offer various reasons for individual involvement in voluntary activities. 

According to Wilson (2000), ‘volunteering is any activity in which time is given freely 
to benefit another person, group, or cause’ (p. 215). According to Benson et al (1980), 
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the best example of non-spontaneous helping is volunteer work, which is motivated by 
the helper’s concern for the recipient. Frequently this type of motivation is discussed in 
terms of altruism (Battson, 1987). Other cite altruism as a primary motivation, including 
Bussell and Forbes, 2001; Clary and Snyder, 1999; Hwang, Grabb and Curtis, 2005; 
Martinez and McMullin, 2004; Musik, Wilson and Bynum, 2000; Peterson, 2004; Safrit 
and Lopez, 2001; Strigas and Jackson, 2003; and Van de Vliert, Huang and Levine, 
2004.

Other investigations find evidence for other motives, many of which may be labelled 
egoistic (Fitch, 1987; Frisch and Gerrard, 1981; Gidron, 1978; Jenner, 1982; Omoto and 
Snyder, 1990; Wiehe and Isenhour, 1977), whereby service makes the volunteer feel 
fulfilled and satisfied. More recently, authors such as Bussell and Forbes, 2001; Clary 
and Snyder, 1999; Handy and Srinivasan, 2004; Peterson, 2004; Simon, Sturmer and 
Steffens, 2000; Strigas and Jackson, 2003; and Van de Vliert, Huang and Levine, 2004, 
have also cited egoism as a central motivation for active volunteers.

The final category, social exchange, is typically described as the desire to repay a 
debt to society (Allen, 1982; Battson and Cook, 1981; Carter, 1975; Phillips, 1982; 
White, 1981). Numerous studies over the past decade have cited factors around social 
exchange as a motivation for service, including Bussell and Forbes, 2001; Goss, 1999; 
Peterson, 2004; Safrit and Lopez, 2001; Simon, Sturmer and Steffens, 2000; Strigas and 
Jackson, 2003; and Wilson, 2000.

Van de Vliert, Huang and Levine (2004) suggest that the volunteer may have both 
egoistic and altruistic motivations for helping. Savishinsky (1992) describes the ‘perfect 
symmetry of altruism’ (p. 1325) that allows one to offer one’s time in exchange for other 
people’s gratitude. 

The research community has focused on various aspects of motivation that cause 
people to volunteer. This action research is important, since without motivation there 
would be limited volunteer activity, and our society would be unable to support people 
who have significant requirements for service. Karafantis and Levy (2004) suggested 
that each volunteer has unique motivation and expectations of his or her experience. 
Peterson (2004) and Henderson (1981) found that the primary motivation for adult 
volunteers was affiliation or the desire to express their attitudes and values. 

According to Bussell and Forbes, 2001; Murningham, Kim and Metzger, 1993; Musick 
and Wilson, 1997; and Musick, Wilson and Bynum, 2000, motivations to serve can also 
be affected by a variety of factors including race, gender, parental influence, external 
sociological factors and educational background. Some individuals require a reward 
to be motivated to volunteer. [Puffer and Meindl (1992) noted the congruent match in 
the type and strength of motive and incentive associated with the positive affect about 
being a volunteer.] Positive affect occurs when individuals receive the outcome they 
value (Goss, 1999; Puffer and Meindl, 1992). 

Holland’s (1985) theory of volunteerism postulates that people will search for 
environments that allow them to use their skills and abilities to express their attitudes 
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and values. While motivation is important, it is also crucial to look beyond these 
factors to the larger context of why people choose to be involved and whether 
there are benefits from their participation for today’s society and for the volunteers 
themselves.

The benefits of volunteering for individuals
The research we consulted during this literature review indicated that volunteering has 
lasting benefits (Astin, Sax and Avalos, 1999) for the participant. These can include 
benefits to physical health as well as to psychological, emotional or mental health.

Throughout the past four decades researchers have described the benefits of 
volunteerism as including individual benefits along with the intangible social rewards 
of group membership (Clark and Wilson, 1961; Halpern 2005). According to Krause, 
Herzog and Baker (1992), ‘there is a small but growing research base which suggests 
that helping other people may be beneficial to the helper’ (p. 309). 

Halpern (2005) cites the work of several authors who had identified various measures 
of social connection that have significant effects, ‘like going to church, or being a 
member of some voluntary association’ (Argyle, 1987). Uggen and Janikula (1999) and 
Peterson (2004) support the view that volunteer work has beneficial effects on the 
volunteer, such as increased self-acceptance and civic identity. Piliavin and Charng 
(1990) suggested that humans may be genetically disposed to engage in impulsive acts 
of helping. 

Musick, Wilson and Bynum (2000) and Tomeh (1981) argue that the opportunity to 
volunteer allows individuals to transcend their immediate life situation and serves to 
integrate them with the broader community and society. Wilson (2000) suggested that 
volunteers combat antisocial behaviour by helping people become more connected 
to the community. Volunteerism is considered to be integrative for both society and 
individuals and to provide direct ways for individuals to initiate change. 

Wheeler, Gorey and Greenblatt (1998) suggest that volunteers enjoy a better quality 
of life than non-volunteers. Atchley (1989) emphasised the importance of the active 
reconstruction and adaptation of previous roles in maintaining both independence and 
interdependence. 

Liang, Krause and Bennett (2001) noted that giving and receiving have both positive 
and negative consequences for well-being. Their findings provide some support for the 
benefits of senior volunteerism. 

Personal health benefits of volunteerism 
As regards the benefits to personal health, Brown, Nesse, Vinokur and Smith (2003) 
showed that, while respondents did give help, they themselves benefited more overall, 
experiencing faster recovery from health problems for example. They also found a 
correlation between health benefits and senior volunteering. Luks and Payne (1991) 
suggested that people who volunteer also feel better. They coined the phrase ‘healthy 
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helping syndrome’ to describe this ‘feel-good sensation’, this warmth, energy and 
euphoria, both physical and emotional, which they attribute to a rush of endorphins 
(Luks and Payne, 1991). 

Other recent studies confirm this view of the relationship between health and 
volunteerism. Goss (1999) concluded that senior citizens had improved health from 
working in the community. Schwartz, Meisenhelder, Ma and Reed (2003) found that 
people who both gave and received help improved their overall mental and physical 
health more than those who only receive help. Putnam (2000) goes so far as to suggest 
that ‘studies have linked lower death rates with membership in voluntary groups’ 
(p. 329). Furthermore, Putnam (2000) reports that older people ‘involved with clubs, 
volunteer work, and local politics consider themselves to be in better general health 
than do uninvolved people’ (p. 331). 

Research tends to support this image of the healthy and involved older volunteer 
(Gallagher, 1994), which can represent value added for the volunteer. Jirovec and 
Hyduk (1998) noted that the physical health or well-being of adult volunteers was 
related to the type of volunteer activity as well as the number of hours donated to it. 

Psychological, emotional and mental health benefits of volunteerism 
Volunteering has also been shown to have lasting psychological, emotional or mental 
health benefits, reducing stress and creating a calmer, more relaxed and more 
meditative state. According to Halpern (2005), social integration – where people have 
a good range and frequency of social contacts – is a ‘main effect’. In other words, 
regardless of how much stress an individual is experiencing, those with a higher 
incidence of social contact tend to report better mental health (Cohen and Willis, 
1985; Williams, Ware and Donald, 1981). Further, Graff (1991) found that volunteering 
can reduce stress, boost the immune and nervous systems and reduce heart rate and 
blood pressure. 

Wheeler, Gorey and Greenblatt (1998) found that older volunteers enjoy a better quality 
of life than non-volunteers. Volunteerism has also been shown to help people to grieve, 
to make them feel better about themselves and to give them physical and mental 
strength. Volunteers have a changed perspective as well as less loneliness, sadness 
and depression. Goss (1999) noted that volunteers, particularly older volunteers, 
experienced better health and less social isolation. Likewise, Halpern (2005) reported 
that voluntary work has a positive impact on mental health and well-being (Warr, 1987). 
Additionally, states Jahoda (1972), service or volunteer work brings a social network 
and a sense of identity and meaning.

Mental health and stress was also positively affected by volunteerism. Van Willigen 
(2000) suggested that older volunteers experience greater psychological benefits 
and higher levels of life satisfaction. In 1991, Luks and Payne revealed that eustress, 
or positive stress, reinforced this rush, causing bonding, a ‘feel good’ adaptation. A 
nationwide survey of 3,617 older people reported that giving informal assistance to 
others was associated with enhanced feelings of personal control and lower levels of 
depression (Krause, Herzog and Baker, 1992). Another study of 1,700 women reported 
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that volunteers who helped others experienced greater calmness, enhanced self-worth, 
less depression and more pleasurable physical sensation (Luks, 1988). 

Thoits and Hewitt (2001) suggested the reciprocal effects between volunteerism and 
well-being. Volunteering improves people’s happiness, life satisfaction, self-esteem, 
and sense of mastery, and provides physical and mental health benefits. Rietschlin 
(1998) noted that membership of a voluntary group reduces depressive symptoms for 
men and women. 

In healthier older people, volunteering brings mental health benefits, such as a 
reduction in depression. Halpern (2005) remarks: ‘Several longitudinal studies have 
shown that social networks and social participation appear to act as a protective factor 
against dementia or cognitive decline over age 65 (Bassuk, Glass and Berkman, 1999; 
Fabriogoule, Letennerur, Dartiques, Zarrouk, Commenges and Barberger-Gateau, 1995; 
Frattiglioni, Wang, Ericsson, Maytan and Winblad, 2000)’.

Musick and Wilson (2003) showed that depression levels were reduced, and physical 
health improved. Morrow-Howell, Hinterlong, Rozario and Tang (2003) said that 
volunteers had higher perceived levels of well-being. Schwartz and Sendor (1999) 
found a pronounced improvement in confidence, self-awareness, self-esteem and role 
functioning. Participants reported dramatic changes in their lives in terms of how they 
thought of themselves and how they related to others. 

Although these various benefits, including improvements in physical, psychological, 
emotional and mental health, are associated with volunteering throughout the 
literature, the question remains: what is the impact on the volunteers and on their 
managers?

The therapeutic implications of volunteerism: philantherapy defined
Volunteering can consist of direct service or indirect organising. This article has 
shown that participation in community-orientated service brings many short and 
long-term benefits to individuals. Because of this reciprocal exchange experienced 
by participants, we have chosen to define the term philantherapy as ‘a powerful 
consequence derived from meaningful voluntary action that benefits individuals’.

This new way of examining volunteering puts particular emphasis on the reciprocal 
exchange among volunteers. Instead of seeing volunteering in a single dimension, 
this definition of philantherapy looks at volunteers in a more comprehensive manner. 
Through efforts to rehabilitate neighbourhood and nation, an exchange occurs in which 
voluntary social action promotes a sense of well-being for the participant; this we have 
called philantherapy. 

In understanding the use of the term philantherapy, it is crucial for managers of 
volunteers, community practitioners and the community at large to understand 
and share in the positive benefits of such service, which has implications for every 
stakeholder –including the volunteer. As is clearly evident from the literature, these 
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gains include personal, health, psychological and mental health outcomes which can 
be derived from volunteerism (Halpern, 2005; Van Willigen, 2000; Wilson, 2000). 

While the term ‘philanthropy’ focuses solely on the charity, compassion and generosity 
of people, the term philantherapy as used in this article emphasises the reciprocal, 
positive exchange that may have health-promoting, psychological, emotional and 
mental health effects on the volunteer. 

This article has reviewed extensive literature from the volunteer research and 
management fields, as well as insights from practitioners related to volunteer and non-
profit management. We have uncovered support that this paradigm of philantherapy 
has direct benefits (Astin, Sax and Avalos, 1999; Halpern, 2005) to individuals and 
organisations in the non-profit sector. 

While a limited amount of quantitative data can be used to explain the correlation 
between personal health, psychological, emotional and mental health benefits and 
volunteer habits, this article has collected a vast amount of qualitative data to support 
the argument that volunteering benefits the volunteer. In fact: 

large numbers of cross sectional studies have reported this strong association 
between the size and quality of people’s social network and their health, with people 
who are less socially isolated and more involved in social and civic activities tending 
to have better health (Halpern, 2005:75). 

Additionally, these implications will likely affect voluntary service organisations in 
the non-profit sector and the community at large. As a result, this terminology could 
become increasingly relevant both for professional staff in the service field and for 
those who actually manage and support volunteer personnel. 

Implications for the individual, community and volunteer managers
For the full impact of philantherapy to be achieved, efforts must be made not only 
to engage the action but also to embrace and share the positive personal health, 
psychological, emotional and mental health impact of participation on participant 
personnel. In terms of volunteer action, administration, research and management, 
the community and its organisations benefit when invested personnel, known as 
volunteers, are able to reap the positive results from service participation, both in 
providing assistance to solve real-life problems and in receiving real benefits from 
participation (Libbrett, Yore, Buchner and Schmid, 2005). 

From a volunteer management perspective, the most useful benefits of volunteerism are 
those that are linked to the goals of the organisation. Members receive these rewards 
when they perceive themselves to be assisting a mission-driven organisation reach its 
goals through their active participation (Chinman and Wanderman, 1999; Martinez and 
McMullin, 2004; Omoto, Snyder and Berghuis, 1993; Safrit and Lopez, 2001). In general, 
a relationship between participation and benefits already exists. Members experience 
greater benefits from positive participation than simply from membership.
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Collectively, staff who manage volunteers, whether in non-profit organisations, faith-
based groups or education programmes, should aim to promote, stimulate and 
maximise the reciprocal exchange between volunteer and community organisation. 
While meaningful guidance can be offered, it is up to the staff on site to integrate the 
needs and emerging goals of the volunteer with the expectations, strengths and assets 
of organisations. 

Professional staff and managers of volunteers in non-profit organisations can use 
this data on motivation and philantherapy to support their advocacy of the powerful 
potential of service, for the volunteers as well as the community that will benefit 
from such service. As Graff (1991) noted, the managers of volunteers must engage 
people. Graff, for one, also suggested that government should consider ways to use 
volunteering as a health promotion strategy – or a ‘healthy lifestyle choice’. Omoto, 
Snyder and Berghuis (1993) reinforce the view that volunteer organisations should 
emphasise the psychological benefits to be derived from voluntary work, in order to 
stimulate recruitment and long-term retention.

Our findings have implications for voluntary sector organisations and, of course, for the 
community at large. They describe a ‘win-win’ situation that will clearly benefit not only 
volunteer managers and any other staff responsible for supporting volunteers, but also 
the whole administration of non-profit programmes. 

Non-profit organisations must be challenged to manage their volunteers more 
effectively, with the incentive that this will make them even more successful. This 
would benefit not only the individual volunteers, but would also enhance the critical 
functions of the organisation. Non-profit organisations should be inspired by these 
results, particularly in the recruitment and retention of their volunteers. Professional 
non-profit administrators and other staff who are studying the effective management 
of volunteer programmes should take into account how individuals can be more 
effectively supported through their voluntary work. The volunteer experience is 
enhanced through participation in a range of well-orchestrated activities, resulting in 
benefits for both the organisation and the people served, making such activity a true 
exchange with mutual benefits for all involved.

The existing voluntary service tradition can foster this reciprocal exchange, but 
methods to improve it even further are important (Wilson, 2003). When assessing the 
motivations to serve, we must consider how the various volunteer-involving entities, 
including educational, faith-based, non-profit and governmental bodies, can share this 
information more fully through further study and exploration. 
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