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This article analyzes differences in daily happiness between those individuals in the
United States who perform voluntary activities during the day and those who do not.
Using the Well-Being Module of the American Time Use Survey 2010, we find that
those who devote any time to voluntary activities during the day report higher levels
of daily happiness than those who do not. Comparing the happiness obtained from a
range of activities, we find that volunteering is among the most enjoyable, indicating
that time spent on voluntary activities is utility-enhancing. We document that the effect
of voluntary activities on the experienced utility of individuals can be decomposed into
a “time-composition” effect and an “activity” effect, with the latter explaining between
11% and 46% of the observed difference. (JEL D13, J16, J22)

I. INTRODUCTION

We analyze here the relationship between
voluntary activities and the happiness obtained
throughout the day by individuals in the United
States, which has a long tradition of community
service and continues to lead other Western coun-
tries in volunteering. American adults are more
than twice as likely as German and French adults
to contribute time and energy to community work
(Ladd 1999; Putnam 2000), and participation in
voluntary activities has increased in recent years
(U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2013a). Volun-
tary activity is a significant economic activity
in the United States. Americans aged 15 years
and older spent 2.5 hours, on average, doing for-
mal and informal volunteering on days that they
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volunteered, with between 6% and 8% of the U.S.
population volunteering on any given day, over
the period 2007–2011 (U.S. Bureau of Labor
Statistics 2013b). Volunteering plays a prominent
role in the charitable provision of goods and ser-
vices, and it is often regarded as being fundamen-
tal to the sustainability of any society. Hence, the
factors and/or motives behind individual philan-
thropic behavior are worth analyzing, as a deeper
understanding of charitable donations of time
could help economists and policy-makers antic-
ipate behavioral responses to changes in eco-
nomic fundamentals.

Among the different hypotheses as to why
individuals devote time to voluntary activities,
one basic idea is that it increases the utility of
individuals (Andreoni 1989, 1990; Becker 1974).
The literature on the determinants of happiness
(or Subjective Well-Being, SWB) has studied the
factors that make individuals happier, with some
studies showing that volunteering is positively
related to individual SWB (Binder and Freytag
2013; Dolan, Peasgood, and White 2008; Meier
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and Stutzer 2008).1 In this article, we take an
alternative approach, and we examine the hap-
piness obtained by individuals during their daily
activities.2 Within this framework, we compare
the daily happiness obtained by individuals who
do, or do not, devote time to voluntary activi-
ties. To that end, we use the sample of individuals
from the Well-Being Module of the 2010 Amer-
ican Time Use Survey (ATUS), which provides
information on individual time use, based on
diary questionnaires, in which individuals report
their activities throughout the 24 hours of the day,
as well as information on the feelings individuals
experience during their time-use activities.

We use two measures of daily happiness
that have been proposed in the literature and
regress them on an indicator of whether the
diarist reported some time spent on voluntary
activities during the day of the interview. We
find that those who devote any time to volun-
tary activities during the day report obtaining
a higher level of happiness than those who do
not devote such time. These results are main-
tained when we control for the scaling effect
of individuals and when we exclude episodes
of voluntary activities from the analysis, and
the variations are not driven by participation in
religious activities.

We also follow Knabe et al. (2010) and
decompose the difference in the daily happiness
between volunteers and non-volunteers into two
components: a “time-composition” effect and an
“activity” effect. The former captures the differ-
ence in daily happiness that can be attributed to
differences in the distribution of activities during
the day. To the extent that different activities pro-
vide different levels of individual-experienced
utility, the difference in the experienced utility
between volunteers and non-volunteers could
be explained because those who devote time
to volunteer activities may differ in how they
spend their time, compared to those who do not
volunteer. Such differences in the distribution of
activity time include voluntary activities that are
shown to be ranked among the five most enjoy-
able activities, consistent with prior studies. For
instance, Krueger (2007) analyzes data on experi-
enced utility in the United States and classifies the

1. See Dolan, Peasgood, and White (2008) and Binder
and Freytag (2013) for a review of the factors correlated with
volunteering and SWB.

2. This concept refers to the “experienced utility,” as used
by Kahneman et al. (1997), who define it as a “continuous
hedonic flow of pleasure or pain.”

“general voluntary acts” in the group of “the most
enjoyable and interesting activities.” Kahneman
et al. (2004), Krueger et al. (2009), and White
and Dolan (2009) also show that voluntary
activities are positively related to happiness.

The latter effect captures the variations in
daily happiness obtained while engaged in sim-
ilar activities. That is to say, volunteers and
non-volunteers report different levels of daily
happiness when engaged in the same activities
during the day, which could explain part of the
observed differences in daily happiness between
the two groups. The effect explains between
11% and 46% of the differences in happiness
between volunteers and non-volunteers dur-
ing the day. There are two possible sources
of this effect. First, it could be that voluntary
activities affect the happiness volunteers obtain
during their non-voluntary activities, leading
to a “cheering” effect. In this sense, increased
happiness is passed on from voluntary activities
to non-voluntary activities. Second, it could be
that volunteers report higher levels of happiness
in voluntary and non-voluntary activities because
of other, unmeasured factors (e.g., personality,
mood during the survey day) that make volun-
teers happier in general. This is what we call the
“personality” effect. In this second explanation,
the differences are defined at the individual level,
as they depend on interpersonal differences in
the same activities. Unfortunately, the data at
hand do not allow us to disentangle which is the
correct explanation.

We contribute to the literature by examining
the relationship between voluntary activities
and the happiness of individuals (Binder and
Freytag 2013; Borgonovi 2008; Brooks 2006;
Dolan, Peasgood, and White 2008; Greenfield
and Marks 2004; Meier and Stutzer 2008; Thoits
and Hewitt 2001), by offering a novel analysis
of how voluntary activities affect the daily hap-
piness individuals obtain during the day. We find
that those who volunteer report higher levels of
daily happiness. This work complements prior
analyses on how voluntary labor relates to sub-
jective well-being, but, while other studies have
used retrospective questions on happiness or
well-being, aimed at measuring happiness in the
long run, our approach focuses on the short run.
Thus, whereas traditional SWB measures refer
to “life as you remember it,” we concentrate here
on “life as you live it.” Our second contribution
lies in the decomposition of the difference in
daily happiness between the two groups into two
components with, to the best of our knowledge,
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only Knabe et al. (2010) having done anything
similar. This decomposition will serve as a first
step in understanding differences in daily happi-
ness between volunteers and non-volunteers.

The rest of the article is organized as fol-
lows. Section II presents a review of the most
relevant literature for the current study. Section
III describes the data and variables. Section
IV analyzes initially the relationship between
voluntary activities and happiness. Section V
shows the decomposition of the difference in
daily happiness between the “time-composition”
and “activity” effects. Section VI sets out our
main conclusions.

II. LITERATURE REVIEW

Volunteering can be broadly defined as “any
activity in which time is given freely to benefit
another person, group or organization” (Wil-
son 2000, 215). In Economics, explanations
of the philanthropic behavior of individuals
vary. One of these is the straightforward utility-
maximization model, where donors obtain
tangible benefits, in line with the basic notion
of a rational “homo-economicus.” If we relax
the utility-maximization assumption, giving may
take place when individuals are interested in
the well-being of others, leading to the “pure
altruism model” (e.g., Becker 1974; Duncan
1999; Unger 1991), or it may take place when
donors derive benefit from the act of giving,
leading to the “impure altruism” or “warm glow”
model (Andreoni 1989, 1990; Rose-Ackerman
1996). The “investment model” considers that
volunteering may enable individuals to accu-
mulate human capital, expand networks, signal
productive characteristics to firms, or acquire
contacts that can help in the future (e.g., Freeman
1997; Menchik and Weisbrod 1987; Wilson
2012). Hence, the consumption motive is asso-
ciated with the first three explanations, as there
are direct increases of the contemporaneous
utility of individuals from volunteering, and the
investment motive considers an indirect increase
in future utility. Menchik and Weisbrod (1987)
analyze each of these motives and conclude that
both play an important role in the decision to vol-
unteer, although Freeman (1997) fails to confirm
the importance of the consumption motive.

Several positive outcomes have been proposed
as being associated with volunteering, includ-
ing increased health (Post 2005) and well-being
(see Dolan, Peasgood, and White 2008, for a

review). Volunteering has also been seen as posi-
tively related to the subjective well-being of vol-
unteers (Becchetti, Pelloni, and Rossetti 2008;
Borgonovi 2008; Brooks 2006; Dolan, Peasgood,
and White 2008; Helliwell 2003; Helliwell and
Putnam 2004; Pichler 2006; Post 2005). Some
of these studies have taken into account issues
of reverse causality (people volunteer more when
they are happy) and simultaneity biases (some
third factor, such as religion, leads to more volun-
teering and to more happiness). Meier and Stutzer
(2008) find that the impact of volunteering is
considerably reduced when fixed effects are con-
trolled for, and only volunteering weekly remains
significant, suggesting that the higher levels of
well-being arise from individual heterogeneity.
Binder and Freytag (2013) apply matching esti-
mators and find that the impact of regular vol-
unteering on SWB is positive and increases over
time when regular volunteering is sustained. Oth-
ers have found that volunteering is negatively
related to subjective well-being (Bjørnskov 2006;
Li, Pickles, and Savage 2005).

Demographic characteristics have been found
to be among the factors affecting volunteering.
Prior literature has found that education is a
significant factor in the decision to volunteer
(Huang, van den Brink, and Groot 2009; Wilson
2012). Other variables are being male (Wilson
and Musick 1997), being White (Rotolo, Wil-
son, and Hughes 2010), and being middle-aged
(Wilson 2012). Income, apparently, has no effect
on the volunteer behavior of individuals (Brooks
2007), while the unemployed are less likely to
volunteer (Wilson 2000).

Other factors that affect volunteering, and
are more difficult to isolate, are personal-
ity traits and the social context.3 Regarding
personality traits, among the “Big Five” person-
ality dimensions—extraversion, agreeableness,
conscientiousness, neuroticism, and openness
(Gosling, Rentfrow, and Swann 2003)—some
studies have found a positive relationship
between extraversion and agreeableness and
the likelihood of volunteering (Bekkers 2010;
Omoto, Snyder, and Hackett 2010). These find-
ings indicate the importance of the unobserved
heterogeneity of individuals in determining
volunteer behavior. Alternatively, prestige and
reputation have been proposed as influential fac-
tors (Ariely, Bracha, and Meier 2009; Bekkers

3. See Binder and Freytag (2013) for a review of the lit-
erature on the relationship between volunteering, personality
traits, and social context.
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2010; Bénabou and Tirole 2005; Carpenter and
Myers 2010; Glazer and Konrad 1996; Meier and
Stutzer 2008; Ostrower 1997; Shang and Croson
2009). The social context has been shown to be an
important factor in voluntary behavior, as larger
social networks seem to increase the propensity
to volunteer (Okun, Pugliese, and Rook 2007),
while trust in other people also can be positively
related to volunteering (Brehm and Rahn 1997;
Putnam 2000). Additionally, religion seems to be
positively related to volunteering, at least in the
United States (Borgonovi 2008; Brooks 2006).

Finally, and regarding the factors associ-
ated with the experienced utility of individuals,
Kahneman et al. (2004), using data on experi-
enced utility for a sample of 909 working women
in the United States, found that activities done in
the presence of friends, relatives, and the spouse
and children are superior in terms of utility,
compared to acting alone, which shows the
importance of taking into account the presence
of others while individuals are doing their daily
activities. Sevilla, Gimenez-Nadal, and Gershuny
(2012) find that, for both the United Kingdom
and the United States, the presence of young
children is associated with greater happiness.
Furthermore, Krueger (2007) classifies “general
voluntary acts” in the group of “the most enjoy-
able and interesting activities,” finding that char-
acteristics such as age, being male, and having a
higher educational level are all factors related to
lower experienced utility. Thus, it is important to
control for the socio-demographic characteristics
of the individuals in our regressions, in order
to net out the effects of volunteering from the
effects of such factors, as different individuals
may have different volunteering behavior. Also,
the presence of others during the activity of
reference must also be taken into account, to net
out the effect of volunteering from the effect of
other factors.

III. DATA, SAMPLE, AND VARIABLES

We use the Well-Being Module from the 2010
ATUS to establish a link between daily happiness
and voluntary activities. The module for time-
use information was added to the ATUS diary
to capture how individuals felt during selected
activities, and was fielded from January through
December, 2010. Respondents were first asked to
fill out a diary summarizing episodes of the pre-
ceding day. The advantage of time-use surveys
over stylized questions, such as those included
in the European Community Household Panel

(ECHP), the British Household Panel Survey
(BHPS), and the German Socio-Economic Panel
(GSOEP), where respondents are asked how
much time they have spent, for example, in the
previous week, or normally spend each week, on
market work or housework, is that diary-based
estimates of time use are more reliable and accu-
rate than estimates derived from direct questions
(Bianchi et al. 2000; Bonke 2005; Juster and
Stafford 1985; Robinson and Godbey 1985;
Yee-Kan 2008).

There are several methodologies to assess
the link between activities and feelings. The
process benefits approach uses Activity Enjoy-
ment Ratings, where respondents are asked to
rate on a scale from 0 to 10 how much they
enjoyed a certain type of activity (Juster and
Stafford 1985). The experienced utility approach
proposes the Experience Sampling Method as a
superior way to collect objective instantaneous
enjoyment data, and where information on hedo-
nic experiences (or instant enjoyment) in real
time is collected. Alternative methods of col-
lecting data on hedonic experience, such as the
conventional yesterday diary used in time-budget
surveys (Szalai 1972) or the Day Reconstruction
Method (Kahneman et al. 2004), are less costly
to implement. Both methods collect information
on how the respondent experienced all or some
of the activities he or she engaged in during the
previous day, as described in a time-use diary.
Specifically, the Well-Being Module of the ATUS
(2010) uses the Day Reconstruction Method,
where three episodes from the preceding day,
lasting at least 5 minutes, are randomly selected
and diarists are asked to rank on a 7-point scale
the extent to which they were happy, stressed,
sad, tired, or felt pain during the activity, with
“0” indicating “did not experience the feeling at
all” and “6” indicating “feeling was extremely
strong.” The type of well-being that can be
measured with the ATUS Well-Being Module
refers to the subjective happiness experienced by
individuals throughout the day.

A. Sample and Variables

For the sake of comparison with prior stud-
ies (Aguiar and Hurst 2007; Gimenez-Nadal
and Sevilla 2012), and to minimize the role of
time-allocation decisions, such as education and
retirement, that have a strong inter-temporal
component over the life cycle, we restrict the
sample used throughout our analysis to non-
retired/non-student individuals between the ages
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of 21 and 65 years (inclusive).4 From the original
sample of 37,935, the selection of individuals for
our study gives us 26,099 observations, obtain-
ing a final sample 25,601 episodes, from 8,746
individuals, when we eliminate observations
with missing socio-demographic information.

We use two dependent variables throughout
the article. The first refers to the net-affect,
defined as the difference between the aver-
age score the respondent gives to all positive
attributes and the average score of all negative
attributes. In our case, for one episode, it can be
defined as the average score the respondent gives
to all positive attributes (happiness) minus the
average score of all negative attributes (stress,
tiredness, sadness, or pain). We define Aij as the
individual “i” net-affect during activity “j,” as
follows:

Aij =

[(
L∑

l=1

PAl
ij

)
∕L

]
−

[(
K∑

k=1

NAk
ij

)
∕K

]
where PAl

ij represents the affect score of the l-th
(out of L) positive emotion individual “i” reports
for activity “j,” and NAk

ij represents the affect
score of the k-th (out of K) negative emotion.
The net-affect is a cardinal measure, based on the
assumption that utility is time-separable, which
leads the net-affect to be a meaningful representa-
tion of the utility derived from a given experience
(Kahneman et al. 2004). This measure can take
any value from −6 to 6. However, one disadvan-
tage of the net-affect is that it is unclear what
the scale of measurement really refers to, and
whether different individuals interpret the scale
in the same way.

The second dependent variable refers to the
u-index, also known as the misery index, that
measures the proportion of time that is spent in
an unpleasant state and, for a given episode, is

4. We have alternatively analyzed individuals aged
between 15 and 85 years. Results are qualitatively the same,
with the only difference being that the variations in daily hap-
piness reported by those who did any voluntary activity during
the day, compared to those who did not, are larger compared
to our main results. Also, when we restrict the analysis to
retired people over age 64 years, we find that the difference
in experienced utility reported by those who did any volun-
tary activity during the day, compared to those who did not, is
larger compared to our main results (results are available upon
request). This can be explained by the fact that prior research
has found that elderly individuals profit strongly from vol-
unteering work in terms of well-being (Choi and Kim 2011;
Dulin et al. 2012; Greenfield and Marks 2004), which may be
explained by the fact that elderly people who volunteer are
less isolated (Musick and Wilson 2003; Onyx and Warburton
2003).

defined as equal to 1 if the maximum rating of
any of the negative emotions (stress, tiredness,
sadness, pain) strictly exceeds the rating of hap-
piness, and 0 if not. For instance, if for a given
episode, we have a value of 3 for happiness, and
we have a higher value (4, 5, or 6) for any of the
other feelings (stress, tiredness, sadness, pain),
the u-index takes value “1.” But if, for a given
episode, we have a value of 4 for happiness, and
we have lower or equal values (1, 2, 3, and 4)
for the other feelings, the u-index takes value
“0.” We define Uij as the individual “i” u-index
during activity “j” as follows:

Uij =
⎧⎪⎨⎪⎩

1 if max
(

NA1
ij, .....,NAk

ij, .......,NAK
ij

)
> max

(
PA1

ij, .....,PAl
ij, .......,PAL

ij

)
0 otherwise

where PAl
ij represents the affect score of the l-th

(out of L) positive emotion individual “i” reports
for activity “j,” and NAk

ij represents the affect
score of the k-th (out of K) negative emotion.
This measure may take values of “0” and “1.”
The main advantage of the u-index over the
net-affect is that the u-index is independent of
scale effects and avoids the problem of individual
interpretation. One disadvantage of the u-index
is that the assessment of feelings is truly ordinal,
and it depends on what emotions are included in
the questionnaire.

Table 1 shows the means and standard devi-
ations of the net-affect and the u-index for indi-
viduals in our sample. The overall values for the
net-affect and the u-index are 2.768 and 0.261,
respectively.5 Considering the u-index, which
yields a more direct interpretation, we observe
that during 26% of their time, individuals in the
United States are in an unpleasant state (i.e., any
of the negative feelings overcomes the positive

5. The overall values are calculated using the duration
weights of the episodes included in the Well-Being Module of
the ATUS. There was an error in the activity selection process,
and because of a programming error in the data collection
software, certain activities were less likely than others to be
selected for follow-up questions in the module. The last eli-
gible activity in each respondent’s time diary was incorrectly
excluded from the random selection process in most cases. As
a result, eligible activities that occur at or near the end of the
diary are underrepresented in the data. For example, the last
eligible diary activity often is a long spell of TV watching;
because of the selection error, TV watching is underrepre-
sented in the WB Module data and the average duration of
activities selected for the module is shorter than the average
duration of all eligible diary activities. Consequently, well-
being activity weights are adjusted to compensate for those
activities that were underrepresented.
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TABLE 1
Summary Statistics for Experienced Utility

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

All the Episodes
Episodes with
Volunteering

Episodes without
Volunteering

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Diff p Value Diff

Net-Affect 2.768 (2.384) 3.113 (2.364) 2.728 (2.383) 0.385 (<0.01)
u-Index 0.261 (0.439) 0.219 (0.413) 0.266 (0.442) −0.047 (<0.01)
N observations 25,604 3,235 22,369

Notes: Sample consists of episodes from non-retired/non-students respondents aged 21–65 years from the ATUS 2010 Well-
being Module. Standard deviations are in parentheses. Means are computed using the original weights included in the survey.
Column (1) shows means and standard deviations for the net-affect and u-index for all episodes. Column (2) shows mean and
standard deviations for the net-affect and the u-index for episodes of respondents reporting positive time in volunteer activities
throughout the diary day. Column (3) shows mean and standard deviations for the net-affect and the u-index for episodes of
respondents reporting no time in volunteer activities throughout the diary day. Column (4) shows the differences in mean values
of the net-affect and the u-index for episodes from individuals devoting and not devoting time to volunteer activities throughout
the day, and Column (5) shows the p value of the difference based on a t-test type test.

feeling). A comparison of the mean value of the
u-index and prior research indicates that the mean
value for our sample differs (e.g., Krueger 2007;
Krueger et al. 2009), as the u-index presents
a higher value. In particular, the mean value
for the u-index in Krueger (2007) and Krueger
et al. (2009) is around 0.19. The reason for such
difference can be explained by sample selection
issues. In our sample, we select individuals aged
between 21 and 65 years who are not students and
not retired, and thus the proportion of individuals
who work is likely to be higher, compared to other
analyses based on more general samples. To the
extent that individuals who are employed devote
time to market work and commuting, activities
that have been shown to be very unpleasant,
this difference can explain why, in our case,
individuals obtain lower daily happiness.

If we carry out the analysis considering
whether the diary includes any type of voluntary
activity, we observe that there are statistically
significant differences between the two groups
(i.e., diaries with, and without, voluntary activ-
ities).6 In the case of the net-affect, we observe
that the overall values for diaries with and

6. We consider voluntary activities to include the
following ATUS categories: “Computer use (volunteer),”
“Organizing and preparing (volunteer),” “Reading (vol-
unteer),” “Telephone calls (volunteer, except hotline
counseling),” “Writing (volunteer),” “Fundraising (volun-
teer),” “Administrative and support activities (volunteer),”
“Food preparation, presentation, and clean-up (volunteer),”
“Collecting and delivering clothing and other goods (vol-
unteer),” “Providing care (volunteer),” “Teaching, leading,
counseling, mentoring (volunteer),” “Social service and
care activities (volunteer),” “Building houses, wildlife sites,
and other structures (volunteer),” “Indoor and outdoor
maintenance, repair, and clean-up (volunteer),” “Performing

without voluntary activities are 3.113 and 2.728,
respectively, which yields a gap of 0.385 in
the net-affect in favor of diaries with voluntary
activities. In the case of the u-index, we observe
that the overall values for diaries with and with-
out voluntary activities are 0.219 and 0.266,
respectively, which yields a gap of −0.047 in
the u-index in favor of diaries with voluntary
activities. These differences are statistically
significant at standard levels (p< 0.01). From
this analysis, we can conclude that there is a
raw difference in daily happiness favoring indi-
viduals with voluntary activities in their diaries.
Our analysis is based on 3,235 episodes, coming
from 1,099 individuals who were involved in any
voluntary activity during the day, and on 22,369
episodes coming from 7,647 individuals who
were not involved in any voluntary activity during
the day.

In order to better understand the greater daily
happiness of volunteers vis-à-vis non-volunteers,
we explore how pleasant single activities are per-
ceived. Table 2 shows a list of 26 activities ranked
by the average value of the net-affect (see Table
S1 in Supporting Information for categorization
of these activities). The activities at the top are
the most enjoyable, while those at the bottom
can be considered the least enjoyable. Together

(volunteer),” “Serving at volunteer events and cultural activ-
ities (volunteer),” “Participating in performance and cultural
activities (volunteer),” “Attending meetings, conferences,
and training (volunteer),” “Public health activities (volun-
teer),” “Public safety activities (volunteer),” “Public health
and safety activities (volunteer),” “Waiting associated with
volunteer activities,” “Security procedures related to volun-
teer activities,” “Civic obligations and participation,” and
“Waiting associated with civic obligations and participation.”
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TABLE 2
Overall Experienced Utility, by Activity Type

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Activities Net-Affect u-Index
Time in Activity

(minutes per day)
Participation in
Activity (T > 0)

Supervisory child care 4.548 0.064 10.760 12.566%
Out-of-home leisure 4.195 0.087 7.461 9.845%
Religious activities 4.007 0.127 22.814 23.394%
Teaching child care 3.637 0.162 0.015 1.532%
Voluntary activities 3.483 0.194 5.887 13.195%
Sports/exercise 3.415 0.159 14.549 16.670%
Basic child care 3.400 0.195 23.257 32.038%
Eating 3.346 0.177 52.852 90.521%
At-home leisure 3.274 0.205 61.862 50.938%
Reading/listening 3.130 0.202 15.768 20.901%
Gardening/pet care 3.101 0.223 18.314 21.587%
Leisure travel 3.017 0.198 14.667 37.594%
Personal care 2.986 0.194 14.195 33.410%
Cooking meals 2.977 0.221 35.538 60.519%
Adult care 2.925 0.290 11.734 15.721%
Writing/paperwork 2.802 0.270 18.422 27.944%
TV watching 2.693 0.264 143.950 78.745%
Shopping 2.650 0.286 28.298 47.267%
Commuting/work-related 2.645 0.266 22.359 37.103%
Other housework 2.619 0.270 28.258 54.665%
Education 2.372 0.275 2.091 1.063%
Housework 2.352 0.291 43.191 38.886%
Main work 2.271 0.328 263.924 46.890%
Home/car maintenance 2.095 0.308 5.607 6.048%
Job search 1.539 0.500 4.986 1.864%
Own medical care −0.070 0.740 4.551 4.825%
N Observations 25,601 25,601 8,746 8,746

Notes: Sample consists of non-retired/non-students respondents aged 21–65 years from the ATUS 2010 Well-Being Module.
Activities are ranked from the highest to the lowest net-affect. Classification of activities is shown in Table S1 in Supporting
Information. Overall values are computed using the original weights of the survey, which take into account the duration and are
adjusted to compensate for the activities that were underrepresented in the WB module because of the exclusion error in the
selection process.

with nonbasic child care, religious activities, and
out-of-home leisure, voluntary activities are in
the group of activities that are most enjoyable,
with average net-affect and u-index of 3.483 and
0.194, respectively, this being consistent with
prior results (Kahneman et al. 2004; Krueger
2007, 2009; Robinson 2014; White and Dolan
2009). Thus, part of the variation in daily hap-
piness between volunteers and non-volunteers
can be explained because voluntary activities
are among the most enjoyable, which increases
the daily happiness of individuals. We address
in Section V the extent to which this difference
in voluntary time can explain the difference in
daily happiness.

However, the differences in daily happiness
are raw differences, not taking into account that
socio-demographic differences may partially or
totally drive the difference in daily happiness
between volunteers and non-volunteers. In order
to net out the effect of voluntary activities from

the effect of other socio-demographic charac-
teristics, we use several explanatory variables
aimed at capturing differences in household
and personal characteristics across respondents.
We include gender (male), age and its square,
dummy variables for university and secondary
education, dummies for working full and part
time, a dummy to control for the presence of
children aged under 18 years in the household,
a dummy to indicate whether the respondent
is married/cohabiting, household income, and
dummy variables for region of residence (ref.:
West).7 Secondary education is defined as hav-
ing high school level, while university education
is defined as having some college, a college
degree, or more. Household income refers to
the combined income of all family members
during the last year and includes wages; net

7. See Table S2 in Supporting Information for summary
statistics of the variables in our sample.
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income from business, farm, or rent; pensions;
dividends; interest; Social Security payments;
and any other monetary income received by
family members who are 15 years of age or
older. Household income is coded with income
brackets with the following values: 1 “Less than
$5,000,” 2 “$5,000 to $7,499,” 3 “$7,500 to
$9,999,” 4 “$10,000 to $12,499,” 5 “$12,500 to
$14,999,” 6 “$15,000 to $19,999,” 7 “$20,000 to
$24,999,” 8 “$25,000 to $29,999,” 9 “$30,000 to
$34,999,” 10 “$35,000 to $39,999,” 11 “$40,000
to $49,999,” 12 “$50,000 to $59,999,” 13
“$60,000 to $74,999,” 14 “$75,000 to $99,999,”
15 “$100,000 to $149,999,” and 16 “$150,000
and over.” We consider the midpoint of each
interval, and $150,000 for the last interval, and
we apply the log of the value of each interval to
allow for nonlinearities in the effect of income.

Furthermore, we include information on
whether the activity of reference was done in
the presence of others, with being alone as our
category of reference. The reason is that the
existing literature shows that activities done
in the presence of others provide greater daily
happiness compared to activities done alone.
Also, volunteering often involves spending time
with others, which is emotionally beneficial.
Thus, we include dummy variables to control for
whether the activity was done in the presence of
household children, the spouse/partner, any other
household adult, other close friends, or cowork-
ers. Alternatively, we control for the time spent
during the day with others at the diary level.

We also include day-of-week dummies (ref.:
Friday) to control for the fact that the time
restriction may become more binding during the
week, as people who work normally must accom-
plish their work responsibilities on weekdays,
and thus voluntary activities may be more person-
ally enriching during the week, or more abundant
at weekends. Figure 1 shows the distribution of
voluntary activities in our sample for the seven
days of the week, and it can be seen that around
25% of voluntary activities are done on Sundays.
This is consistent with the previous hypothesis
that time restrictions may become more binding
during the week and people volunteer more dur-
ing the weekends. This may also be related to
religious participation, as many voluntary activ-
ities are done on Sundays at church, this being
explored later.

We find that, in comparison with individuals
who do not do any voluntary activity during the
reference day, those who do represent a lower
proportion of men and are older, and a higher

FIGURE 1
Participation in Voluntary Activities, by Day of

the Week

Notes: Sample consists of episodes from non-retired/non-
students respondents between 21 and 65 years old from the
ATUS 2010 Well-Being Module. Participation in voluntary
activities defined as a dummy variable that takes value “1” if
the respondent devoted any time to voluntary activities during
the day of the survey, and value “0” otherwise.

percentage have a university education, a smaller
percentage work full time as opposed to part
time, a higher percentage have at least one child
aged under 18 years and live in couple, and
have a higher household income, and they spend
more time with children, the spouse/partner, and
friends, while spending less time with cowork-
ers. These differences show the importance of
controlling for all these characteristics in the
analyses that follow.

Finally, Kahneman and Krueger (2006) show
that the level of tiredness increases during the
day. That is, individuals report being more tired
in late hours than in earlier hours. This may
affect the differences between individuals if the
selection of activities for those who volunteer
was different compared to those who do not. To
control for this time effect, we include in our
analysis the time band of the day when the activ-
ity was done, and its square, measured in 1-hour
time bands (e.g., 12–1 a.m., 1–2 a.m., etc.).

IV. RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN VOLUNTEERING AND
DAILY HAPPINESS

In this section, we study the relationship
between voluntary activities and daily happiness,
by analyzing the relationship between feelings
reported by the respondent and participation in
voluntary activities on the same day. The large
number of randomly selected episodes provides
us with a solid framework for the analysis of



GIMENEZ-NADAL & MOLINA: VOLUNTARY ACTIVITY AND HAPPINESS 9

this relationship. We estimate a Random-Effects
(RE) linear model to take into account the scaling
effect of individuals (Kahneman and Krueger
2006). This implies that individuals may have a
different conception of what the scale of mea-
surement really refers to, or may interpret the
scale differently, leading to a lack of indepen-
dence across measures within a respondent. We
estimate the following equation:

(1) Eij = αi + βVoluntaryi + γXi + ∂Dayi + εij

where Eij represents the feeling of individual
“i” in episode “j,” and αi represents the individ-
ual effect.8 Voluntaryi is a dummy variable that
indicates whether respondent “i” is engaged in
any civic/voluntary activity (1) or not (0) during
the day. Thus, Voluntaryi takes value “1” if we
observe positive time devoted to voluntary activ-
ities in the diary of respondent “i,” and value
“0” if we do not observe time devoted to such
activities.9 According to the previously hypoth-
esized relationship between feelings and volun-
tary activities, we should expect β> 0 for the
net-affect (larger values indicate greater differ-
ences between happiness and negative feelings)
and β< 0 for the u-index (happiness overcomes
the feelings of stress, tiredness, sadness, pain). Xi
represents a vector of socio-demographic charac-
teristics, while εij represents the error terms.

The window length used in the ATUS, as in
other time-use surveys, may lead to measure-
ment errors in the volunteering behavior of indi-
viduals, because individuals are asked what they
did on the previous day, and it may well be
that individuals do voluntary activities weekly

8. In our regressions, we will assume that happiness
measures are cardinal, an interpretation that is common in
the literature on well-being (Ferrer-i-Carbonell and Frijters
2004). We have alternatively estimated OLS linear models on
the participation in civic activities, where we use robust errors
clustered at the individual level. Results (shown in Table S3
of the Supporting Information) are robust in comparison with
the RE linear model.

9. We have alternatively estimated our models consider-
ing the duration of voluntary activities, measured in hours
per day. Results are less clear-cut (Table S4 in Supporting
Information), as neither the u-index in all cases nor the net-
affect when we exclude voluntary activities presents a sta-
tistically significant association with time spent in voluntary
activities. Thus, the time spent in voluntary activities does not
seem to be positively related to daily happiness, which can
be explained by the fact that activities present diminishing
marginal utility, at some point (Gershuny 2013), indicating
that “prolonged exposure to highly enjoyable daily activities
does not always foretell higher levels of cumulative subjec-
tive well-being, which is associated with balanced use of time
rather than increased participation in individual activities”
(Zuzanek and Zuzanek 2015, 1).

or monthly, but did no voluntary activities on
the day before the survey. Thus, the shortness
of the reference period for time diary studies
potentially limits their usefulness for estimating
the distribution of activities across populations,
and the relationship between activities and daily
happiness. Frazis and Stewart (2012) show that
ordinary least squares (OLS) models are pre-
ferred in the analysis of time-allocation deci-
sions, compared to tobit models, as the latter yield
biased results. Gershuny (2012) argues that tra-
ditional diary studies can still produce accurate
estimates of mean times in activities for sam-
ples and subgroups, at least in the short run. Fos-
ter and Kalenkoski (2013) compare estimation
results from OLS and tobit models on child care
time, and they obtain almost identical results.
Thus, we rely on RE linear models.

Table 3 shows the results of estimating
Equation (1) on participation in voluntary activ-
ities throughout the day. Columns (1) and (2)
refer to RE model for the net-affect and u-
index, respectively, considering all activities. We
observe a positive association between the net-
affect and participation in voluntary activities on
the diary day, and a negative association between
the u-index and participation in voluntary activ-
ities on the diary day, with these associations
being statistically significant at standard levels.
Participation in voluntary activities on the diary
day is associated with an increase and a decrease
of 0.285 and 0.035 in the net-affect and the
u-index, respectively, representing an increase
and a decrease of 10% and 13%, respectively, in
the overall values. Hence, we find that β> 0 for
the net-affect and β< 0 for the u-index, which
is consistent with the hypothesis that volun-
tary activities are positively related to the daily
happiness of individuals.

In the analyzed relationship, it could be that
those who devote time to voluntary activities
obtain more daily happiness from their volun-
tary activities, as seen in Table 2, but in the other
activities, they report similar levels of daily hap-
piness. Thus, we now estimate the same mod-
els, excluding all episodes that were voluntary
activities (we exclude 458 episodes). Columns
(3) and (4) refer to RE models for the net-affect
and u-index, respectively, excluding episodes of
voluntary activities. We observe that, for both
the net-affect and u-index, we obtain statisti-
cally significant positive and negative associa-
tions with participation in voluntary activities
on the diary day. Thus, the positive association
between voluntary activities and increased daily
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TABLE 3
Results for Participation in Voluntary Activities

(1) (2) (3) (4)
Net-Affect u-Index Net-Affect u-Index

Volunteering in diary 0.285*** −0.035*** 0.248*** −0.031***
(0.064) (0.010) (0.067) (0.011)

Male 0.091** −0.041*** 0.092** −0.041***
(0.045) (0.007) (0.045) (0.007)

Age −0.064*** 0.008*** −0.065*** 0.008***
(0.016) (0.003) (0.015) (0.002)

Age squared 0.069*** −0.009*** 0.070*** −0.009***
(0.018) (0.003) (0.018) (0.003)

University education −0.092 0.016 −0.088 0.015
(0.100) (0.014) (0.083) (0.014)

Secondary education 0.013 0.007 0.011 0.006
(0.103) (0.014) (0.085) (0.014)

Working full time 0.495*** −0.063*** 0.501*** −0.064***
(0.059) (0.009) (0.056) (0.009)

Working part time 0.515*** −0.080*** 0.518*** −0.082***
(0.070) (0.011) (0.068) (0.011)

Number of children <18 years −0.069 0.019* −0.071 0.020**
(0.058) (0.010) (0.057) (0.009)

Married 0.248*** −0.040*** 0.252*** −0.041***
(0.057) (0.009) (0.055) (0.009)

Household Income 0.134*** −0.020*** 0.133*** −0.020***
(0.030) (0.005) (0.027) (0.004)

Presence of child 0.419*** −0.063*** 0.428*** −0.064***
(0.038) (0.008) (0.036) (0.008)

Presence of spouse/partner 0.331*** −0.031*** 0.330*** −0.030***
(0.036) (0.008) (0.036) (0.008)

Presence of household adult 0.168 −0.013 0.202* −0.017
(0.125) (0.025) (0.106) (0.022)

Presence of well-known people 0.524*** −0.062*** 0.532*** −0.063***
(0.040) (0.008) (0.040) (0.008)

Presence of coworkers −0.302*** 0.043*** −0.301*** 0.042***
(0.054) (0.012) (0.049) (0.011)

Total time with child 0.009 0.000 0.006 0.001
(0.021) (0.003) (0.018) (0.003)

Total time with spouse/partner −0.003 0.000 0.000 0.000
(0.018) (0.003) (0.018) (0.003)

Total time with household adult −0.019 0.000 −0.036 0.002
(0.051) (0.007) (0.045) (0.008)

Total time with well-known people −0.010 0.004* −0.011 0.004**
(0.012) (0.002) (0.012) (0.002)

Total time with coworkers 0.027 −0.003 0.027* −0.004
(0.017) (0.003) (0.016) (0.003)

Constant 1.718*** 0.516*** 1.728*** 0.519***
(0.421) (0.071) (0.413) (0.069)

Volunteering episodes in sample Yes Yes No No
Observations 25,601 25,601 25,143 25,143
R-squared 0.036 0.055 0.035 0.055

Notes: Sample consists of non-retired/non-students respondents aged 21–65 years from the ATUS 2010 Well-Being Module.
Robust standard errors are in parentheses. Columns (1) and (2) refer to RE models for the net-affect and u-index respectively,
considering all the activities. Columns (3) and (4) refer to RE models for the net-affect and u-index respectively, excluding
episodes of voluntary activities. We also include day-of-week dummies in all of the regressions (ref.: Friday), variable dummies
to control for residence in the Northeast, Midwest, and South (ref.: West.), and the time of the day (e.g., time band) and its square.

*Significant at the 10% level; **significant at the 5% level; ***significant at the 1% level.

happiness is still present, even if we exclude
episodes of voluntary activities from the analy-
sis. The results point toward voluntary activities
increasing the happiness obtained during non-
voluntary activities, which would be consistent
with the consumption motive of volunteering, as

it seems to increase the contemporaneous utility
of individuals.

As an additional analysis, we have studied
how religion, volunteering, and daily happiness
are related. Various studies have highlighted the
link between religion/religiosity and happiness
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(e.g., Clark and Lelkes 2005; Hayo 2004; Helli-
well 2003), and our data show that a dispropor-
tionate share of voluntary activities take place on
Sunday, which happens to be a day of high church
attendance for religious individuals in the United
States. Thus, it could be that people who do vol-
untary activities during the day also go to church
or other places of worship, and thus the greater
daily happiness experienced by those who vol-
unteer can be explained to some extent by the
fact that they went to church. We need to net out
the relationship between voluntary activities and
daily happiness from the effect of religion or par-
ticipation in religious activities, given that these
activities have been shown to be in the third posi-
tion in terms of daily happiness (overall net-affect
and u-index of 4.007 and 0.127, respectively). We
have carried out three different analyses (avail-
able upon request) to deal with the issue of reli-
gion/religious activities, and we obtain consistent
results, indicating that our results are not driven
by religion.

V. VOLUNTARY ACTIVITIES: “TIME-COMPOSITION”
AND “ACTIVITY” EFFECTS

Given the previously reported positive associ-
ation between voluntary activities and daily hap-
piness, in this section, we decompose the differ-
ence in daily happiness between volunteers and
non-volunteers into two components: the “time-
composition” and “activity” effects. The former
captures the difference in the daily happiness that
can be attributed to differences in the distribu-
tion of activities during the day. To the extent
that different activities provide different levels of
daily happiness to individuals, including volun-
tary activities that have been shown to be ranked
among the five most enjoyable, the difference
in daily happiness between volunteers and non-
volunteers can be explained because those who
volunteer during the day may differ in how they
spend their time, compared to those who do not
volunteer. The latter captures the variations in
daily happiness that can be attributed to differ-
ences in happiness obtained while engaged in
similar activities. That is to say, volunteers and
non-volunteers report different levels of daily
happiness when engaged in the same activities
during the day, what we call the “activity” effect.

We first analyze differences in the time
devoted to different activities and the associ-
ated net-affect and u-index, broken down by
participation in voluntary activity, shown in

Table 4.10 Activities are sorted following the
ranking in the net-affect shown in Table 2,
although we place voluntary activities in the first
position. We compute the difference between
the two groups in the net-affect, the u-index,
and the time devoted to each activity, and we
compute the p value of that difference (t-type
test of equality of means), where a p value lower
than 0.05 indicates that the difference between
the two groups is statistically significant at
standard levels.

Regarding the time devoted to the different
activities, we find that volunteering individuals
take up 102.733 minutes during the day and,
compared to individuals who do not volunteer,
they devote more time to out-of-home leisure
(8.881 more minutes), religious activities (0.115
more minutes), teaching child care (1.790 more
minutes), basic child care (7.477 more min-
utes), cooking and meals (4.011 more minutes),
shopping (3.502 more minutes), and house-
work (7.187 more minutes). On the contrary,
individuals who volunteered during the day of
the survey devote less time to sports/exercise
(4.609 fewer minutes), gardening/pet care (4.189
fewer minutes), leisure travel (2.524 fewer min-
utes), TV watching (58.645 fewer minutes),
commuting/work-related activities (9.045 fewer
minutes), main work (109.288), job search
(2.648 fewer minutes), and own medical care
(4.010 fewer minutes). Thus, in comparison to
individuals not doing voluntary activities, those
who volunteer spend around 120 more minutes
on voluntary activities, out-of-home leisure,
religious activities, supervisory child care, and
basic child care, while they spend fewer minutes
doing market work, activities related to work,
and TV watching. According to Table 2, the
former group of activities produce higher levels
of individual happiness, while the latter group
of activities produce lower levels of happiness.
Thus, this “composition” effect may explain the
differences in the average daily happiness of
those who devote time to voluntary activities.

10. The net-affect and u-index are computed at the
episode level, while the time devoted to each of the activi-
ties is computed at the diary level (i.e., for each individual,
we sum the time devoted to the reference activity during the
day and compute the overall time devoted to this activity by all
individuals in the reference sample). The time devoted to the
different activities is measured in minutes per day. The clas-
sification of activities corresponds to the basic classification
of Aguiar and Hurst (2007) and Gimenez-Nadal and Sevilla
(2012). Although sleeping is not reported, we computed the
time devoted to it to see if there is any difference between the
two groups of individuals.
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TABLE 4
Time Use and Daily Happiness by Activity and Participation in Voluntary Activities

Time Net-Affect u-Index

V NV Diff
p Value

Diff V NV Diff
p Value

Diff V NV Diff
p Value

Diff

Voluntary activities 102.733 — — — 3.483 — — — 0.194 — — —
Supervisory child care 7.030 7.511 −0.481 (0.68) 4.984 4.503 0.481 (0.18) 0.092 0.061 0.031 (0.60)
Out-of-home leisure 30.765 21.883 8.881 (0.00) 4.537 4.126 0.411 (0.02) 0.060 0.092 −0.032 (0.35)
Religious activities 0.117 0.003 0.115 (0.00) 4.043 3.828 0.214 (0.60) 0.115 0.189 −0.075 (0.16)
Teaching child care 7.490 5.700 1.790 (0.03) 2.167 3.751 −1.583 (0.00) 0.297 0.151 0.146 (0.04)
Sports/exercise 10.423 15.032 −4.609 (0.00) 2.919 3.447 −0.527 (0.17) 0.295 0.150 0.144 (0.03)
Basic child care 29.950 22.474 7.477 (0.00) 3.342 3.409 −0.067 (0.65) 0.201 0.195 0.006 (0.82)
Eating 52.273 52.920 −0.647 (0.67) 3.374 3.343 0.031 (0.82) 0.159 0.179 −0.020 (0.36)
At-home leisure 60.175 62.059 −1.884 (0.59) 3.363 3.263 0.100 (0.60) 0.174 0.209 −0.034 (0.25)
Reading/listening 16.449 15.688 0.760 (0.62) 2.694 3.177 −0.483 (0.23) 0.338 0.187 0.151 (0.04)
Gardening/pet care 14.563 18.753 −4.189 (0.03) 3.549 3.059 0.490 (0.14) 0.151 0.229 −0.078 (0.21)
Leisure travel 12.407 14.931 −2.524 (0.09) 3.332 2.984 0.348 (0.10) 0.207 0.197 0.009 (0.80)
Personal care 15.966 13.988 1.978 (0.12) 3.205 2.966 0.239 (0.30) 0.222 0.192 0.030 (0.47)
Cooking meals 39.129 35.118 4.011 (0.02) 3.215 2.953 0.263 (0.10) 0.191 0.224 −0.033 (0.25)
Adult care 11.737 11.734 0.003 (1.00) 2.635 2.975 −0.340 (0.43) 0.494 0.255 0.239 (0.00)
Writing/paperwork 18.009 18.470 −0.461 (0.78) 3.007 2.782 0.225 (0.38) 0.157 0.282 −0.125 (0.02)
TV watching 91.447 150.092 −58.645 (0.00) 2.995 2.668 0.326 (0.10) 0.281 0.263 0.018 (0.61)
Shopping 31.433 27.931 3.502 (0.05) 2.651 2.650 0.001 (1.00) 0.284 0.287 −0.003 (0.95)
Commuting/work-related 14.261 23.306 −9.045 (0.00) 3.024 2.618 0.406 (0.08) 0.188 0.272 −0.084 (0.08)
Other housework 27.694 28.324 −0.630 (0.70) 2.807 2.604 0.203 (0.22) 0.230 0.273 −0.043 (0.15)
Education 1.298 2.183 −0.885 (0.34) 3.283 2.360 0.923 (0.58) 0.000 0.279 −0.279 (0.30)
Housework 49.625 42.439 7.187 (0.01) 3.007 2.263 0.744 (0.00) 0.183 0.305 −0.122 (0.00)
Main work 166.082 275.370 −109.288 (0.00) 2.043 2.285 −0.242 (0.25) 0.281 0.331 −0.050 (0.25)
Home/car maintenance 4.120 5.781 −1.661 (0.15) 2.370 2.061 0.309 (0.60) 0.426 0.293 0.133 (0.27)
Job search 2.615 5.263 −2.648 (0.05) −0.150 1.620 −1.770 (0.14) 0.892 0.481 0.411 (0.11)
Own medical care 0.961 4.971 −4.010 (0.01) 0.203 −0.073 0.276 (0.82) 0.544 0.742 −0.198 (0.26)
Sleeping 495.884 501.801 −5.917 (0.17) — — — — — — —

Notes: Sample consists of episodes from non-retired/non-students respondents aged 21–65 years from the ATUS 2010 Well-Being Module.
Means are computed using the original weights included in the survey. For time spent in the different activities, we consider the information at
the diary level, taking the total time devoted to the reference activity during the day. We show the difference in time use and happiness between
volunteers and non-volunteers, and the p values of the difference based on a t-test type test are shown in parentheses.

If we look at the differences in the net-affect
and the u-index between the two groups, we
find that for both measures, individuals volun-
teering during the day of the survey obtain a
higher level of happiness from commuting/work-
related activities (differences in the net-affect
and u-index are 0.406 and −0.084, respectively)
and housework (differences in the net-affect and
u-index are 0.744 and −0.122, respectively),
while they obtain less happiness from super-
visory child care (differences in the net-affect
and u-index are −1.583 and 0.146, respectively).
Thus, it seems that volunteers obtain a differ-
ent level of daily happiness while engaged in
commuting/work-related activities, housework,
and supervisory child care, pointing to an “ac-
tivity” effect: when engaged in similar activities,
those who devoted time to voluntary activities
during the day of the survey feel happier than
those who did not.

To disentangle the extent to which each of
the effects contributes to the previously reported
differences in daily happiness between the
two groups, we follow Knabe et al. (2010) by

decomposing the difference in our two measures
of daily happiness by a simulation. First, we
calculate how the average experienced utility of
all volunteers would change if they did no vol-
untary activities, under the assumption that they
experience the average utility of a non-volunteer
in all activities, but maintain the time sched-
ule they had when they were doing voluntary
activities (i.e., well-being as counterfactual).11

The difference between the experienced utility
while doing voluntary activities and its value
after this hypothetical change corresponds

11. Here, we must consider that the time devoted to sleep
is slightly different, although the difference is not statistically
significant at standard levels, between the groups. Rather than
considering the total time devoted to the activity, we multiply
by the net-affect/u-index of reference for each activity and
then divide the sum of the product by the waking time,
to obtain a measure of experienced utility during the day.
We directly divide the average time devoted to the activity
divided by the waking time (820 and 880 minutes per day for
volunteers and non-volunteers, respectively) and multiply for
the corresponding affective measure. As we do not observe
experienced utility ratings for voluntary activities for non-
volunteers, we assume that volunteers maintain their original
values.
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TABLE 5
Decomposition of Difference in Daily Happiness

Panel A: Counterfactual based on different
affective well-being

Volunteering 3.113 0.194
Activity effect 0.179 −0.020

(46%) (28%)
Time-composition effect 0.206 −0.051

(54%) (72%)
Non-volunteering 2.728 0.265
Difference volunteering/

non-volunteering
0.385 −0.071

Panel B: Counterfactual based on different
uses of time

Volunteering 3.113 0.194
Activity effect 0.042 −0.018

(11%) (25%)
Time-composition effect 0.343 −0.053

(89%) (75%)
Non-volunteering 2.728 0.265
Difference volunteering/

non-volunteering
0.385 −0.071

Notes: Sample consists of non-retired/non-students
respondents aged 21–65 years from the ATUS 2010 Well-
being Module. Activity weights are used and computed as
the proportion of the activity out of the total waking time.
Parentheses show the percentage of the difference that can be
explained by each effect.

to the “activity” effect; the remaining differ-
ence in the experienced utility associated with
not volunteering can then be assigned to the
“time-composition” effect.

The decomposition of these two effects, using
the well-being measures as counterfactual, is
shown in Panel A of Table 5. The net-affect for
those who devote time to voluntary activities,
using the net-affect values of those who do not
volunteer, is 2.907 (see Table S5 for details of
calculations), which when compared with the
real value of 3.113 of the net-affect of this group,
indicates that the “activity” effect accounts for
0.179 of the 0.385 difference in the net-affect.
Thus, of the 0.385 difference in the net-affect
between the two groups, the “activity” effect
explains 46 % (0.179 out of 0.385), while the
“time-composition” effect explains 54% (0.206
out of 0.385) of the difference. We find that the u-
index for those who volunteer, using the u-index
values of those who do not, is 0.245, which when
compared with the real value of 0.194 of the
u-index of this group indicates that the “activ-
ity” effect accounts for −0.020 of the −0.071
difference in the u-index. Thus, of the −0.071
difference in the u-index between the two groups,
the “activity” effect explains 28 % (−0.020 out
of −0.07), while the “time-composition” effect

explains 72% (−0.051 out of −0.07) of the
difference. If, rather than considering individ-
uals who volunteer as the reference group, we
consider those who do not volunteer, and use
the affective measures of individuals who do
volunteer as the counterfactual (Panel B), we
observe that for the net-affect and the u-index, the
“activity” effect accounts for 0.042 and −0.018
of the difference between the two groups,
respectively, representing 11% and 25% of
the difference.

In sum, we find that the difference in
daily happiness between volunteers and non-
volunteers can be decomposed into two com-
ponents: the “activity” and “time-composition”
effects. While the “time-composition” effect is
large, as it explains between 54% and 89% of the
difference in daily happiness between the two
groups, the “activity” effect on other activities is
smaller but still significant, as it explains between
11% and 46% of the observed difference in daily
happiness during the day.

We offer a decomposition of the two chan-
nels that may help to explain the difference
in daily happiness between volunteers and
non-volunteers, on a daily basis. However, this
decomposition only provides lower and upper
limits of the part each effect is able to explain.
In the case of the “activity” effect, while 11%
may seem a small effect, 46% is significant.
Additionally, we do not know what factors may
comprise this “activity” effect (social networks,
extraversion, motivations, etc.). Additionally, the
“time-composition” effect shows that volunteers
devote less time to market work activities, which
may indicate that they also work less.

VI. CONCLUSIONS

Working for no pay is a widespread economic
activity whose significance is not yet fully under-
stood. In the United States, around 50% of all
adults do some kind of volunteering, equivalent
to five million full-time jobs (Anheier and Sala-
mon 1999). Thus, understanding the reasons why
individuals do such work has been the focus of
a significant amount of research. In this article,
we analyze voluntary activities, with a focus on
how participation of this type is associated with
individual happiness.

Using the Well-Being Module of the ATUS
2010, we find that participation in voluntary
activities is positively associated with the daily
happiness of individuals, as individuals who vol-
unteer report higher values of the net-affect and
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lower-values of the u-index. These results are
maintained when we control for the scaling effect
of individuals and when we exclude episodes of
voluntary activities from the analysis, and the
variations are not driven by participation in reli-
gious activities. Finally, we decompose the differ-
ence in daily happiness between volunteers and
non-volunteers into a “time-composition” and
“activity” effect, and find that the “activity” effect
explains between 11% and 46% of the differ-
ence in happiness between volunteers and non-
volunteers during the day.

To the extent that volunteering is positively
related to the daily happiness of individuals,
it may be of interest for employers, given the
existing research that has found a positive
relationship between happiness and worker pro-
ductivity (Bockerman and Ilmakunnas 2012;
Freeman 1978; Oswald, Proto, and Sgroi 2015).
Studying the extent to which volunteers are more
productive in the firm posits an interesting line of
future research. If volunteers are more productive
workers, employers may consider this voluntary
work as a marker for productivity. However, vol-
unteers devote less time to market work, an effect
that appears to be negative in terms of produc-
tivity. It would be of interest to see which effect
is dominant. Furthermore, the “activity” effect
may account for a significant part of the differ-
ence between volunteers and non-volunteers.
Analyzing the extent to which volunteers differ
in their non-observable characteristics (moti-
vations, social context, social networks, trust,
etc.) may be of interest. Additionally, the fact
that volunteers devote comparatively less time to
watching TV may help media channels to focus
their commercial campaigns and programming
according to audience demographics. Finally,
regarding the causal relationship between daily
happiness and volunteering, we cannot talk
about the causality of the effect, although the
evidence presented in this article may provide a
promising line of research. We leave these issues
for future research.
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