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in life – and could even 
extend yours 
New research suggests that volunteering can have physical as well 
as mental benefits. 
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Volunteering requires selflessly investing time and effort for the good of others 
but new findings suggest it can also have invaluable benefits for volunteers 
themselves. 
A large evidence review led by the University of Exeter Medical School found that 
volunteering is good for mental health and can even help you live longer. 
The research, which looked at 40 academic papers, showed people who 
volunteer reported lower levels of depression and higher levels of life satisfaction 
and wellbeing than the population in general. 
Volunteers were also one fifth less likely than average to die within the next four 
to seven years, according to findings published in the journal BMC Public Health. 
The United Nations and American and European governments have advocated 
volunteering as a way to engage with your local community, with added potential 
for public health benefits. 
Volunteering is less common in Europe, where 22.5 percent of adults are 
estimated to do voluntary work, than in the US (27 percent) or Australia (36 
percent). 
But mental health and volunteering charities in the UK are keen to highlight the 
growing evidence of health benefits for those involved in voluntary work. 
Highlighting Five Ways to Wellbeing 
Depression Alliance, the leading UK charity for people affected by depression, 
supports a network of self-help groups across England, co-ordinated by 
volunteers to help people overcome and recover from depression. 
The charity has embraced the ‘Five Ways to Wellbeing’ message developed by 
the New Economics Foundation in 2008 to help protect mental health. 
It is based on the principles of connecting with others, being active, taking notice 
of the world around you, continuing to learn and giving. 



Emer O’Neill, chief executive of Depression Alliance, said: “Volunteering 
incorporates all of the five ways to wellbeing, which is the absolute ethos of 
Depression Alliance. 
“It’s extremely important to avoid loneliness and isolation and to keep learning by 
getting your brain involved in new things. 
“Also of importance is being active, keeping the endorphins going and equally 
mindfulness – appreciating where you are and what’s good in the environment 
around you. 
“Finally, it’s about giving to the community, giving something back and increasing 
your self-worth.” 
A positive cycle of volunteering and good health 
Evidence from the US suggests that volunteering is good for the physical health 
of older people in particular, as it encourages them to leave the home and remain 
active. 
According to the Corporation for National and Community Service (CNCS), a 
Washington-based federal agency that promotes volunteering, the link between 
volunteering and good health as we age is clear. 
It carried out a review that found people who live in US states with higher rates of 
volunteering had greater life expectancy and lower rates of heart disease than 
average. 
The review concluded that while better health encourages volunteering, it was 
also true that volunteering “leads to improved physical and mental health”. 
As a result, the two form a “self-reinforcing cycle” because the sense of purpose 
and enhanced social networks people get from volunteering can lower health 
risks and reduce stress. 
The benefits for retirees and older people have been demonstrated by the 
Experience Corps scheme in Baltimore, which places volunteers in schools for 15 
hours a week. 
Designed to improve learning for children and increase the mental and physical 
activity of volunteers, the project has attracted large numbers of older women and 
African Americans – groups generally less active than men and white Americans. 
Studies carried out by Columbia University in New York and Johns Hopkins 
Center on Aging and Health in Baltimore highlighted the scheme as a ‘win-win’ 
scenario for older people and wider society. 
Participants who had low levels of activity to begin with more than doubled their 
physical activity after becoming involved in the project, according to one study in 
the Journal of Urban Health. 
Widening opportunities to spread the benefits 
Dr Suzanne Richards, lead author of the Exeter review, said people who 
volunteer often tend to be from “healthier and wealthier” backgrounds and the US 
research showed the value of trying to widen participation. 
“Our systematic review shows that volunteering is associated with improvements 
in mental health, but more work is needed to establish whether volunteering is 
actually the cause,” she said. 
“I think it’s tricky to recommend it as a therapy for depression. 
“But if we look at people in general, it’s something we do through choice and we 
choose to stick at it if we get something out of it. 
“Perhaps if we can widen the opportunities to volunteer then more people can 
potentially benefit.” 
Opportunities for getting involved in voluntary work 
Depression Alliance encourages people to give up their own time through 



initiatives such as its Time Bank – a skills exchange, where people can offer dog-
walking in exchange for IT support, for example. 
CSV, the UK volunteering and learning charity, commissioned its own research in 
2011 and found that 71 per cent of volunteers who offered professional expertise 
to others said volunteering helped them combat depression. 
Nearly two thirds (62 percent) of over 65s said volunteering reduces stress and 
overall around half of people (48 per cent) who had volunteered for more than 
two years said it helped them feel less depressed. 
Around 150,000 people volunteer with CSV every year, with roles ranging from 
helping children to read at school to empowering people with disabilities to live 
independently. 
The charity offers gap year opportunities for students, voluntary roles for those in 
retirement and “commitment-free, one-off” opportunities for those with less time. 
CSV’s Make a Difference campaign will be highlighting opportunities for 
volunteering in local communities throughout October. 
	  


