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Executive Summary
This report provides a detailed, evidence-based analysis of the health and professional benefits of 
volunteering, with a specific focus on conservation and animal rights non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs). Drawing on a growing body of research from meta-analyses, longitudinal studies, and 
institutional reports, the analysis establishes a robust link between volunteerism and positive outcomes 
across multiple domains.

On a fundamental level, volunteering is associated with significant health benefits, including lower 
mortality rates, reduced depression, and improved physical and mental well-being. These general 
benefits are mediated by key mechanisms such as a heightened sense of purpose and enhanced social 
connection. Furthermore, volunteering serves as a strategic tool for professional development, enabling 
individuals to acquire both hard and soft skills and expand their professional networks.

The report identifies that conservation and animal rights volunteering offer unique, scientifically 
grounded benefits beyond these general advantages. Conservation work provides a direct application of 
the Biophilia Hypothesis, which posits an innate human connection to nature, offering a profound 
avenue for physical activity and psychological restoration. Similarly, volunteering with animals leverages 
the therapeutic power of human-animal interaction, which is proven to lower stress hormones and 
blood pressure. These interactions also act as a social catalyst, facilitating connections with like-minded 
individuals.

However, the magnitude of these benefits is not uniform. The report provides a nuanced perspective by 
highlighting several critical factors, including the volunteer's underlying motivation and the total time 
commitment. Research indicates that the most significant health benefits are derived from "other-
oriented" motivations focused on helping others, rather than from self-oriented reasons. Moreover, a 
dose-response relationship exists, with benefits stabilizing after 100-200 hours of service per year and 
declining at higher commitment levels, underscoring the risk of burnout. The report concludes with 
actionable recommendations for individuals and organizations to maximize these scientifically-proven 
outcomes.



Chapter 1 The Scientific Foundation of Volunteering's Impact

General Health and Well-being Benefits: A Comprehensive 
Review
 

An extensive body of research over the past two decades has moved beyond anecdotal evidence to 
establish a strong, scientifically supported relationship between volunteering and improved health. 
Studies, including meta-analyses and longitudinal cohort studies, have consistently found that individuals 
who volunteer have lower mortality rates, greater functional ability, and reduced rates of depression 
later in life compared to their non-volunteering counterparts.1 One meta-analysis found that volunteers 
benefit from a 24-47% reduced risk of mortality. Further evidence suggests that volunteers spend fewer 
nights in hospitals and are less likely to engage in risky health behaviors such as drug or alcohol use.2

The psychological mechanisms underlying these benefits are multifaceted. Volunteering is associated 
with improved life satisfaction, happiness, self-esteem, and overall well-being.3 Engaging in altruistic 
activities can trigger a "helper's high," leading to feelings of happiness and reduced stress.4 The core 
drivers linking volunteering to better mental health are a heightened sense of purpose and increased 
social interaction.3 Volunteering provides a meaningful and supportive social context 5, creating 
opportunities for individuals to build new connections and establish a sense of belonging.3 This is 
particularly important for those navigating major life transitions, such as retirement.6

The act of giving support to others is a particularly beneficial form of social engagement.3 Volunteering 
establishes a new and meaningful social role for the individual, which can mitigate the negative effects of 
low self-esteem by fostering a sense of belonging and life satisfaction.6 This process creates a positive 
feedback loop: the volunteer's sense of purpose and psychological well-being is reinforced by the 
gratitude and social bonds formed through their service. This is a primary mechanism by which 
volunteering effectively combats loneliness and social isolation, both of which are significant risk factors 
for a range of health issues.5 It elevates the social benefit from a simple consequence of volunteering to a 
core, causal mechanism for improved mental and physical health.

The following table summarizes the key health benefits, the mechanisms responsible, and the scientific 
evidence that supports these claims:



Benefit Mechanism Supporting Evidence

Lower Mortality Rates Enhanced social connection 
and sense of purpose.

Meta-analyses show a 24-47% 
reduced risk of mortality for 
volunteers.2

Improved Mental Well-being Fostering a sense of purpose; 
reducing loneliness; boosting 
self-esteem; release of 
endorphins (the "helper's 
high").

Associated with lower 
symptoms of depression and 
anxiety, and increased life 
satisfaction and happiness.3

Greater Physical Health Increased physical activity; 
reduced stress and risky 
behaviors.

Volunteers spend fewer nights 
in hospitals and have a 
reduced risk of diseases like 
heart disease, stroke, and 
diabetes.2

Enhanced Functional Ability Maintaining social, physical, 
and cognitive engagement.

Correlational and longitudinal 
studies link long-term 
volunteering to better physical 
and cognitive functioning in 
older adults.1

 The Career and Professional Advantages of Volunteering
 

Beyond the health domain, volunteering is a powerful and strategic tool for career advancement and 
professional growth. It provides an opportunity to acquire and refine a wide range of in-demand skills, 
both hard and soft. Hard skills that can be learned or improved through volunteer work include clerical 
tasks, fundraising, technology, public speaking, and project management. Concurrently, volunteering is 
an exceptional venue for developing crucial soft skills, such as leadership, problem-solving, teamwork, 
communication, and time management.9

The acquisition of these skills translates directly into enhanced employability. A report by the 
Corporation for National and Community Service found that candidates with volunteer experience have a 
27% better chance of finding employment than their non-volunteer counterparts. This advantage is 
widely recognized by employers. A Deloitte survey of human resources executives found that 81% felt 
skilled volunteering should be a factor in hiring decisions, and 76% felt that volunteer experience made a 



candidate more desirable.10 Volunteering is a particularly effective way to fill resume gaps during periods 
of unemployment, as it demonstrates a desire to remain productive and contribute to the community.9

The greatest professional benefits often come not from general, passive involvement, but from a 
deliberate and intentional approach. The concept of "strategic volunteering" or "skills-based 
volunteering" (SBV) involves an individual using their specialized skills and professional knowledge to 
assist a nonprofit. For example, a marketing professional might volunteer to design newsletters, or a 
project manager might help a non-profit coordinate a new initiative. This form of volunteering is a 
legitimate and highly effective form of professional training, building new job-related skills at 95% the 
rate of traditional projects.11 It positions volunteering as a deliberate career development strategy.

This professional benefit is not limited to the individual; it also creates a symbiotic relationship with 
employers. Companies with robust employee volunteering programs report higher employee 
engagement, job satisfaction, and improved work performance. The altruistic nature of volunteering 
generates a "helper's high" that can translate into a renewed enthusiasm for paid work. From a 
psychological standpoint, when a company supports its employees in socially responsible activities, the 
employees often feel a stronger sense of affiliation and pride in their organization.4 This enhanced "social 
identity" can lead to greater loyalty, improved retention, and increased productivity. In this way, the 
personal career benefits of volunteering are amplified when an individual's employer actively supports 
their service.

The table below outlines the specific professional skills that can be acquired through volunteering, 
categorized by type: 

Skill Category Specific Skills Sample Activities

Hard Skills Fundraising, Clerical Tasks, 
Event Management, 
Technology, Project 
Management, Construction

Coordinating a peer-to-peer 
fundraiser, data entry for a 
database, organizing a blood 
drive, managing a website, 
building homes for a non-
profit.9

Soft Skills Leadership, Public Speaking, 
Problem-Solving, 
Communication, Teamwork, 
Time Management

Leading a cleanup crew, giving 
a presentation on a cause, 
dealing with people in crisis 
situations, collaborating with 
other volunteers on a project, 
juggling multiple tasks.9



Chapter 2 The Unique Benefits of Conservation
 and Animal Rights Volunteering

The Biopsychosocial Impact of Conservation Work
 

While all volunteering offers health benefits, engaging in conservation work confers unique advantages 
rooted in the intrinsic connection between humans and nature. Conservation volunteering often involves 
physical activities such as walking, planting seedlings, and cleaning up litter on beaches or in forests. This 
direct physical exercise is scientifically linked to improved brain health, the maintenance of a healthy 
weight, and a reduced risk of chronic diseases such as heart disease and diabetes. It is also linked to a 
stronger immune system.8 The physical effort required not only strengthens the body but also directly 
contributes to the volunteer's overall health and well-being.

The mental and emotional benefits are equally significant and are supported by a powerful scientific 
theory known as the Biophilia Hypothesis. Coined by psychologist Erich Fromm and popularized by 
biologist Edward O. Wilson, biophilia posits that humans have an "inborn focus on other life forms" and 
an intrinsic connection to nature that is rooted in our evolutionary history.15 Wilson argued that the 
human mind reflects and models the external world, and that the history of life on Earth is projected into 
our understanding of existence.16 Engaging in conservation volunteering provides a direct, practical 
application of this hypothesis, allowing individuals to actively nurture a fundamental aspect of the human 
psyche by acting on their innate affinity for life.15

This process can be understood as a form of applied biophilic therapy. While bringing natural elements 
into built environments is known to improve well-being, immersing oneself within nature for a purposeful 
activity like conservation must be even more restorative. The volunteer’s effort is not merely a physical 
task; it is an engagement with their "phylogenic memory," a deep connection to the natural world that 
modern, sedentary life often fails to provide.16 This engagement offers a profound form of mental 
restoration that goes beyond simple stress reduction. The data supports this, with one study of 
conservation volunteers finding that 97% of participants experienced improvements in their health and 
well-being.8 By helping to protect and restore the environment, individuals simultaneously restore a vital 
part of their own physical and psychological health.

 

The Therapeutic Role of Human-Animal Interaction
 

Volunteering with animals, such as at an animal shelter or rescue organization, also provides specific, 
scientifically proven benefits that go beyond the general advantages of volunteering. The therapeutic 



power of human-animal interaction is well-documented. Research from the National Institute of Health 
(NIH) and other studies demonstrates that interacting with animals can decrease levels of cortisol, a key 
stress-related hormone, and lower blood pressure.17 The act of petting or cuddling animals can boost 
serotonin and dopamine levels, which are neurotransmitters associated with feelings of happiness and 
relaxation.18 These physiological changes directly contribute to reduced psychological and physical 
stress, which is a risk factor for numerous diseases.19

Beyond these direct physiological effects, interacting with animals can significantly improve mental health 
by reducing loneliness, increasing feelings of social support, and boosting mood.17 For individuals who 
may be shy or prefer less intense human interaction, an animal shelter provides an ideal environment. 
Volunteers can focus on the care of animals while still giving back to the community and reaping the 
benefits of their service.18

However, the benefits of animal volunteering extend beyond the direct interaction with the animals 
themselves. The animal can also act as a powerful social catalyst or "social buffer".20 The shared 
passion for animal welfare creates an immediate common ground among volunteers, breaking down 
social barriers and making it easier to form connections and friendships with like-minded individuals.18 
The animal is both the source of direct, therapeutic benefits—via the reduction of stress hormones and 
the increase in feel-good chemicals—and the enabler of secondary social benefits, which are a primary 
driver of long-term well-being.19 This is particularly valuable for socially anxious or shy individuals, as it 
allows them to develop teamwork and communication skills in a comfortable and supportive 
environment.18 In this way, volunteering with animals fosters both emotional well-being and social 
integration, making it a uniquely effective form of service.

Chapter 3 Critical Factors and Nuanced Insights

The Importance of Volunteer Motivation
 

The research indicates that the motivation for volunteering is a critical factor in determining the benefits 
an individual will receive. A key distinction is made between "other-oriented" motivations, such as the 
desire to help others and give back to the community, and "self-oriented" motivations, such as improving 
career prospects or meeting a personal requirement.2

A compelling finding is that the most significant health benefits are derived from "other-oriented" 
motivations. Volunteering for altruistic reasons has been shown to provide greater improvements in self-
esteem, social connectedness, and general well-being. Most notably, research has found that 



volunteering for other-oriented motivations is associated with a reduced mortality risk, while 
volunteering for self-oriented reasons showed no such benefit.2

This observation reveals a fundamental paradox in the relationship between volunteering and personal 
gain. The data suggests that the deepest well-being benefits, such as a sense of purpose and reduced 
mortality, are not something that can be directly pursued or "achieved." Instead, they appear to be a 
byproduct of a mindset of selfless giving. An individual who volunteers for purely transactional reasons—
to "get" a job reference or fulfill a service hour requirement—may acquire a new skill for their resume, 
but they are less likely to tap into the transformative psychological benefits that come from a genuine 
desire to serve others. The psychological mechanisms of purpose, generativity, and deep social 
connection are intrinsically linked to a mindset of giving, not taking.

The Optimal "Dose" of Volunteering
 

The amount of time a person dedicates to volunteering also plays a significant role in determining the 
benefits they receive. The relationship between hours volunteered and well-being is not linear; instead, it 
follows a dose-response curve. The positive effects on health and well-being tend to increase as 
individuals spend more hours per year volunteering, up to a certain point. Research suggests this optimal 
range is approximately 100 to 200 hours per year, which translates to roughly 2 to 4 hours per week. At 
this level, the benefits tend to stabilize, and volunteering more does not appear to confer additional 
advantages.2

A crucial and often overlooked finding is the risk of burnout at high-intensity levels. The analysis shows 
that once an individual surpasses 800-1,000 hours of volunteering per year (approximately 15-20 hours 
per week), they may experience a decrease in well-being, potentially reaching levels similar to or even 
worse than non-volunteers.2 This is not surprising, as high-intensity volunteer work can expose 
individuals to mental health risks such as role confusion, identification with victims, and a lack of 
adequate support.3

This non-linear relationship highlights that "more is not always better." The focus shifts from simply 
encouraging more volunteering to encouraging a sustainable and healthy level of commitment. The 
findings have important implications for both individuals and the organizations they serve. Nonprofits 
must be aware of the risk of volunteer burnout and implement best practices to mitigate it. Providing 
flexible scheduling options, recognizing volunteer contributions, and ensuring volunteers feel supported 
are crucial for maintaining a healthy and mutually beneficial relationship.11 This understanding moves the 
responsibility from just the volunteer to the organization, underscoring the importance of structured and 
supportive programs.

The following table visualizes the dose-response relationship between volunteering hours and the 
associated benefits, highlighting the risk of burnout at high commitment levels: 



Hours Volunteered per Year Associated Benefits Key Finding

0-100 hours Benefits increase steadily, 
particularly in mental health 
and well-being.

The start of a positive trend, 
with improvements in life 
satisfaction and self-esteem.3

100-200 hours Benefits tend to stabilize at 
their maximum level.

The optimal range for 
maximizing health and well-
being benefits without risking 
negative effects.2

200-800 hours Benefits remain stable, with no 
significant additional gains.

Volunteering beyond the 
optimal range does not appear 
to confer additional benefits.2

800-1,000+ hours Benefits may begin to 
decrease.

Individuals may experience a 
decrease in well-being, 
potentially leading to burnout.2

 The Role of Demographics and Context
 

The benefits of volunteering are not uniformly distributed across all demographics. Research indicates 
that certain groups experience a more pronounced positive impact than others. A longitudinal study in 
the United Kingdom found that the relationship between volunteering and mental well-being became 
stronger as respondents aged, with the most significant association found in people over 70. In contrast, 
the benefits were not as strongly associated with mental well-being for those under 40.3

Similarly, volunteering appears to be particularly beneficial for individuals who have lower life satisfaction 
or a disability. For people with disabilities, volunteering was found to empower them to achieve goals 
and contributed significantly to their sense of self-worth.3 Furthermore, volunteering can mitigate the 
negative effects of low self-esteem on an individual's sense of belonging and life satisfaction.6 For these 
populations, volunteering provides a powerful avenue for re-engagement with the community, a renewed 
sense of purpose, and the creation of a supportive social network, all of which may be more impactful 
than for a younger population with a more established social and professional network.

While one meta-analysis did not find robust evidence that the type of volunteering activity or sector 
affects mental health outcomes, another study suggested that those who volunteered in service-oriented 
organizations—such as health, education, and human services—experienced greater mental health and 
life satisfaction.3 This apparent contradiction can be reconciled by considering the role of motivation. A 
volunteer in a service-oriented sector may be more likely to have an "other-oriented" motivation, which, 



as discussed previously, is the primary driver of the deepest health benefits. Thus, while the specific role 
(e.g., fundraising versus committee work) may not matter, the broader mission of the organization may, 
especially if it aligns with a volunteer's altruistic values.

Chapter 4 Synthesis, Conclusions, and Recommendations

Summary of Findings

The evidence overwhelmingly demonstrates that volunteering offers a wide array of scientifically-proven 
benefits that extend across physical, psychological, and professional domains. The robust findings, 
supported by meta-analyses and longitudinal studies, establish that volunteering can lower mortality 
rates, reduce depression and anxiety, and improve overall physical and mental health. These general 
benefits are facilitated by a deepened sense of purpose and the establishment of new, meaningful social 
connections.

Furthermore, volunteering is a strategic and effective tool for career development, enabling individuals 
to acquire and hone a multitude of in-demand hard and soft skills. This experience demonstrably 
enhances a candidate's employability and is highly valued by human resources professionals.

The analysis of conservation and animal rights volunteering reveals unique, domain-specific mechanisms. 
Conservation work provides a direct outlet for the Biophilia Hypothesis, fulfilling an innate human need 
to connect with nature, which results in both physical and psychological restoration. Volunteering with 
animals leverages the therapeutic power of human-animal interaction, which is proven to lower stress 
hormones and blood pressure. The animal itself acts as a social catalyst, facilitating connections with 
other volunteers and building social support networks.

The report also highlights the importance of nuanced factors that moderate these benefits. An 
individual’s motivation is paramount, with "other-oriented" reasons for volunteering unlocking the 
deepest and most profound health benefits, including a reduced mortality risk. The duration of service is 
also critical, with a specific "dose-response" relationship indicating that benefits peak at around 100-200 
hours per year before leveling off and eventually risking burnout at much higher commitment levels.



Recommendations for Individuals

Based on the scientific evidence, prospective and current volunteers can take a deliberate approach to 
maximize their benefits.

●  Align with Your Purpose: To unlock the most significant health benefits, choose an organization 
and a cause that genuinely aligns with your altruistic values. A focus on a genuine desire to help 
others, rather than on personal gain, is the key to experiencing deeper improvements in well-being 
and life satisfaction.

●  Be Strategic for Your Career: If your goal is professional growth, be intentional about your 
choice of volunteer work. Seek out opportunities that will allow you to acquire specific, marketable 
skills or utilize your existing professional expertise. This "skills-based volunteering" is a highly 
effective form of career development and can be showcased on your resume and professional 
profiles.

●  Adhere to the "Rule of 100-200": To avoid burnout and maximize the positive effects of your 
service, aim for a commitment of approximately 100 to 200 hours per year. This is the optimal 
range for sustained benefits without the risk of physical or emotional exhaustion. It is a commitment 
of roughly 2 to 4 hours per week, which is a sustainable level for most people.

● Leverage the Unique Benefits: If you choose a conservation organization, fully immerse yourself 
in the natural environment. Engage in the physical activities and allow yourself to reconnect with 
nature, an experience that provides a deep form of mental and physical restoration. For animal 
rights volunteering, actively seek out opportunities to interact with the animals. Take time to pet, 
cuddle, or walk them to gain the direct physiological benefits of human-animal interaction, which 
will lower your stress and boost your mood.

 

Implications for Organizations and Policy Advocates

The findings have significant implications for how non-profits and policymakers should approach 
volunteer programs.

●  Promote Volunteer Well-being: Organizations should recognize that a healthy volunteer is a 
better volunteer. Non-profits should promote the scientific evidence of the health and professional 
benefits of volunteering. They should also design their programs with volunteer well-being in mind 
by providing flexible scheduling, clear roles, and consistent recognition for contributions.

●  Measure and Communicate Impact: Non-profits should go beyond tracking the output of their 
programs (e.g., number of trees planted) and also measure the impact on their volunteers' well-



being and satisfaction. Collecting this data can inform program improvements and serve as a 
powerful recruitment tool by demonstrating the tangible benefits of service.

● Advocate for Volunteering as a Public Health Intervention: Public health, education, and policy 
advocates should promote volunteering as a legitimate public health intervention. The evidence is 
particularly strong for older adults, people with disabilities, and those with low self-esteem, for 
whom volunteering can provide a critical avenue for improved health and social integration. 
Integrating volunteering into public health and community-building initiatives can address major 
societal challenges like loneliness and social isolation.
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