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Abstract

Psychological research has found that women score higher on most measures of 
the traits, motivations, and values that predict helping others, and women are more 
likely to help family and friends. However, sex differences in the institutional helping 
behaviors of volunteering and charitable giving are small. This article seeks to explain 
this apparent contradiction with the hypotheses that men have more resources and 
more social capital than women, which compensates for their lower level of motivation. 
The article tests these hypotheses using data from the 1995 Midlife in the United 
States (MIDUS) survey. The data show partial support for these hypotheses, as men 
score higher on measures of income, education, trust, and secular social networks. 
However, women have broader social networks through religious participation.
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During the last three decades, researchers in a number of fields have examined sex 
differences in prosocial or helping behaviors and gender differences in the causes or 
correlates of those behaviors. Many feminist scholars have argued that women fol-
low “a different voice” in moral thinking (Gilligan, 1982), placing more importance 
on caring, relationships, and helping than on impersonal reasoning and rule making. 
Social norms encourage women to take on helping roles within families, and past 
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restrictions on labor market participation pushed women into volunteer careers 
(Daniels, 1989; Kaminer, 1984; Spain, 2001). In experimental research, women are 
usually more likely to help others although this behavior varies with the conditions 
of the experiment (Eckel & Grossman, 2008).

Women’s greater motivation to help does not, however, seem to translate into much 
more participation in volunteering and charitable giving. On average, women give 
more of their time and money to charitable causes than men, but the difference is small 
and inconsistent across studies. If women have more helpful personalities than men 
and are much more helpful to friends, family members, and strangers in experimental 
research, why is there only a slight difference in men’s and women’s volunteering and 
charitable giving?

Although there has been much research on volunteering and charitable giving in 
general, there has been surprisingly little research on how and why participation in 
these activities varies by gender. Most researchers include sex as a control variable 
in quantitative analyses, but few have explored sex differences in formal helping 
behaviors in detail. Given how prominent a role gender plays in discussions of empa-
thy, moral reasoning, caring for children, and helping friends and family members, it 
is surprising that scholars of formal helping behaviors have paid so little attention to 
sex and gender. This study seeks to rectify that gap. It uses data from a large, nation-
ally representative survey to examine how gender differences in resources, social 
capital, and prosocial motivation interact to affect overall levels of volunteering and 
charitable giving.

Review of the Literature:
This review first discusses research on sex differences in the levels of volunteering and 
charitable giving, showing that studies find small and inconsistent differences in the 
total amount of volunteering and charitable giving. It then examines research on how 
men and women differ in the causes of volunteering and charitable giving. In referring 
to differences in participation in volunteering and charitable giving, I use the term sex, 
as these differences involve a simple comparison of behaviors as measured by surveys. 
In referring to differences in the causes or correlates of volunteering and charitable 
giving, I use the term gender, as the factors that lead men and women to engage in 
these behaviors are socially constructed.

Sex Differences in Volunteering and Charitable Giving
Sex differences vary from survey to survey, depending on the construction of the 
survey and the country where the survey is administered. Most surveys of residents of 
the United States find that more women than men engage in volunteering (Bureau of 
Labor Statistics, 2009; Independent Sector, 2001; Rooney, Steinberg, & Schervish, 
2004; Taniguchi, 2006; Themudo, 2009; Wilson & Musick, 1997). The most recent 
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of these surveys, by the Bureau of Labor Statistics (2009), found that 30.3% of women 
volunteered during the previous year, as opposed to 23.3% of men. Among those who 
did volunteer, the median hours spent volunteering was slightly higher for men (52 hr) 
than women (50 hr).

Analyzing sex differences in charitable giving is difficult because most adults are 
married, and married couples tend to pool income and make joint decisions about chari-
table giving. Surveys conducted by Independent Sector find that women are slightly 
more likely than men to report making a donation to charity (Hodgkinson & Weitzman 
1992, 1994, 1996; Kirsh, Hume, & Jalnadoni, 1999). Research on single adults finds 
that single women give more money to charity than single men, but the results vary from 
study to study. Andreoni, Brown, and Rischall (2003) found that roughly equal propor-
tions of single women (59.5%) and men (57.9%) donated to charity and that single men 
gave an average of US$401 per year, compared to single women’s average donation of 
US$316. However, Mesch, Rooney, Steinberg, and Denton (2006) found that 78% of 
single women were donors, compared to 68% of men and that single women gave an 
average of US$935 to charity, much more than the male average of US$470. Among 
married couples, patterns are complex and depend on whether one spouse decides about 
charitable giving, both spouses decide together, or each spouse decides separately 
(Andreoni et al., 2003; Burgoyne, Young, & Walker, 2005). Finally, a larger percentage 
of women leave money to charity through bequests in their wills (Capek, 2005).

While most studies find that women donate more money and time than men, the size 
of the difference varies from study to study. Much of this variation can be attributed to 
survey methodology, as women are more likely than men to remember volunteer work 
and charitable giving without being prompted. Longer surveys, with more questions 
about volunteering and charitable giving, tend to find a smaller gap between men’s and 
women’s participation (Bekkers & Wiepking, 2006; Rooney, Mesch, Chin, & Steinberg, 
2005). Sex differences in the amount of volunteering vary from country to country, 
supporting the view that these differences have a social, not a biological, basis. For 
example, in Australia, the United Kingdom, Japan (Musick & Wilson, 2008), the 
Netherlands, and Italy (Dekker & van den Broek, 1998), women are more likely to 
volunteer than men, but in Canada there are no gender differences and in Sweden men 
are more likely to volunteer (Musick & Wilson, 2008).

While sex differences in overall charitable giving and volunteering seem to be 
small, there are differences in the types of organizations to which men and women 
donate. Some types of volunteering have strong gender norms, with men dominating 
the staffs of volunteer fire and rescue squads and women making up the majority of 
hospice volunteers. Differences in other areas are less clear. Some studies find that 
men are more likely to engage in sports and recreation volunteering, while women are 
more likely to volunteer for religious, human services, and educational organizations. 
Men are also more likely to volunteer with groups organized at their place of employ-
ment. The differences are not great, however, and different studies have found contra-
dictory results (see Musick & Wilson, 2008, for a review).
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Sex differences also exist in the types of organizations to which people donate 
money. Men tend to concentrate their charitable giving among a few organizations, 
while women tend to give smaller amounts to a larger number of groups (Andreoni 
et al., 2003; Brown, 2005; Piper & Schnepf, 2008). Women are more likely to donate 
to education (Rooney, Brown, & Mesch, 2007) and human services charities (Marx, 
2000), whereas men are more likely to donate money to sports and recreational groups 
(Andreoni et al., 2003). Research is divided on whether women or men give more to 
religious charities (Brown & Ferris, 2007; Piper & Schnepf, 2008; Regnerus, Smith, & 
Sikkink, 1998; Yen, 2002).

Gender Differences in the Reasons  
for Volunteering and Charitable Giving
Following Wilson and Musick (1997), I divide the causes of charitable giving and 
volunteering into three categories: motivation, resources, and social capital. Motivation 
includes empathy, religiosity, generative concern, moral obligation, and prosocial role 
identity; resources include income, wealth, education, and free time; and social capital 
includes trust and social networks.

Motivation. Scholars have debated the issue of gender differences in moral thinking 
for decades, beginning with Kohlberg’s (1981) work on moral reasoning. Kohlberg 
found that men scored higher on his scale of sophistication in moral reasoning. Femi-
nist scholars argued that these findings did not show that men were morally superior 
but that women followed “a different voice” in morality (Gilligan, 1982), placing 
more value on caring and relationships than on abstract moral principles.

Subsequent research found that women actually score as well as men on Kohlberg’s 
moral reasoning measures and also affirmed Gilligan’s claim that women score higher 
on measures of caring (Skoe, Cumberland, Eisenberf, Hansen, & Perry, 2002). Women 
score higher than men on measures of empathic concern (Davis, 1994; Eisenberg & 
Fabes, 1998), prosocial role identity (Piliavin & Callero, 1991; Lee, Piliavin, & 
Call, 1999), moral obligation (Lee et al., 1999; Nock, Kingston, & Holian, 2008; 
Schwartz, 1977; Schwartz & Flieshman, 1978), and religiosity (Cnaan, Kasternakis, 
& Wineburg, 1993; Musick & Wilson, 2008). On Clary and Snyder’s “Volunteer 
Functions Inventory,” which lists six motivations for volunteering, women score higher 
on all six scales (Clary et al. 1998; Clary & Snyder, 1991). Although men do not score 
higher on any measures of motivation to help others, they do score equally high on 
generative concern (McAdams & de St. Aubin, 1998) and helpfulness (Penner & 
Finkelstein, 1998; Penner, Fritzsche, Craiger, & Freifeld, 1995). Data from he World 
Values Survey shows that, across cultures, women are more likely to believe that ser-
vice to others is important, to support the provision of basic human needs and the 
elimination of income inequalities, and to support a larger government role in reducing 
poverty (Themudo, 2009).

Scholars agree that women score higher on most psychological measures of caring 
but differ on the extent to which they attribute this to biological differences (Rhoads, 
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2004; Udry, Morris, & Kavenock, 1995) or social construction (Chodorow, 1978, 
1989; Gilligan, 1982). Others argue that these “nature–nurture” debates set up a false 
dichotomy and that biology and social influences interact in complex ways to create 
gender differences (Eagly & Koenig, 2006; Fausto-Sterling, 1985; Rossi, 1985).

Social capital. Social capital, defined as trust and social networks, is an important 
predictor of volunteering and charitable giving and an area in which men tend to have 
the advantage. Social capital encourages volunteering and charitable giving in a num-
ber of ways (Brown & Ferris, 2007; Musick & Wilson, 2008; Wilson & Musick, 1997). 
Person-to-person appeals are one of the most common ways that organizations recruit 
volunteers and donors (Independent Sector, 2001), and people with broad social net-
works are more likely to be asked to give their money or time. People who have a 
strong sense of trust feel more solidarity with other people and feel more inclined to 
help them, and are also less inhibited by concerns about others taking advantage of 
their generosity (Brown & Ferris, 2007; Wilson, 2000). Participation in religious insti-
tutions and service-oriented voluntary associations involve individuals in social net-
works in which norms of helping are shared among members. Even if members of 
these networks feel little internal motivation to give money or time to a cause, they are 
subjected to external pressure and encouragement to do so (Lee et al., 1999).

Norris and Inglehart (2006) have examined gender differences in social capital 
using international data from the 2001 World Values Survey and U.S. data from the 
2000 Social Capital Community Benchmark Survey. They found that men in the 
United States were slightly more likely to belong to a voluntary association although 
nearly all men (92%) and women (88%) belonged to at least one. On the other hand, 
women score slightly higher on measures of social trust. Gender differences in volun-
tary association participation vary by the type of organization. In the United States, 
men are more likely to belong to sports and hobby clubs, veterans’ groups, profes-
sional organizations, labor unions, neighborhood associations, and political groups. 
Women were more likely to belong to seniors’ associations, religious groups, fine 
arts organizations, parent and educational groups, and charities. Men and women were 
equally likely to belong to ethnic, nationality, and civil rights organizations, youth 
organizations, service clubs, fraternities and sororities, and self-help groups.

Resources. On average, men have more of most of the resources that enable people 
to give of their money and time. Historically, men have had greater access to education 
than women. As education gives people skills that are useful in volunteer work, men 
are more likely to be asked to volunteer. Men also earn more money than women, so 
they have more money to give to charity. Only in regard to free time do women have 
a potential advantage over men in resources, as women tend to work fewer hours than 
men. However, women spend more time on housework and child care than men, and 
more time helping family members and friends, so they have less time available for 
formal volunteer work than their lower hours worked might indicate (Gerstel, 2000, 
Hook, 2004). Taniguchi (2006) found that women who work part-time are more likely 
to volunteer than women who work full-time, while there were no statistically signifi-
cant differences in volunteering between men employed part-time and men employed 
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full-time. On the other hand, unemployed men were less likely than employed men to 
volunteer, but for women, being unemployed made no difference.

In summary, the existing research shows that women are more motivated than men 
to help others, but engage in only slightly more charitable giving and volunteering 
than men. Gender differences in resources and social networks may explain why male 
and female participation in volunteering and charitable giving is nearly equal. This 
article tests this hypothesis on nationally representative survey data, combining mea-
sures of motivations, social capital, and resources in a single study.

Theory and Hypotheses
From the existing literature, one can theorize that women are more motivated to help 
others than men, but that men may have more social and human capital, which compen-
sates for their lower motivation. This article tests this theory through three hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1: Women will score higher than men on measures of the psy-
chological traits, motivations, and values that predict charitable giving and 
volunteering.

Hypothesis 2: Men will score higher than women on the measures of social 
capital that predict charitable giving and volunteering.

Hypothesis 3: Men will score higher than women on the measures of resources 
that predict charitable giving and volunteering.

This article will also explore the possibility that some predictors are more important 
for one gender than the other. As there has been no previous work on this issue, this 
work is exploratory, and no specific hypotheses are advanced.

Data and Method
Sample

This study analyzes data from the 1995 Midlife in the United States (MIDUS) survey, 
which was given to a nationally representative random sample of noninstitutionalized, 
English-speaking adults aged 25 to 74 in 1995. Both telephone and written survey 
questionnaires were used, and the estimated overall response rate was 60.8%. The 
MIDUS dataset contains weights to adjust for the biases related to the characteristics 
of nonresponders, and these weights were used in the analysis. There were 3,032 
respondents to the main sample of the MIDUS survey. More complete information 
about the MIDUS sample and response rate is contained in the MIDUS codebook, 
available from the MIDUS web site at midmac.med.harvard.edu/research.html.

Although the MIDUS survey data are now 15 years old, the MIDUS data are still the 
best currently available to answer the question of this article, as no survey since 1995 
has contained equally good measures of volunteering, charitable giving, motivations, 
resources, and social capital. For example, the recent Center on Philanthropy Panel 
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Study of the Panel Study of Income Dynamics has excellent measures of volunteering 
and charitable giving but few measures of motivations and social capital. There is a 
2005 wave of the MIDUS panel study, but unfortunately the attrition rate between 1995 
and 2005 is 50%. As agreeing to participate in the second wave of a panel study is a 
prosocial behavior similar to volunteering and charitable giving, there is good reason to 
believe that the high attrition rate would skew the results.

Dependent Variables
This study examines three dependent variables: volunteering, religious giving, and 
secular charitable giving. The MIDUS survey asked respondents to write in how many 
hours they spend volunteering each month, with separate categories for educational 
and youth volunteering, health and medical volunteering, and other (excluding politi-
cal) volunteering. I combined these into a single category. MIDUS asked respondents 
how much money they or their family members donate to religious institutions and 
charities in a typical month, and how much they donate to secular charities. Preliminary 
analysis showed that the causes of these two behaviors were distinct, so I kept them as 
two separate dependent variables. Table 1 shows means and standard deviations for 
volunteering for the entire sample, of whom 1,713 are women and 1,318 are men. 
Table 1 shows means and standard deviations for charitable giving for the 966 unmar-
ried respondents in the sample, of whom 621 are women and 345 are men.

I excluded married respondents in the analyses of charitable giving because MIDUS 
asks respondents to report their household charitable giving. This makes it impossible 
to separate donations made by wives and husbands, so to compare sex differences one 
must only examine unmarried individuals. This raises additional complications as the 
unmarried women in the sample are older (45.6 years), on average, than the unmarried 
men (41.6 years). The different mean ages of these groups reflects the fact that women 
live longer and marry younger, and are therefore more likely to become single through 
widowhood: 21.4% of the unmarried women in the sample are 60 or older, compared 
to only 13.6% of the unmarried men. I included a variable for age in the regression 
equations to account for this, and I also divided the sample into 10-year age cohorts to 
test whether gender differences varied by age.

Independent Variables
I follow Wilson and Musick (1997) in dividing the causes of helping behaviors into 
motivation, resources, and social capital. The MIDUS survey has five measures of 
motivation: agreeableness, moral obligation, prosocial role identity, generative 
concern, and subjective religiosity. It has six measures of resources: education, 
income, hours spent working, hours spent in informal helping, hours spent on 
household chores , and the presence of children in the household. MIDUS has three 
measures of social capital, attendance at meetings of voluntary associations, atten-
dance at religious services, and trust in one’s local community. Table 1 shows the 
means and standard deviations for these variables.
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Motivations. Personality traits that motivate volunteering include empathic concern, 
moral obligation, prosocial role identity, generative concern, and religiosity. While 
MIDUS does not have a measure of empathic concern, it does measure the “big five” 
personality trait of “agreeableness” (John, 1990), which is conceptually and theoreti-
cally linked to empathy (Bekkers, 2005; Rossi, 2001) and correlates with empathic 
concern (Ashton, Paunonen, Helmes, & Jackson, 1998; Del Barrio, Aluja, & Garcia, 
2004; Graziano & Eisenberg, 1997; Penner, 2002; Van Der Zee, Thijs, & Shakel, 2002). 

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics

Variable Range M or % yes SD

Volunteering (N = 3032)
 All volunteering (% yes) 0-1 36.8 n/a
 All volunteering (hr/month) 0-80 5.0 11.4
Donations (unmarried respondents only, N = 966)
 Religious giving (% yes) 0-1 29.2 n/a
 Religious giving (US$/month) 0-1,000 22.54 81.75
 Secular giving (% yes) 0-1 33.5 n/a
 Secular giving (US$/month) 0-1,000 8.25 36.74
Independent variables (total sample, N = 3,032)
 Motivations
  Agreeableness 1-4 3.5 0.5
  Moral obligation 0-10 5.7 2.4
  Prosocial role identity 0-10 6.6 2.2
  Generative concern 1-4 2.8 0.6
  Subjective religiosity 1-4 2.8 0.7
 Resources
  Education (ordinal scale) 1-12 6.2 2.4
  Household income (in thousands) 0-250 62.3 50.9
  Employed full-time 0-1 60.7% n/a
  Employed part-time 0-1 13.5% n/a
  Hours/week household chores 0-100 14.2 13.1
  Hours/month informal helping 0-100 20.4 28.0
  Hours/week working 0-80 31.9 22.6
  Minor children in household 0-1 44.4% n/a
  Children 0-6 in household 0-1 19.4% n/a
  Children 7-13 in household 0-1 25.6% n/a
  Children 14-17 in household 0-1 18.2% n/a
 Trust and social networks
   Attendance at voluntary association  

 meetings (times/month)
0-15 2.1 3.5

  Religious services attendance (times/month) 0-15 2.3 3.1
  Neighborhood trust 1-4 3.4 0.6
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The MIDUS survey gave respondents a list of words describing personality traits and 
asked them how much a list of words describes them, on a 4-point scale ranging from 
not at all to a lot. Five words on the list measure the respondent’s score on the agree-
ableness personality scale, “helpful,” “warm,” “caring,” “softhearted,” and “sympa-
thetic.” Respondents’ scores on these five variables were averaged to create a single 
agreeableness index, with a Cronbach’s alpha measurement of reliability of .805.

MIDUS measured moral obligation through a set of questions that asked respon-
dents to rate how obligated they would be to help in a hypothetical situation, on a scale 
of 0 to 10. One question asked how obligated the respondent would feel “to volunteer 
time or money to social causes you support” and another asked how obligated the 
respondent would feel “to collect contributions for heart or cancer research if asked to 
do so.” These questions correlated at r = .53, and I averaged them to create a single 
measure of moral obligation to engage in charitable giving and volunteer work.

MIDUS measured prosocial role identity through a single question, “How would 
you rate your contribution to the welfare and well-being of other people these days? 
Take into account all that you do, in terms of time, money, or concern, on your job, and 
for your family, friends, and the community.” Response categories for this question 
range from 0, the least possible contribution, to 10, the greatest possible contribution. 
The average response was 6.6, and the standard deviation was 2.2.

Generative concern, a concept derived from Erikson’s (1980) life stage theory, is 
“the concern for and commitment to promoting the next generation, through parenting, 
teaching, mentoring, and generating products and outcomes that aim to benefit youth 
and foster the development and well-being of individuals and social systems that will 
outlive the self” (McAdams & de St. Aubin, 1998, p. 9). MIDUS incorporated a six-
item reduction of the Loyola Generativity Scale (McAdams & de St. Aubin, 1992), a 
commonly used measure of generative concern, which asked respondents to what 
degree a set of statements described them, on a scale of 1 (not at all) to 4 (a lot). The 
statements were “Others would say that you have made unique contributions to society,” 
“You have important skills you can pass along to others,” “Many people come to you 
for advice,” “You feel that other people need you,” “You have had a good influence 
on the lives of many people,” and “You like to teach things to people.” The Cronbach’s 
alpha measure of reliability for this scale was .84.

I created an index of subjective strength and intensity of religious feeling by averag-
ing together four questions measured on a 1 (not at all) to 4 (a lot) scale. The questions 
asked respondents how religious they were, how spiritual they were, how important 
religion was to them, and how important spirituality was to them. The Cronbach’s alpha 
for this scale was .87.

Resources. Education and free time are resources for volunteering, and wealth and 
income are resources for charitable giving. MIDUS measures education using a 12-point 
ordinal scale, ranging from a primary school education to a doctorate or equivalent. 
I measured free time through three variables: hours spent working, hours spent helping 
friends and family, and hours spent on housework. Unfortunately MIDUS does not 
have a question about hours spent on child care, so it is impossible to estimate whether 
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men or women in the MIDUS sample have more free time overall. However, MIDUS 
does record the presence of minor children in the household and also breaks down this 
measure into age groups, with dummy variables for the presence of children aged new-
born to 6 years, 7 to 13, and 14 to 17. Out of the entire sample, 44.4% respondents had 
minor children in their household, and 34.2% of unmarried women and 30.1% of 
unmarried men had children living with them at least part of the time.

Social capital. The MIDUS survey does not directly measure the strength and size of 
respondents’ social networks, but it does have questions about respondents’ atten-
dance at religious services and the meetings of voluntary associations. As participation 
in these activities brings individuals into contact with the kinds of social networks that 
promote charitable giving and volunteering, these variables form a good proxy mea-
sure of social networks. The MIDUS survey asked respondents to write in how many 
meetings they attend each month in three types of voluntary associations: labor unions 
and professional associations, sports and recreation groups, and all other groups. The 
variables were added together to make a single measure of participation in voluntary 
associations, and this measure was truncated at the 97th percentile, or 15 meetings per 
month, to prevent outliers from biasing the regression analysis. MIDUS measured 
religious attendance through a single question that asked respondents how many reli-
gious services they attended in a typical month, which I truncated at the 99% level 
(15 services per month).

The MIDUS survey does not have a question that measures trust in society or other 
people in general, but it uses a four-item measure of trust and integration into one’s 
community derived from Keyes (1998). Questions on this measure ask respondents 
to what extent they trust their neighbors, feel safe in their neighborhoods, and feel 
that they can call on their neighbors for help if needed. This scale has a Cronbach’s 
alpha of .68.

Method of Analysis
I first used regression analysis to determine whether the independent variables used 
in this study actually predicted volunteering and charitable giving. I then used t tests 
to determine whether men and women differed in their levels of volunteering and 
charitable giving, and whether they differed in their scores on the predictors of volun-
teering and charitable giving. Finally, I used interaction terms in regression analysis 
to determine whether there gender differences in how the predictor variables corre-
lated with charitable giving and volunteering.

As volunteering and charitable giving are left-censored data, with most respondents 
contributing no money or time to charity, ordinary least squares (OLS) regression is 
not suitable. Instead, I used Tobit regression (Breen, 1995) on the volunteering and 
giving variables, truncated at 99th percentile to prevent outliers from biasing the coef-
ficients. All respondents who volunteered more than 80 hr per month were recoded as 
80, and all donors who gave more than US$1,000 were recoded as US$1,000. I also 
recoded the variables as binary (0 = no volunteering or giving and 1 = any volunteer-
ing or giving) for use in logistic regression.
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The logistic and Tobit regressions returned similar results for statistical significance, 
and I report the slope coefficients from Tobit regression and the Nagelkerke pseudo-R 
squared values from logistic regression (Nagelkerke, 1991) To test for gender differ-
ences in the slope coefficients of the independent variables, I ran a series of Tobit 
regressions with each independent variable, a dummy variable for gender, and an inter-
action term of each independent variable and gender.

Findings
Table 2 shows differences in the quantity and the correlates of volunteering and chari-
table giving for both the total sample and for the unmarried respondents. The results 
are similar for both groups, but some of the differences in the unmarried sample are 
less statistically significant or nonsignificant due to the smaller sample size.

Sex Differences in Helping Behaviors
Women volunteered at a higher rate and for more hours than men. A greater propor-
tion of women (41.6%) than men (34.5%) volunteered, and this difference was sta-
tistically significant (p < .05). Among those who did volunteer, women volunteered 
an average of 14.0 hr per month, more than the male average of 12.9 hr although this 
difference was not statistically significant. There were no statistically significant dif-
ferences between the percentage of unmarried men and women who gave money to 
charity. Among those who did give to charity, men gave significantly (p = .002) more 
to religious charities (US$100.20) than women (US$65.23), but there was no differ-
ence between unmarried men and women in the amount donated to secular charities 
(Table 2).

Gender Differences in the Causes of Behaviors
Hypothesis 1, that women would score higher than men on measures of prosocial traits, 
motivations, and values, was strongly supported by the data. Women scored signifi-
cantly higher than men on agreeableness, subjective religiosity, prosocial role identity, 
and sense of moral obligation. Although there was no statistically significant gender 
difference in generative concern, men did not score higher on any of these measures.

Hypothesis 2, that men possess more resources for volunteering and charitable giv-
ing, was partially supported. Men had significantly more education than women, giving 
them more of the skills needed for volunteering, and men had higher incomes, giving 
them more money to contribute to charity. Gender differences in free time are impos-
sible to determine from the MIDUS data. Men worked significantly more hours than 
women, but women spend more time on housework and helping friends and family. 
When these three variables are added together, men spent more time on work, helping, 
and housework (53.4 hr per week) than women did (49.9 hr per week). MIDUS does 
not measure time spent caring for children, and if these hours were added to the total, 
women would probably have fewer free hours than men.
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Table 2. Sex and Gender Differences in Independent and Dependent Variables

Variable Range

M or % 
yes (all 
men)

M or % 
yes (all 

women)

M or % yes 
(unmarried 

men)

M or % yes 
(unmarried 

women)

Volunteering (N = 3,032)
 All volunteering (% yes) 0-1 34.5 41.6** 27.0 33.0*
 All volunteering (hours/month)a 0-80 12.9 14.0 13.9 14.9
Donations (unmarried respondents only, N = 966)
 Religious giving (% yes) 0-1 — — 29.8 28.0
 Religious giving (US$/month)a 0-1,000 — — 100.20*** 65.23
 Secular giving (% yes) 0-1 — — 32.0 34.3
 Secular giving (US$/month)a 0-1,000 — — 25.37 24.21
Independent variables (total sample, N = 3,032)
 Personality traits and values
  Agreeableness 1-4 3.4 3.6**** 3.4 3.6****
  Moral obligation 0-10 5.4 6.0**** 5.6 6.5****
  Prosocial role identity 0-10 6.3 6.9**** 6.1 6.7****
  Generative concern 1-4 2.8 2.8 2.8 2.8
  Subjective religiosity 1-4 2.7 3.0**** 2.6 2.9****
 Resources
  Education (ordinal scale) 1-12 6.4**** 6.1 6.5**** 6.0
   Household income  

 (in thousands)
0-250 69.9**** 56.6 52.1**** 34.7

  Employed full-time 0-1 75.2**** 49.5 74.0**** 56.8
  Employed part-time 0-1 7.7 17.9**** 28.1 34.1**
   Hours/week household  

 chores
0-100 8.9 18.8**** 7.0 12.8***

   Hours/month informal  
 helping

0-100 18.1 22.2**** 17.2 24.0****

  Hours/week working for pay 0-80 39.5**** 26.1 38.8**** 28.5
  Minor children in household 0-1 45.9% 43.2% 30.1% 34.2%
  Children 0-6 in household 0-1 20.3% 18.7% 10.9% 11.4%
  Children 7-13 in household 0-1 27.5%** 24.2% 17.0% 20.5%
  Children 14-17 in household 0-1 18.6% 18.0% 10.4% 16.9%***
 Trust and social networks
   Attendance at voluntary  

 association meetings  
 (times/month)

0-15 2.5** 2.0 2.3* 1.9

   Religious services attendance 
 (times/month)

0-15 2.0 2.6**** 1.4 2.1****

  Neighborhood trust 1-4 3.4**** 3.3 3.3 3.2

Note: Statistical significance of gender differences measured with t tests.
aMean calculated only for those respondents who volunteer or give (respondents who do 0 are 
excluded).
*p ≤ .10. **p ≤ .05. ***p ≤ .01. ****p ≤ .001.
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Although the presence of children might reduce volunteering through the demands 
they place on their parents’ time, the data show that the presence of children in the 
household actually correlates positively with volunteering. The strongest correlation is 
for children aged 7 to 13, followed by children aged 14 to 17. Children this age are 
involved in many activities through school, places of worship, and other institutions, 
and these institutions encourage parents to volunteer. The positive effect of this insti-
tutional participation seems to be stronger than the negative effect of children’s 
demands on parents’ time. Having children 6 and under has no significant relationship 
with volunteering, presumably because the positive effects of institutional involve-
ment are fully balanced out by the negative effects of the additional demands that 
young children place on parents’ time. Separate analyses for married fathers and mar-
ried mothers show that these results held for both genders. For single parents, how-
ever, only mothers of school-aged children were more likely to volunteer. For single 
fathers, the presence of children of any age had no statistically significant relationship 
with volunteering.

Hypothesis 3, that men have more social capital than women, also received partial 
support. Men scored significantly higher on the MIDUS measure of local trust, and 
men participated more in secular voluntary associations. Women, however, attended 
religious services more often and therefore were likely to have broader social net-
works through religious institutions.

Relationship Between Independent  
Variables and Prosocial Behaviors
Table 3 shows the slope coefficients and significance levels from bivariate and mul-
tivariate Tobit regressions of each of the three dependent variables. The first column 
shows the slope coefficients and significance levels for each variable in a bivariate 
regression, and the second column shows the slope coefficients and significance lev-
els for a multivariate equation containing all the independent variables.

Most of the independent variables were statistically significant predictors of all three 
outcomes at the bivariate level. Exceptions included the religiosity variables, which 
predicted volunteering and religious giving but not secular giving. As one would expect, 
variables measuring the resource of free time (employment, chores, and informal help-
ing) correlated with volunteering but not with charitable giving. Surprisingly, the find-
ings did not support the perspective that time is a scarce resource that individuals 
allocate to volunteering, household chores, and helping friends and family. The con-
trary was true: informal helping, household chores, and the presence of children in the 
household all correlated positively with volunteering, indicating that people who do 
more of this type of helping do more volunteering also.

There was a relationship between employment hours and volunteering, but this 
relationship was not linear. Adding a quadratic term (work hours squared) also failed 
to find significant results, but using dummy variables for part-time (1 to 34 hr) and 
full-time (35+ hr) employment did produce significant results. Part-time employees 
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were significantly more likely to volunteer than either full-time employees or people 
who do not work. It seems that the social networks that come with paid employment, 
combined with the free time that part-time employees have, predict the highest levels 
of volunteering.

Most of the independent variables remained statistically significant in the full 
models. Exceptions for volunteering were subjective religiosity, income, and informal 
helping. For religious giving, subjective religiosity and religious attendance were such 

Table 3. Tobit regression

Volunteering (full 
sample)

Religious giving 
(nonmarried only)

Secular giving 
(nonmarried only)

Variable Bivariate Full model Bivariate Full model Bivariate Full model

Personality
 Agreeableness 4.30**** -2.55** 41.69*** −26.06* ns ns
 Moral obligation 3.04**** 1.91**** 14.18**** ns 6.25**** 4.73****
  Prosocial role  

 identity
3.00**** 1.43**** 19.31**** ns 6.47**** ns

 Generative concern 9.55**** 3.84**** 52.55**** ns 24.56**** ns
 Subjective religiosity 4.42**** ns 112.22**** 78.04**** ns ns
Resources
 Education 2.03**** 0.80**** 15.73**** 4.74* 9.23**** 3.05****
 Household income 0.04**** ns 0.73**** 0.81**** 0.54**** 0.28****
 Employed full-time -3.46**** -3.03** ns 38.70** 19.07*** ns
 Employed part-time 5.64**** 4.83**** ns ns ns ns
 Household chores 0.20**** 0.12*** ns ns ns ns
 Informal helping 0.07**** ns 0.51** ns ns ns
 Children at home 6.02**** 6.24**** ns ns ns ns
 Children 0-6 — — —
 Children 7-13 — — —
 Children 14-17 — — —
Social capital
 Meeting attendance 1.96**** 1.44**** 8.69**** ns 4.67**** 2.11****
 Services attendance 1.90**** 1.24**** 31.64**** 21.15**** ns ns
 Neighborhood trust 6.18**** 1.87** 41.32*** ns 23.07**** ns
Controls
 Age -.08** ns ns ns ns 0.50****
 African American 4.63*** ns 48.18*** ns ns ns
 Hispanic -5.87* -5.63* ns 65.83* ns ns
 Asian American ns ns ns ns ns -71.54*

Note: ns = not statistically significant.
*p ≤ .10. **p ≤ .05.***p ≤ .01.****p ≤ .001.
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strong predictors that moral obligation, prosocial role identity, generative concern, 
informal helping, attendance at voluntary association meetings, and trust became non-
significant predictors of religious giving in the full model. For secular giving, genera-
tive concern, full-time employment, and trust became nonsignificant in the full model. 
Agreeableness remained significant in the full model for volunteering and religious 
giving but changed signs.

The Nagelkerke pseudo-R squared statistic from logistic regression (Nagelkerke, 
1991) allows one to estimate the total predictive power of all the independent variables 
and to compare the predictive power of the variables that favor men and those that 
favor women. When combined into a single logistic regression equation, the indepen-
dent and control variables best predicted religious giving (Nagelkerke pseudo-R 
squared = .505), followed by volunteering (pseudo-R squared = .359) and secular giv-
ing (pseudo-R squared = .163). The Nagelkerke pseudo-R squared values for a regres-
sion equation containing only the variables in which women have an advantage 
(agreeableness, moral obligation, role identity, subjective religiosity, religious ser-
vices attendance, and household chores, informal helping, and employment status for 
volunteering) were .188 for volunteering, .416 for religious giving, and .029 for secu-
lar giving. Nagelkerke pseudo-R squared values for the variables in which men have 
an advantage (education, income, attendance at voluntary association meetings, neigh-
borhood trust, and employment status for charitable giving), were .187 for volunteer-
ing, .060 for religious giving, and .142 for secular giving.

Gender Differences in the Importance of Predictors
There were only a few statistically significant interactions between the independent 
variables and gender but nearly all of them indicated that the causal variable had a 
stronger effect on men’s behavior. Religious attendance was a stronger predictor of 
religious giving for men (slope = 14.32, p < .001), and local trust was a stronger pre-
dictor of volunteering (slope = 3.00, p = .071) for men. Moral obligation was a 
stronger predictor of both volunteering (slope = 0.09, p = .038) and religious giving 
(slope = 16.74, p = .006) for men. Part time employment was a stronger predictor of 
volunteering (slope = 8.07, p = .005) and religious giving (slope = 52.00, p = .003) 
for men. For women, full time employment was a stronger predictor (slope = 30.22, 
p = .041) of secular charitable giving.

Variation in Gender Differences by Age
As a larger proportion of the single women in the sample were 60 or older, part of the 
difference in charitable giving among single men and women in the sample might 
have actually been a spurious function of age. To test this possibility, I excluded all 
respondents aged 60 and older from the sample of single adults and examined gender 
differences in charitable giving on this new sample. There was still no statistically 
significant difference between men and women in the percentage who gave to religious 
and secular charities, and no difference in the amount given.
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Discussion

The main innovation of this study is the hypothesis that men’s advantages in resources 
and social capital cancel out women’s advantage in motivations. The data supported 
the second half of this hypothesis, that women are more motivated to help others. 
Women scored significantly higher on measures of agreeableness, religiosity, moral 
obligation, and prosocial role identity.

However, the data only partially supported the new hypotheses of the study, that 
men’s advantages in resources and social capital balance out women’s advantages in 
motivations. In regard to resources, men have more income and therefore more money 
to donate to charity. They also have more education, which makes them more skilled 
and desirable volunteers. However, women are more likely to work part-time, which 
is associated with more volunteering. Furthermore, women’s greater involvement in 
informal helping and housework does not seem to prevent them from volunteering, as 
these activities correlate positively with volunteering. Although the data contained no 
direct measure of hours spent on child care, the presence of school-aged children cor-
related positively with volunteering among married mothers and fathers and among 
single mothers. Men also only have a partial advantage in social capital. Men have 
broader secular social networks and more local trust, but women have more access to 
the social networks that come with religious participation.

Nearly all of the interaction terms favored men: religious attendance, local trust, 
moral obligation, and part-time employment were better predictors of men’s prosocial 
behavior than women’s. As one of the anonymous reviewers pointed out, this finding 
supports the theoretical proposition of this article, as it shows that women are “more 
inclined to help,” but men “need specific hooks to draw them in.” Since men are less 
inclined to help to begin with, the “specific hooks” have a stronger pull on men than 
on women.

Overall, men possess only a slight advantage in resources and social capital, 
whereas women possess a large advantage in prosocial motivation. One would expect, 
therefore, for women to do significantly more formal helping work than men. This is 
true for volunteering but not religious or charitable giving. The lack of difference in 
secular giving makes sense because the motivational factors upon which women have 
an advantage have a weak or nonsignificant relationship with secular giving, while the 
factors upon which men have an advantage (income, education, and participation in 
voluntary associations) have a strong and significant relationship with secular giving. 
Accordingly, men’s advantage in resources and social capital balance out women’s 
advantage in motivations, so men’s and women’s contributions to charitable giving 
are similar.

With religious giving, the reasons for gender differences are still unclear. Women 
possess an advantage in the most important predictors of religious giving, subjective 
religiosity and attendance at religious services, yet roughly equal proportions of men 
and women donate to religious institutions, and male donors gave significantly more 
money. Men’s advantage in income seems to explain why male donors gave more 
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money, but it is not clear why men and women were equally likely to donate. Further 
research is needed to explain this part of the puzzle.

This study has a number of features that limit the applicability of its findings. The 
MIDUS study takes individuals as the unit of analysis, when in fact many people make 
decisions about charitable giving and volunteering as households. For charitable giv-
ing, this article attempted to compensate for the fact that couples make decisions about 
charitable giving together by examining only unmarried respondents, but there may be 
gender-specific correlates of being unmarried that bias the results. The MIDUS sam-
ple, while large and nationally representative, is cross-sectional, with only a moderate 
(60.8%) estimated overall response rate. Changes in society between 1995 and the 
present may limit the applicability of these findings to current conditions, and the find-
ings can only be generalized to residents of the United States.

While this article advances the state of knowledge on gender differences in volun-
teering and giving, many unanswered questions remain. First, it is not clear why men, 
who are less religious than women, are about equally likely to give money to religious 
institutions. Second, the independent variables examined in this study explain a good 
deal of the variation in volunteering and religious giving, but relatively little of the 
variation in secular giving. More knowledge about the predictors of secular giving is 
needed as well as how the effects of these predictors vary by gender.

The findings of this research pose an interesting set of questions about the future of 
volunteering and charitable giving. As women’s education, income, and labor force 
participation increase, will women greatly outpace men in their level of volunteering 
and charitable giving? Or will cultural changes in gender norms affect men as well, 
causing them to become more motivated to engage in prosocial actions? In an attempt 
to answer this question, I analyzed gender differences in prosocial motivations by age 
cohort, dividing the MIDUS sample into people in their 20s, their 30s, and so on. 
I found that there was just as large a distance in prosocial motivation between the 
youngest men and women as the oldest group. On the other hand, men in their 20s and 
30s in 1995 did not participate more in voluntary associations and were not signifi-
cantly better educated than women. This indicates that the gap between men and wom-
en’s volunteering and giving may widen as these generations grow older, not narrow. 
However, the youngest people in the MIDUS sample were born in 1970, which may 
be too long ago for cultural changes in the way children are raised to have any effect 
on male prosocial motivations. It is possible that a study of people born after 1970 
might find that gender differences in prosocial motivation have narrowed somewhat.

In conclusion, this article found strong differences in the variables that cause vol-
unteering and charitable giving but only modest differences in the behaviors them-
selves. The hypothesis of this paper, that men’s advantages in resources and social 
capital would cancel out women’s advantages in prosocial motivation, was supported 
in the case of volunteering and secular giving, but fails to explain the lack of difference 
in religious giving. Future research should examine the causes of male religious giving, 
and the causes of secular giving among both men and women. Future research should 
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also examine whether gender differences in prosocial motivations and behavior are 
changing among more recent generations.
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