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Abstract  

Research has shown that military service is linked with some forms of political 

engagement, such as voting, especially for minorities.  In this paper, we explore the 

relationship between military service and another measure of civic engagement—

volunteering.  Military service can help to overcome barriers to volunteering by helping 

to socialize people with a norm of civic responsibility, by providing social resources and 

skills that compensate for the lack of personal resources, and by making people aware of 

opportunities to volunteer and “asking” them to do so.  The data used to explore this 

research question are from the Census Bureau’s Current Population Survey (CPS) 2005 

September supplement on volunteering.  We find that military service is positively 

related to volunteering among blacks and Hispanics.  Married veterans and veterans over 

the age of 65 are more likely to volunteer than nonveterans.     
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Introduction 

In this paper, we view the military as a government institution with implications 

for civil society.  The military, just like any other institution, has its own set of norms and 

rules, and new recruits to the military are socialized with the values of the military, such 

as duty, honor, loyalty to country, and other values that support a democratic society 

(Lovell & Stiehm, 1989).  Research has found a link between military service and some 

political behaviors, like voting or working on a political campaign (Ellison, 1992; M. 

Kent Jennings & Gregory B. Markus, 1977; Leal, 1999; Teigen, 2006), which seems to 

indicate that military socialization creates more active citizens.  It is possible, then, that 

military service is related to other measures of good citizenship behavior beyond political 

participation.  This paper seeks to investigate the impact of military service on 

volunteering, another important measure of civic engagement.  The data used to explore 

this research question are from the Census Bureau’s Current Population Survey (CPS) 

2005 September supplement on volunteering.   

We begin by investigating the military as an institution and the empirical evidence 

for how military service influences civic and political attitudes and behaviors.  Next, we 

outline theoretical reasons why military service can influence individuals’ volunteering 

behaviors.  In the third section of the paper, we present our hypotheses related to military 

service and volunteering.  Finally, we provide an overview of the data and methods, 

followed by a discussion of the results of the analysis.    

 

The Military as an Institution of Civic Engagement   
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Institutions are the “humanly designed constraints”, or rules, that “structure 

incentives in human exchange” and shape human interaction, thereby regulating and 

increasing the predictability of human behavior (North, 1990: 3; Ostrom, Gibson, 

Shivakumar, & Andersson, 2002).  In an institution, the collection of formal rules and 

informal constraints and the process by which they are enforced determine a person’s 

potential actions (North, 1990).  These norms and rules determine not only the actions 

that an individual can do, but also the actions that an individual must or must not do 

(Crawford & Ostrom, 1993).  Institutions therefore structure the incentives involved in 

making certain decisions by rewarding and punishing various actions.       

Military organizations possess their own unique set of governing rules and norms.  

The military immediately immerses new recruits in an extensive training program that not 

only teaches recruits new skills but also continually exposes them to and surrounds them 

with military values and norms.  New cadets in military training institutes immediately 

undergo a process in which their civilian status is broken down and deconstructed and a 

new identity is “rebuilt” by constant exposure to military norms, discipline, values and 

authority (Soeters, Winslow, & Weibull, 2003).  Successful military socialization 

includes embracing military values, like a sense of pride at being a military member and a 

sense of loyalty to the military and its traditions (Lovell & Stiehm, 1989).   

Not only is the military an institution according to the definition given above, but 

the military is an especially demanding institution.  The military fits Goffman’s (1959) 

definition of a “total institution,” meaning that it is a place where a large number of 

individuals in a similar situation are separated from the larger society and are subject to 

formally administered rules that govern all aspects of daily life.  Others call the military a 
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“greedy institution” because of the many heavy demands it makes upon members, such as 

being on a permanent on-call basis while on duty, being required to relocate on short 

notice, and having many aspects of daily life dictated by the institution (Soeters et al., 

2003).  After educational institutions, the military is the governmental institution that 

more American men commonly experience (Teigen, 2006), so not only is the military a 

demanding institution, but it is an institution that affects great numbers of people.  Data 

from the 2000 Census estimate that 12.7 percent of the U.S. adult population were 

veterans; this represents approximately 26.4 million people (Richardson and Waldrop, 

2003).  Because so many individuals spend some amount of time serving in the military, 

researchers of civic engagement need to understand the impact of military service on the 

post-military civic behaviors of participants.  Participation in other institutions, such as 

families, schools and voluntary associations, often leads to greater civic engagement 

(Flanagan, Bowes, Jonsson, Csapo, & Sheblanova, 1998; Youniss et al., 2002), so it is 

feasible that a “total” governmental institution like the military will impact civic behavior 

as well.   

 

How Military Service Impacts Political Attitudes and Behaviors 

 Military service impacts people’s attitudes and abilities, and these increased 

capacities and improved attitudes are supposed to carry over into civilian life after a 

person leaves military service, creating the perception that veterans are more patriotic and 

more prepared and willing to serve the county (President's Commission on an All-

Volunteer Armed Force, 1970).  Most Americans view military members as men and 

women who are willing to set aside their own self-interest to follow the path of duty and 
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honor in serving their country (Charles C. Moskos, 2000).  Empirical researchers have 

sought to determine whether this conventional wisdom holds up—does military service 

impact veterans’ civic attitudes and behaviors after military service is concluded? 

Overall, empirical evidence indicates that military service has, at best, only a 

small positive impact on political and civic attitudes compared to political and civic 

behaviors.  Jennings and Markus (1977) investigated the impact of Vietnam War military 

service on veterans’ political attitudes and values, and they found that military service 

modestly reduced political cynicism and trust and slightly increased interest in and 

attention to world affairs.  Another study of Vietnam veterans’ attitudes found that most 

veterans registered ambivalence about politics, political parties and voting, but combat 

veterans exhibited alienation toward politics and the political system (Pollack, White, & 

Gold, 1975).  Schrieber (1979) looked at the impact of military service in WWII and the 

Vietnam War on attitudes toward the military, the government, international affairs, 

authoritarianism, and violence, and he found no significant opinion differences between 

veterans and nonveterans except in their feelings toward the military.  Others have also 

demonstrated that most veterans experience few lasting changes in their values and 

beliefs, with little or no change in values and beliefs for those who served shorter periods 

of time in the military (Lovell & Stiehm, 1989).  The empirical evidence is not 

conclusive enough to paint a strong picture regarding the relationship between military 

service and political attitudes upon return to civilian life, but most of the evidence 

indicates little association between military service and people’s political and civic 

attitudes.   
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 Although military service does not appear to produce lasting positive impacts on 

veterans’ political or civic attitudes, military service does not lead to more authoritarian 

and anti-democratic attitudes either.  Some researchers fear that military service 

negatively impacts civic behaviors because of the military’s strict adherence to 

authoritarian governance and rules.  They argue that because the military is hierarchical 

and authoritarian, it will not instill a participatory ethic in military members and will 

instead lead to more authoritarian values and actions (Gorham, 1992)—values that are 

not supportive of democracy and can discourage good civic behaviors.  However, 

empirical evidence shows that veterans are not more authoritarian, intolerant, and 

violence-accepting than nonveterans, including Vietnam War veterans (M. Kent Jennings 

& Gregory B. Markus, 1977; Schreiber, 1979).   

 Although military service does not seem to change veterans’ attitudes, research 

indicates that military service does impact civic and political behaviors.  In particular, 

military service is associated with more active forms of political participation rather than 

passive participation (Jennings & Markus, 1976).  Ellison (1992) found that black 

veterans were not more likely than non-veterans to participate in low-initiative political 

activities, such as voting in national or local elections, but they were more likely to 

engage in high-initiative political activities, such as contacting political officials or 

working on a political campaign.  For Latinos, however, participation in the military does 

seem to increase voting turnout and participation in low-intensity political activities, such 

as wearing a political button, donating to a political campaign or signing a petition (Leal, 

1999).  Indeed, military service is associated with higher voting turnout rates in general, 

except among veterans of the Vietnam War era (Teigen, 2006).  However, not all studies 
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of the impact of military service on political participation find positive effects.  For 

instance, Franzich (1982) found that graduates of military academies were less likely to 

vote than civilians.  In general, however, the preponderance of the evidence indicates that 

military service is associated with greater political participation.    

 To summarize, military service has little effect on civic and political attitudes, but 

military service is related to some forms of political participation, such as voting, 

especially among minority populations.  Political attitudes and behaviors, however, are 

not the only measures of civic engagement.  Researchers have yet to investigate any 

linkage between volunteering and military service, even though volunteering serves as 

another important aspect of civic engagement.  If military service is associated with 

increased political participation and voting, the military service might also be linked to 

increased volunteering.  

 

How Military Service Can Impact Volunteering  

 Institutions determine the incentives for doing or not doing various actions, and 

the military, just like other institutions, can impact the incentives for individuals to 

volunteer.  As a springboard for exploring how military service can affect volunteering, 

we begin by introducing the reasons why people do not volunteer: people do not 

volunteer because they cannot, because they do not want to, or because no one has asked 

them to volunteer (Brady, Verba, & Scholozman, 1995).  Volunteers can lack the 

necessary resources for volunteering, the motivation to volunteer, or perhaps a window of 

opportunity that would allow volunteering.  Socialization through military service can 
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provide individuals with the means to overcome each of these three barriers to 

volunteering.   

 

Providing Skills and Resources for Volunteering. Volunteering takes resources, 

such as time, money and participatory skills; those individuals without these resources 

are unable to volunteer.  People in higher socioeconomic groups have higher incomes and 

educations and thus possess more resources, so these individuals tend to volunteer more 

(Boraas, 2003; Hayghe, 1991).  Acquisition of resources for volunteering requires human 

and social capital.  Social status variables, such as age, race, and gender indirectly affect 

volunteering because they determine how much human, social and cultural capital people 

accumulate and can use for volunteer work (Wilson & Musick, 1997).  Institutions can 

moderate the relationship between social status variables and participation.  For instance, 

researchers have demonstrated that religious participation moderates the relationship 

between race and volunteering.  In general, blacks are less likely to volunteer than whites 

(Boraas, 2003; Hayghe, 1991).  However, Musick, Wilson and Bynum found that while 

blacks possess less human capital than whites due to socioeconomic variables, they have 

more social and cultural capital than whites because of their more frequent religious 

participation (Musick, Wilson, & Bynum, 2000).  Participation in religious organizations 

offers the disadvantaged an opportunity to develop skills relevant to civic participation 

and volunteering which helps people to overcome the barriers to volunteering (Verba, 

Scholozman, & Brady, 1995).  Thus institutions can provide compensatory social 

resources that lead to greater volunteering.   
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 Just like religious organizations, the military also provides a venue for developing 

the skills and acquiring the resources necessary for volunteering, especially for people 

from lower socioeconomic classes.  The military offers opportunities for education and 

training so people can develop their communication and organizational skills.  Because 

the military is a large bureaucracy, it also allows people to learn the skills necessary to 

function successfully in an organization.  In addition, individuals serving in the military 

interact daily with people from different racial, geographic, socioeconomic, and religious 

backgrounds, and yet they must all strive toward a common goal.  By integrating diverse 

individuals into a common social experience and network, military service teaches the 

necessity of working with others and the skills to do so (M. Kent Jennings & Gregory B. 

Markus, 1977).  In fact, many attribute the success of military units to the cohesion and 

teamwork that develops within the unit, especially during situations of stress (Ambrose, 

1997).  Finally, military service also affords people the opportunity to lead groups, and 

this fosters leadership skills that can be applied in a range of settings.  In all these ways, 

military service can provide individuals with the resources and skills that open up the 

pathways to voluntarism.        

 

Motivating People to Volunteer. According to Brady, Verba, and Schlozman, the 

second reason that people don’t volunteer is because they don’t want to.  This means that 

a person with the requisite resources for volunteering might still lack the motivation to 

volunteer.  Volunteers are often motivated by the need to satisfy their personal and social 

goals (Cnaan & Goldberg-Glen, 1991), although the motivating values and goals can be 

different from person to person (Clary & Snyder, 1999).  Meaning is a social construct, 
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and an individual’s perceptions about the self, social action, and personal responsibility 

are conditioned by institutional forces (DiMaggio & Powell, 1991).  Institutions can 

influence and determine what actions an individual considers necessary or important.  

Thus, to a certain extent institutions can shape the goals and values that contribute to 

volunteering behaviors.   

For most participants, military service occurs between the ages of 18 and 26, 

although during WWII the age range went up to the mid-30’s (Schreiber, 1979).  Thus, 

most military recruits are transitioning from adolescence to adulthood.  Adolescence is a 

crucial time in people’s lives when they are forming their own social, political and civic 

identities in the world (Damon, 2001).  These identities are critical because they lead to 

adult attitudes and behaviors.  For instance, a person’s political socialization during youth 

is directly linked to his or her subsequent adult behaviors and attitudes (Beck & Jennings, 

1982).  As people move into young adulthood, their identities are still malleable.  Young 

adulthood is a transition from adolescence to the adult world, and for young adults 

entering the military, their military experience can potentially have a large impact on 

their identity development and value systems.   

 Part of the transition to adulthood is receiving all the requisite rights and 

responsibilities of citizenship.  The term “citizen-soldier” was born from this idea: that 

the military both teaches and bestows citizenship (Cohen, 1985).  Although some 

militaries throughout the world have overt political goals and seek to directly teach 

citizenship (Wakenhut, 1979), other militaries only seek to transmit the norms and values 

of the institution, which are more indirectly related to citizenship.  No matter the process 

by which they are installed, all militaries seek to cultivate an environment where 
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members are subject to military authority and subscribe to military goals and values, 

which center on loyalty and duty to country.  The feeling of the necessity of serving one’s 

country is generally believed to be supportive of democracy.  Value transmission begins 

during the initial stages of military membership when recruits undergo a process whereby 

their normal civilian status is broken down and replaced with a new identity as a member 

of the military (Soeters et al., 2003).  Successful military socialization leaves military 

recruits with the values of duty, honor, and loyalty to the country (Lovell & Stiehm, 

1989).  Values such as these are supportive of general democratic values and feelings.  

After returning to civilian life, veterans can act upon these values, such as loyalty to 

country, by volunteering.   

 

Providing Opportunities to Be Asked to Volunteer. The final reason that people 

may not volunteer is because they were not asked to volunteer.  This implies that people 

might be unaware of volunteer opportunities and need a friend or family member to point 

these opportunities out to them.  Empirical research has shown that people are four times 

as likely to volunteer when they are asked to do so (Wymer, 1997).  One reason why 

being asked to volunteer is important is that for some people the social benefits of 

volunteering are most salient (Chinman & Wandersman, 1999).  People will be more 

likely to volunteer when others that they know volunteer or when they have the 

opportunity to volunteer with a friend or relative. 

One of the primary ways that military service can provide more opportunities to 

volunteer or opportunities for people to be asked to volunteer is through veterans 

associations.  Veterans associations provide many opportunities for members to both 
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socialize and to give their time toward group endeavors.  At the end of WWII, a survey of 

veterans about to be discharged indicated that they intended to be active in veterans and 

other civic organizations after the war (Stouffer, 1949).  Many veterans associations also 

make great efforts to include as many survivors as possible in their organizations 

(Mettler, 2002).  Historically, military veterans have been heavily involved not only in 

veterans associations, but other types of associations, such as fraternal organizations 

(Skocpol, 1999).  In fact, in the aftermath of every war (except the Vietnam War) there 

was an increase in fraternal organization memberships (Skocpol, 1999).  Although 

participation in many types of organizations has decreased over the past couple decades, 

participation in veterans organizations has increased during the time period from 1974 to 

1994 (Rotolo, 1999).  The number of independent veterans associations almost tripled 

during the years 1980 and 1997, although membership in individual organizations 

declined somewhat (Putnam, 2000).  Therefore, it is likely that large numbers of veterans 

participate in veterans associations or fraternal organizations, and membership in 

voluntary associations is strongly linked with volunteering (Hodgkinson, Nelson, & 

Sivak, 2002).  Most volunteers are found through networks of religious and associational 

memberships (Putnam, 2000).  Thus, if veterans are more likely to join veterans and civic 

associations, they will also be more likely to volunteer.     

 

In summary, military service can lead to more volunteering by helping to 

socialize people with a norm of civic responsibility, by providing social resources and 

skills that compensate for the lack of personal resources, and by making people aware of 

opportunities to volunteer and “asking” them to do so.  However, we have also discussed 
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how some researchers feel that military service could potentially decrease volunteering 

because of its authoritarian and hierarchical structure.  Therefore, we develop specific 

hypotheses for the instances when we would expect military service to be positively 

related to volunteering.   

 

Hypotheses  

 In this paper, we have discussed several reasons why military service might lead 

to increased volunteering.  We have also presented reasons why military service might 

lead to decreased civic engagement, i.e. because of the authoritarian and hierarchical 

nature of the military.  Given these arguments, it is difficult to cast one general 

hypothesis about the nature of the relationship between military service and volunteering.  

Therefore, we will create more specific hypotheses about the specific groups in the 

military for whom we expect a positive relationship between their military service and 

their volunteering.    

 First, we expect that the relationship between military service and volunteering 

will be different for different racial groups.  The military is seen a more level playing 

field for those of different races.  In particular, the military can function much like 

churches do in fostering civic engagement.  The military provides disadvantaged youth 

with the opportunity to learn occupational and social skills that are helpful, and often 

necessary, in volunteering.  Military service teaches people how to cooperate with people 

different than them, how to work within a large bureaucracy, and the necessity of 

responding to authority (Binkin, Eitelberg, Schexnider, & Smith, 1982; Charles C. 

Moskos & Butler, 1996).  By learning these skills, minorities who have served in the 
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military can obtain much better educational and occupational outcomes after their service 

than their nonveteran counterparts (Butler, 1991).  And along with being in higher-status 

jobs, black military veterans receive higher wages than nonveterans (Angrist, 1993; Mare 

& Winship, 1984; Xie, 1992).  In this way, the military can serve as a vehicle for social 

mobility for minorities.  And given the strong connections between income, class and 

volunteering (McPherson, 1981; Wilson & Musick, 1997), it is reasonable to expect that 

as blacks move upward socially and economically that they will be more civically 

engaged, including volunteering.  We believe that this same process will work for 

Hispanics as well as blacks.  This brings us to our first hypotheses:  

 

H1A: Blacks who served in the military will be more likely than nonblacks who served in 

the military to volunteer after military service is completed.  

H1B: Hispanics who served in the military will be more likely than non-Hispanics who 

served in the military to volunteer after military service is completed.   

 

 We also expect to see some differences between married and nonmarried veterans 

in terms of their civic engagement after leaving the military.  One reason for this is that 

married veterans have more social support at home to help them through the period of 

readjustment to civilian life and to help with recovery from service-related trauma.  One 

study of stress-related disorders in veterans and nonveterans of the Vietnam era found 

that four out of the five stress-related disorders studied—post-traumatic stress, anxiety, 

depression and alcohol abuse—were associated with lower levels of social support 

(Boscarino, 1995).  One of the risk factors for suicide among veterans is a lack of social 
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support, including not being married (Lambert & Fowler, 1997).  Other studies confirm 

these findings—having a stable marriage contributes to a beneficial social network that 

helps individuals to work through the problems confronting them.  Marriage can be a 

particularly important relationship in helping veterans to successfully cope with the stress 

of stress of military service as they return to civilian life (Laufer & Gallops, 1985; 

Shehan, 1987).  It is reasonable to expect, therefore, that married veterans will more 

easily make the adjustment back to civilian life and will have more of the social stability 

that is necessary to support volunteering.  This forms the basis for our second hypothesis:  

 

H2: Married veterans are more likely to volunteer after military service than 

nonveterans—both married and unmarried.   

 

In the United States over the past century, veterans who served in the military 

during different periods of service might have had very different experiences which could 

mediate the influence of military service on subsequent participation and volunteering.  

Serving in different periods might affect veterans differently because of complicating 

factors such as the intensity of the conflict or the amount of political support for the 

military at that particular time or during that particular war.      

 Veterans who served in the military during different periods of service might 

experience the military institutions differently from each other.  Soeters, Winslow and 

Weibull (2003) describe military culture as actually being composed of two different 

subcultures—one “hot” and one “cold.”  Most of the time, the military falls under the 

cold organization rubric—when there is no crisis or immediate needs and business 
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proceeds as usual.  In this stage, the military is characterized as a normal bureaucratic 

organization.  The hot military culture occurs during situations of crisis, such as times of 

war, and this subculture is characterized more by flexibility and self-management.  

Empirical research has also found that combat experience can mediate the relationship 

between military service and participation.  For instance, combat and noncombat veterans 

have very different experiences when readjusting back to civilian life (Pollack et al., 

1975).  Ellison (1992) also found that combat experience accentuated the relationship 

between military service and political participation among blacks.  Part of the reason that 

combat veterans act differently than noncombat veterans is because they often experience 

different military cultures during their service.  For soldiers that serve in combat, military 

service has greater intensity and salience than for those who only served during a period 

of peace or who did not serve in combat, and intensity and salience of institutional 

involvement impact how a person experiences an institution and the potential lasting 

effects of that institution on the person (M. K. Jennings & G. B. Markus, 1977).  Because 

the culture of the military is more intense during a time of war, especially for those that 

serve in combat, it is reasonable to expect that military service during these periods will 

have a greater lasting impact on individuals.  Therefore, our third hypothesis regarding 

military service and volunteering is:    

 

H3: Veterans who served during war will be more likely to volunteer than veterans who 

served during peacetime.    

  

Data and Methods 
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Data and Sample  

The data used to test these hypotheses come from the 2005 September 

Volunteering Supplement of the Current Population Survey (CPS)1.  The CPS is a 

monthly Census Bureau survey conducted on approximately 50,000 households including 

over 150,000 individuals; it collects information about each household member’s labor 

force participation, demographic characteristics and supplementary topics.  Since 2002, 

the CPS September supplement has collected information about the incidence and 

intensity of an individual’s formal volunteering, as well as information about how, why 

and where the person volunteers.  In the 2005 September supplement, 89,709 respondents 

were asked both the volunteering questions and the military service questions.  For some 

of the analyses in this paper, the sample size is lower than 89,709 because of missing data 

on other variables or restrictions in the subgroups to which the analysis is applied.  The 

sample size for each part of the analysis is noted in the tables.     

 

Variables  

Dependent Variables.  This paper uses two dependent variables.  The first 

dependent variable is a binary variable representing whether or not the person 

volunteered in the previous year.  This variable is based on two CPS survey questions.  

                                                
1We also attempted to replicate this analysis using the Philanthropy Module of the Panel Study of Income 

Dynamics (COPPS) data.  However, we chose not to present these results because (a) the sample size of the 

COPPS was not sufficiently large to allow for the depth of subgroup analysis that we conducted in this 

analysis and (b) the military service variables in the COPPS data were only current up to 1994 for 
household heads and 1985 for household wives so the full span of military periods were not represented in 

these data.  However, when the models are run using the COPPS data to the extent possible with the data, 

most of the military service variables were not statistically significant.  Serving in a period of war was 

negatively related to volunteering (p<.10) and being a veteran with a  disability was positively related to 

volunteering (p<.10).       
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The first question asks, “Since September 1st of last year, have you done any volunteer 

activities through or for an organization?”  The second question is an additional 

volunteering memory prompt asked of all respondents who answered “no” to the first 

question.  This prompt says, “Sometimes people don’t think of activities they do 

infrequently or activities they do for children’s schools or youth organizations as 

volunteer activities. Since September 1st of last year, have you done any of these types of 

volunteer activities?”  If the respondent answered yes to either of these questions, then he 

or she was coded as a volunteer. 

 The second dependent variable is the log of the number of hours the person 

volunteered in the last year.  In the CPS dataset, this variable represents the number of 

hours volunteered during the last year for all the organizations the person volunteered for.  

This variable only contains responses from those respondents who indicated that they 

volunteered last year, all others were coded as blank.  We used the log of hours 

volunteered to increase normality in the hours volunteered variable.  After taking the log 

of the hours volunteering last year, we coded all those who indicated that they didn’t 

volunteer last year or that volunteered 0 hours as 0 on log of hours volunteered variable.  

Those who weren’t asked the volunteering questions were left as blank/missing on this 

variable.  

Independent Variables.  The independent variables for this analysis are grouped 

into several categories—individual characteristics, household characteristics, military 

service variables, geographical variables and methodological variables.  The analysis 

contains a variable representing the respondent’s age.  The individual characteristics 

section also includes three race dummy variables for whether or not the respondent is 
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white (coded as 1), black (coded as 1), or Hispanic (coded as 1).  The excluded race 

category would be all other races, such as Asians or Native Americans.  There are also 

dummy variable representing whether the person is male (coded as 1) or employed 

(coded as 1).  The person’s highest grade of school completed is also included in the 

regression.  In the CPS questionnaire, respondents were asked, “What is the highest level 

of school you have completed or degree you have received?” The answers to this 

question were placed in various educational categories, such as 9th grade, 10th grade, 

associate’s degree, etc.  To create the years of school variable, we recoded each of these 

categories in terms of the average number of years in school each level of school 

represents.  For instance, a person in the 9th grade was coded as being in school for nine 

years.  The final individual characteristic included in the analysis is a dummy variable 

that represents whether the person has a disability that might impact their employment.  

In the CPS data, this question is asked as “Last month you were reported to have a 

disability.  Does your disability continue to prevent you from doing any kind of work for 

the next 6 months?”  If a person answered yes to these questions, then they were coded as 

having a disability.      

The first variable under household characteristics is the log of family income.  In 

the CPS data, family income is coded in a series of comparable categories.  For each 

respondent, we recoded family income to represent the midpoint of the income category 

represented.  The highest income category, $150, 000 and above, was coded at $150,000 

because the midpoint of this income category is unknown.  We then took the log of these 

family income recodes.  The second variable is the number household earners, which is 

the number of people in the household who are employed and contribute to the family 
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income.  We include both of these variables because when controlling for family income, 

families with more earners are poorer, and poorer families tend to volunteer less often 

than wealthier families (Freeman, 1997).   

 The regressions also include two measurements of the presence of children in the 

household.  The first is the number of the respondent’s own children under the age of 18 

living in the home.  The second is a dummy variable which is coded 1 if there are 

preschool children (0-5 years old) in the family and coded 0 otherwise.  The presence of 

children can constrain the amount of time available for volunteering, but children can 

also lead to more volunteering, especially through youth-centered activities.  The 

presence of school-aged children in the home has a positive effect on the mother’s 

volunteering (Rotolo & Wilson, 2006) because the mother often volunteers for 

organizations that her children are involved in or benefit from, such as schools.  The 

presence of preschool children, however, can decrease the mother’s volunteering or hours 

volunteered because preschoolers require more time and attention than older children and 

thus constrain the mother’s ability to leave the home to go volunteer.   

We also control for the volunteering of other members of the household.  To this 

end, we include a variable representing the number of household members, excluding the 

respondent, who indicated that they that volunteered last year.  To control for those who 

might be in a household by themselves, we also include a dummy variable that is coded 1 

if the person lives alone.  The final household volunteering variable is the number of 

people in the household that have never volunteered.  In the CPS supplement, 

respondents who indicated that they did not volunteer last year were asked if they have 

ever volunteered at any time previously.  Those who answered no to this question were 
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coded as never having volunteered, and we summed up the number of these individuals 

in each household to get the number of people in the household who have never 

volunteered.  The correlation between the number of people in the household who 

volunteered last year and the number of people who have never volunteered is -.18. 

Additionally, the regressions also contain several institutional variables that relate 

to military service.  The first is a dummy variable indicating whether or not the person is 

a veteran.  The CPS asks respondents, “Did you ever serve on active duty in the U.S. 

armed forces?”  If the respondents answered yes to this question, then we coded them as 

being a veteran.   

The analysis also contains several military service interaction terms.  The first 

interaction term is being over the age of 65 and a veteran.  The over 65 age group are 

those who served in World War II and who are part of Putnam’s long civic generation.  

We expect this generation to be highly engaged civically, so it is likely that if there is a 

link between military service and civic engagement, it will be stronger for this particular 

generation because of their unique experiences.  The second interaction term is an 

interaction between being disabled and being a veteran.  Although the disability question 

does not specifically relate to veterans who might have been disabled in the line of duty, 

this interaction term can serve as a proxy for disabled veterans.  Because a disability can 

be a barrier to volunteering, it is likely that disabled veterans will be less civically 

engaged than other veterans.  The third interaction term is an interaction between being 

married and being a veteran.  The regressions also contain two interaction terms for 

race—the interaction of being black and being a veteran and the interaction of being 

Hispanic and being a veteran.  Previous research has shown that military service has a 
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greater impact on the future political behaviors of black and Hispanics than on whites or 

other races.  These two interaction terms are intended to capture this effect.            

Finally, the regressions also include a dummy variables representing whether the 

veteran served during a period of war versus a period of peace.  In the CPS data, those 

who have served in the military are asked to indicate the period(s) of service that they 

served in according to nine different categories—(1) September 2001 or later, (2) August 

1990 to August 2001, (3) May 1975 to July 1990, (4) Vietnam War (August 1964 to 

April 1975), (5) February 1955 to July 1964, (6) Korean War (July 1950 to January 

1955), (7) January 1947 to June 1950, (8) World War II (December 1941 to December 

1946) and (9) November 1941 or earlier.  The war dummy variable was coded as 1 if the 

respondent indicated that he or she served during either World War I, World War II, the 

Vietnam War, the Korean War, or August 1990 to August 2001 (Gulf War period).        

The regressions also include a few geographical variables.  The first is a dummy 

variable representing whether or not the person resides in a consolidated statistical 

metropolitan area.  The regressions also include three regional dummy variables—

northeast, midwest and south (with west as the excluded base category) as additional 

controls, although the results for these three variables are not included in the tables.  

Finally, the regressions also contain a dummy variable for whether the respondent’s 

answers were given by proxy.     

 

Methods  

 We employ a different method for each of the two different dependent variables.  

The first dependent variable, whether the person volunteered last year, is a binary 
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variable, so ordinary least squares regression would not be appropriate.  Logit regression 

is more appropriate in this case (Long, 1997).  The second dependent variable is the log 

of hours volunteered last year.  This variable is censored at zero, so tobit regression is 

more fitting for this type of variable (Long, 1997).   

  

Results  

 The demographic characteristics of respondents are shown in Table 1.  These 

characteristics are broken down by veteran and volunteer status.   

Insert Table 1 about here 

 As seen in Table 1, veterans are more likely to be male, white, and older than 

nonveterans.   Veterans are less likely to be employed than nonveterans, most likely 

because the average age of veterans in the mid- to high 50s, so a considerable number of 

veterans could be retired.  Veterans are also slightly more likely to report a disability 

(although this disability is not necessarily related to their military service).  Volunteers—

both veteran and nonveteran—tend to be female, white, and employed.  They are also 

less likely to report a disability.  The household structure of volunteers is also that they 

are more likely to be married and to have children, to live with others who volunteer and 

to not live alone.  In general, veterans report having fewer children and a smaller 

percentage of preschoolers in the home, which is probably due to the older age of 

veterans in general.  

 Table 2 presents the multivariate results for both dependent variables.  The first 

column shows the logit regression coefficients for the dependent variable indicating 
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whether the person volunteered during the previous year.  The second column of Table 2 

shows the tobit regression coefficients for the hours volunteered in the previous year.     

Insert Table 2 about here 

Table 2 substantiates the relationships between many of the common individual and 

household characteristics and volunteering that have been found in previous research.  

Volunteers are more likely to be female, white, have higher education, be married, have 

children, and live with others who volunteer or live alone.  Volunteering is negatively 

related to having a disability, having preschool children in the home, and living in a 

metropolitan area.   

 The findings regarding the relationship between military service and volunteering 

are quite interesting.  The data show that, overall, being a veteran is negatively related to 

volunteering, but that for specific groups of people the experience of serving in the 

military is associated with greater volunteering.  All three of our research hypotheses are 

supported by the data.  In support of Hypotheses 1A and 1B, we see that both black and 

Hispanic veterans are more likely to volunteer and to volunteer more hours than veterans 

of races and nonveterans.  Hypotheses 2 conjectured that married veterans will volunteer 

more, and this hypothesis was also supported.  Finally, Hypothesis 3 claimed that 

veterans who served during a war period will be more likely to volunteer, and this 

interaction terms was also positively related to volunteering and hours volunteered.     

 

Discussion 

 We find that the relationship between military service and civic engagement is 

complex.  Military service is positively related to volunteering for certain groups of 
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people who have served in the military, but not for all veterans overall.  Military service 

is most likely to positively impact the volunteering of people over the age of 65, married 

veterans, veterans who are black or Hispanic and those who served in the military during 

a time of war.  These groups of veterans are more likely to have volunteered last year 

than other veterans and nonveterans, and they volunteer more hours as well.    

The finding that black and Hispanic veterans are more likely to volunteer than 

other veterans fits perfectly with Leal’s (1999) and Ellison’s (1992) findings that black 

and Hispanic veterans have higher levels of different types of political activity after 

leaving military service than white veterans do.  This lends support to the idea that the 

military can serve as a social mobility mechanism for people from lower socioeconomic 

classes (Charles C. Moskos & Butler, 1996).  The practical and social skills that people 

learn in the military can be translated to higher status jobs with larger wages (Angrist, 

1993; Mare & Winship, 1984; Xie, 1992), but also perhaps to more civic and political 

engagement.   

We also found that being a married veteran was positively linked to both 

volunteering and the hours volunteered during the previous year.  This lends support to 

the idea that veterans with a strong, supportive social network can more successfully 

navigate the transition from military service to civilian life.   

Veterans over the age of 65 are more likely to volunteer than veterans in the 

younger age categories.  Veterans in this age category are the cadre of veterans who 

served in World War II and, in many instances, the Korean War as well.  This cohort is 

particularly known for their high levels of civic and political engagement after leaving 

military service, partly because their experiences during WWII heightened their desire to 
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be involved in their communities upon returning (Brokaw, 1998).  Many of these 

veterans also received benefits through the GI Bill that further impacted their desires to 

give back to their communities (Mettler, 2005).  We would expect this generation to be 

engaged through volunteering as well.  However, given the strong impact of military 

service upon the civic and political engagement of this cohort, why doesn’t military 

service in later periods have the same impact on veterans?  One possible explanation is 

the changes in the military that have taken place during this century, especially in the 

move from a military force composed of both volunteers and conscripts to an all-

volunteer military force in 1973.  This move has changed both the demographic 

composition and culture of the military.  The military is currently far much less 

representative of the eligible population than it was previously with the middle class 

largely being unrepresented in the military (Charles C.  Moskos, 1982).  The shift to an 

all-volunteer force has changed the culture of the military as well.  Motivations to join the 

military have shifted more toward occupational incentives for joining the military, such 

as pay and educational opportunities, rather than feelings of duty and love of country 

(Laurence, 2006).  It is possible that these changes and other differences in the 

contemporary military are mediating the relationship between military service and 

volunteering.           

 This paper shows a relationship between military service of certain demographic 

groups and volunteering, but other than knowing whether a person is a veteran and when 

he served we have no data about the length and intensity of military service or other 

details about the way the respondents experienced the military as an institution.  Previous 

research has shown that many of these variables are potentially important when 
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investigating the link between military service and civic attitudes and behaviors.  For 

instance, the branch of the military that a person serves in could make a difference.  

Franzich (1982) found that members of the Navy and Air Force were more participatory 

than members of the Army, and members of the Army were more participatory than 

members of the Marines.  We have also noted in this paper the importance of serving in 

combat as well (Ellison, 1992; Pollack et al., 1975).  Some other factors that might 

impact the relationships between military service and volunteering are the length of 

military service, the recency of the experience, the intensity of involvement, the way 

people view the military, and the salience of the military experience (M. Kent Jennings & 

Gregory B. Markus, 1977).  Future research can do more to illuminate the linkage 

between military service and volunteering by exploring the impact of some of these 

additional variables.       

 

Conclusion  

This paper investigated the impact of the military as an institution upon veteran 

volunteering behaviors after returning to civilian life.  Previous research has shown that 

military service is linked to some forms of political participation, such as voting.  We 

find that military service is also positively related to another measure of civic 

engagement—volunteering.  The relationship between military service and volunteering 

is complex, however.  Black and Hispanic veterans are more likely to volunteer than both 

their nonveteran counterparts and than white veterans.  Married veterans are also more 

likely to volunteer than single veterans.  Finally, veterans over the age of 65 are more 

likely to volunteer upon leaving the service than veterans from younger age groups.  This 



8/8/2008 29 

provides evidence that experiencing the military institution, at least for some groups of 

people, leads to greater civic engagement.     
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Table 1: Characteristics of Respondents by Veteran and Volunteer Status 

 Veteran Nonveteran 
Individual Characteristics Volunteer Nonvolunteer Volunteer Nonvolunteer 

Percent male 92 94 36 46 
Mean age 59 59 44 43 

Percent white 84 82 79 64 
Percent black 9 10 9 13 

Percent Hispanic 4 4 7 17 
Percent employed 59 52 71 63 

Mean grade completed 14.5 13.2 14.3 12.6 
Percent disability 2 5 1 4 

Household Characteristics     
Mean household income $67,297 $53,767 $70,668 $52,117 

Mean number of household earners 1.2 1.0 1.6 1.5 
Percent married 80 67 63 50 

Mean number of children .4 .2 .8 .5 
Percent preschool children in home 7 6 15 14 

Mean number of household members 

who volunteered last year / Percent 

spouse volunteered last year 

.7 .2 .7 .2 

Percent live alone 12 19 13 14 
Mean number of household members 

who have never volunteered 
.2 .6 .3 .9 

Institutional Variables     
Percent veteran 10 10 ---- ----- 

Percent veterans over age 65 38 39 ---- ----- 
Percent veterans with disability 2 5 ---- ----- 

Percent married veterans 80 67 ---- ----- 
Percent black veterans 9 10 ---- ----- 

Percent Hispanic veterans 4 4 ---- ----- 
Percent veterans who served in war 

period 
68 67 ____ ____ 

Geographical Variables     
Percent live in metropolitan area 80 80 82 84 

Percent northeast region 16 17 17 20 
Percent Midwest region 25 22 26 21 

Percent south 37 40 34 36 
Percent west 23 21 23 23 

Other Variables     
Percent proxy responses 22 29 24 34 
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Table 2: Regression Results 
 DV = Person Volunteered Last 

Year 

(Logit Regression) 

DV = Hours Volunteered Last 

Year 

(Tobit Regression) 

Individual Characteristics   

Male -.541*** -.966*** 
Age -.002 -.007*** 
White .489*** .906*** 
Black  .397*** 1.086*** 
Hispanic .126* .535*** 
Employed -.038 -.365*** 
Highest grade completed .130*** .261*** 
Disability  -.755*** -1.881*** 
Household Characteristics    
Log of household income .177*** .401*** 
Number of household earners .013 .151*** 
Married .231*** .266*** 
Number of children <18 in 

household 
.284*** .553*** 

Presence of preschoolers in 

household (0-5 years old) 
-.481*** -.935*** 

Number of household members 

that volunteered last year / Hours 

volunteered last year by other 

household members 

1.002*** .751*** 

Person lives alone .118** .585*** 
Number of household members 

that have never volunteered 
-.616*** -1.172*** 

Institutional Variables   
Person  is a veteran -.352*** -.972*** 
Aged 65+*Veteran .143* .291* 
Disabled*Veteran .482* .943* 
Married*Veteran .229** .761*** 
Black*Veteran .203* .545* 
Hispanic*Veteran .479** .712* 
War Period .177** .398** 
Geographical Variables   
INCMSA -.177*** .148** 
Methodological Variables   
Proxy -.662*** -1.414*** 

N 77,058 76,021 
R2 .21 .10 

LR Chi2 19,518.61*** 19,784.05*** 
Note: †p < .10, *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 
The regression also includes three regional dummy variables, but the results for these variables are not shown.  
 


