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Religious and secular volunteering:  
a comparison between immigrants and  

non-immigrants in the Netherlands
Christine L. Carabain1 and René Bekkers

Using new survey data from the Netherlands, we find that non-immigrants are more likely 
to volunteer for secular organisations than guest worker immigrants and postcolonial citizen 
immigrants. In contrast, non-immigrants are less likely to engage in religious volunteering 
than both immigrant groups. We explain differences in the likelihood of religious and secular 
volunteering between immigrants and non-immigrants in the Netherlands by differences in 
level of individual resources, religiosity and having been asked to volunteer. 

Introduction

Religious people, especially those who attend religious services more frequently, 
are more likely to volunteer (see, for example, Wilson and Janoski, 1995; Campbell 
and Yonish, 2003). Furthermore, people with higher levels of education and other 
individual resources are more likely to volunteer (see, for example, Cohn et al, 1993; 
Brady et al, 1995). Taken together, religiosity and individual resources are important 
determinants of volunteering (for an overview, see Musick and Wilson, 2008). 

In this paper, we study the influence of religiosity and individual resources on 
volunteering in a specific population: immigrants. The main rationale of our research 
is that immigrants are a neglected population in studies on volunteering. Relationships 
between individual resources, religiosity and volunteering have almost exclusively 
been studied among non-immigrant (Western) populations. Studies that have included 
immigrants have shown that they are less likely to volunteer than non-immigrants in 
the United States (US) (Ramakrishnan and Baldassare, 2004) and the Netherlands 
(Dekker and De Hart, 2005, 2009), although Ramakrishnan and Baldassare (2004) 
found high levels of religious volunteering among immigrants. Additionally, Canadians 
(Day and Devlin, 1996) and Australians (Brown et al, 2003) whose first language is 
not English are less likely to volunteer than non-immigrants. Recent surveys in the 
UK (United Kingdom) show that respondents of Asian and African descent are less 
likely to volunteer than White respondents (Low et al, 2007; DCLG, 2010). 

So far, very few studies have tried to explain differences in volunteering behaviour 
between immigrants and non-immigrants. Handy and Greenspan (2009) found that 
immigrants who reside longer in the country of destination, older immigrants and 
more highly educated immigrants are more likely to volunteer. Dekker and De Hart 
(2009) found that immigrants with better health, better knowledge of Dutch, higher 
levels of religious attendance and those who already engage in informal volunteering 
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are more likely to engage in formal volunteering, that is, for or through an organisation. 
Sundeen et al (2009) found that each immigrant group has its own unique mixture 
of predictors of volunteering. We extend past research by trying to explain differences 
in secular and religious volunteering between immigrants and non-immigrants and 
also – besides individual resources and religiosity – include in our models whether 
respondents have been asked to volunteer. As far as we know, the effect of being asked 
to volunteer on the likelihood of volunteering has not yet been investigated in studies 
that included a large number of immigrants in the research population. Previous 
studies among non-immigrant populations have shown that people who have been 
asked to volunteer are more likely to volunteer (Wuthnow, 1991: 36; Hall et al, 2001; 
Bryant et al, 2003). In the US, Bryant et al (2003) found that White Americans (41%) 
are more likely to be asked to volunteer than Hispanic people (34%), non-Hispanic 
Black people (33%) and people from other ethnic groups (34%). 

To what extent do immigrants volunteer in their country of destination? And 
why would their volunteering behaviour differ from that of non-immigrants? When 
immigrants arrive in the country of their destination, they are likely to encounter 
cultural and/or language barriers that limit their opportunities. Immigrants just 
arriving in the Netherlands have lower levels of individual resources that can be used 
in volunteer work, such as a lower level of education than non-immigrants (Oudhof 
et al, 2008). Individual resources are important determinants of volunteering (for an 
overview, see Musick and Wilson, 2008). 

In this study, we distinguish between religious and secular volunteering. Religious 
volunteering includes volunteering for church, temple, mosque or another religious 
institution. Secular volunteering includes all volunteering except volunteering for 
religious institutions. We argue that both types of volunteering in the country of 
destination are influenced by levels of individual resources among immigrants. In 
the Netherlands, immigrant groups largely coincide with religious communities (Te 
Riele, 2009). Therefore, religious volunteering mainly strengthens social bonds within 
the volunteers’ own ethnic community. Although secular organisations may have 
religious roots or a specific ethnic composition, secular volunteering is more often 
undertaken outside the volunteers’ own ethnic group than is religious volunteering. 
While immigrants may still associate with people with a similar ethnic background 
through secular volunteering, most secular voluntary organisations are dominated by 
native Dutch participants (Carabain, 2009). Secular volunteering is thus more likely to 
bring immigrants in contact with the wider community than religious volunteering. 

Three major groups of immigrants of non-Western descent reside in the 
Netherlands: postcolonial citizen immigrants, guest worker immigrants and refugees/
asylum seekers. Postcolonial citizen immigrants are citizens descended from former 
colonies. Guest worker immigrants are citizens who moved to the host country 
specifically to work there. In this paper, we focus on two groups – guest worker 
immigrants from Morocco and Turkey and postcolonial citizen immigrants from 
Suriname and the Netherlands Antilles – because these two groups represent the 
majority of the non-Western immigrants (70%) in the Netherlands. Moreover, 
the group comprising refugees and asylum seekers is smaller and more diverse and 
therefore harder to survey. Studying the volunteering behaviour of postcolonial citizen 
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immigrants and guest worker immigrants is interesting because these two groups differ 
in their levels of religiosity and individual resources. Postcolonial citizen immigrants 
have lower levels of religiosity and higher levels of individual resources than guest 
worker immigrants (CBS, 2010). Finally, the composition of the Dutch immigrant 
population, especially the presence of postcolonial citizen immigrants, makes this 
study a test case for other European countries in which the immigrant population 
also includes both postcolonial citizen immigrants and guest worker immigrants, such 
as Belgium, France, Portugal and the UK. 

In this paper, we explain differences in the likelihood of religious and secular 
volunteering between immigrants and non-immigrants in the Netherlands by means 
of differences in religiosity, individual resources and recruitment.  

To summarise, in this paper we investigate the volunteering behaviour of the most 
prominent immigrant groups of non-Western descent in Dutch society: postcolonial 
citizen immigrants and guest worker immigrants. We address two research questions: 

1. To what extent does the likelihood of religious and secular volunteering by these 
two immigrant groups differ from that of non-immigrants in the Netherlands?

2. To what extent can we explain differences in the likelihood of religious and secular 
volunteering between immigrants and non-immigrants in the Netherlands by 
differences in religion, individual resources and recruitment?  

We structure the remainder of this paper as follows. First we briefly describe Dutch 
migration history. Then we present our theory and hypotheses, followed by the results. 
We conclude with a discussion of the implications of our research.

A brief history of migration in the Netherlands 

In the 1960s, guest worker immigrants from Morocco and Turkey began arriving in 
the Netherlands. They were mainly unskilled male labourers who had been recruited 
in the rural areas of their countries of origin (de Beer, 1998: 242). Almost all of them 
adhered to Islam. They settled in the four big municipalities (Amsterdam, Rotterdam, 
The Hague and Utrecht) and the industrial areas in the South and the East of the 
Netherlands. In general, these guest workers spoke Dutch poorly and moreover were 
not encouraged to learn Dutch, because they were expected to return to their country 
of origin. Only recently have immigrants been obliged to learn Dutch. From the early 
1970s, the numbers of immigrants from Morocco and Turkey increased rapidly due 
to family reunification and family formation. Since the mid-1990s, family formation 
has decreased due to more strict immigration rules (van Agtmaal and Nicolaas, 2009). 
Nevertheless, family formation via marriage with a partner from the country of origin 
is still common practice, even among people of Moroccan and Turkish descent who 
were born in the Netherlands (De Valk et al, 2004).

The migration history of postcolonial citizen immigrants from Surinam and the 
Netherlands Antilles is more diverse than the history of guest worker immigrants. 
This history is shaped by Dutch colonialism. Whereas Surinam is a former colony, 
parts of the Netherlands Antilles are still part of the Kingdom of the Netherlands. 
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Postcolonial citizen immigrants came to the Netherlands for a variety of purposes. 
The first Surinamese and Antillean to arrive were members of the elite who came 
for educational purposes. Later, three events prompted mass migration from Surinam 
and the Netherlands Antilles to the Netherlands:

• the independence of Surinam in 1975;
• the closing of the oil refineries in Aruba and Curacao; and
• the 1986 conferment of the ‘status aparte’ of Aruba from the Netherlands Antilles 

(Sharpe, 2005).

This mass immigration included a large group who came for economic reasons. 
Generally, postcolonial citizen immigrants speak Dutch well, because they have learned 
the language at school, Dutch being one of the official languages in the Netherlands 
Antilles and in Suriname. Approximately 70% of the immigrants of Surinamese 
descent affiliate themselves with a religion, but there is substantial religious diversity 
among them although three religious groups are dominant: Christians, Hindus and 
Muslims. Approximately 66% of the immigrants of the Netherlands Antilles consider 
themselves to be religious. They mainly adhere to Christian religions, especially 
Roman Catholicism (Dagevos and Gijsberts, 2009). 

Guest worker immigrants and postcolonial citizen immigrants differ in their religion 
and their level of individual resources. Guest worker immigrants are more likely to 
have higher levels of religiosity than postcolonial citizen immigrants (Dagevos and 
Gijsberts, 2009). Postcolonial citizen immigrants have higher levels of individual 
resources (see, for example, Hartgers, 2008; van den Brakel et al, 2008). 

Theory and hypotheses

Wilson and Musick (1997) introduced an integrated theory about the effect of 
resources on volunteering. Their basic idea is that people with more individual 
resources that can be used in doing volunteer work are more productive volunteers, 
and they are therefore more likely to volunteer. This is because higher levels of these 
individual resources lower the costs and increase the benefits of volunteering for 
individuals. Wilson and Musick (1997) state that resources relevant for volunteering 
include aspects of human, social and cultural capital. Human capital consists of personal 
characteristics that make people productive in the labour market and in which people 
are likely to invest, such as verbal proficiency and level of education. 

Cultural capital consists of attitudes, knowledge and preferences. Wilson and Musick 
(1997) use religiosity as an indicator of cultural capital. This aligns with Wuthnow’s 
(1991) conviction explanation of why religion promotes volunteering: it is because 
religious teachings have an effect on the behaviour of members of religious groups. 
Philanthropic behaviour is prescribed in religious teachings, for example in the 
parable of the Good Samaritan in Christian teachings (Wuthnow, 1991; Bekkers and 
Schuyt, 2008), but also in Islamic (see, for example, Alterman and Hunter, 2004) and 
in Hindu (Anand, 2003) teachings. 
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Social capital is a resource deriving from people’s social networks (Lin, 2001). 
Religiosity is often found to be positively related to social capital (see, for example, 
Greeley, 1997; Wuthnow, 2002). The community explanation (Wuthnow, 1991) 
of why religion promotes volunteering aligns with the explanation of the effect 
of social capital on volunteering: it is because social cohesion in religious groups 
has an effect on the behaviour of their members. This explanation originates from 
Durkheim’s (1897) theory of suicide. Durkheim explains differences in suicide rates 
among religious communities by differences in social cohesion. Communities that 
have higher levels of cohesion are more effective in preventing their members from 
committing suicide because of higher levels of attachments among their members 
(Durkheim, 1897). Van Tubergen et al (2005) showed that Durkheim’s theory still 
predicts denominational differences in suicide rates very well. Bekkers and Schuyt 
(2008) showed that Durkheim’s theory can be generalised to philanthropic behaviour. 

Volunteering

In what follows, we focus on formal volunteering, that is, volunteering as any unpaid 
work in an organisation. As noted above, we distinguish between two types of 
volunteering: religious volunteering and secular volunteering. Religious volunteering 
is undertaken for religious institutions, such as church, mosque or temple. Secular 
volunteering is undertaken for all other kinds of organisations, such as health or 
educational institutions (Musick and Wilson, 2008).

Explaining differences between immigrants and non-immigrants

We expect that differences in religiosity, individual resources and being asked to 
volunteer explain differences in secular and religious volunteering between immigrants 
and non-immigrants in the Netherlands. Religiosity and individual resources are not 
evenly distributed between immigrants and non-immigrants. Immigrants have higher 
levels of religiosity and lower levels of individual resources than the native Dutch. In 
addressing differences between immigrants and non-immigrants in the Netherlands, 
we did not include in our analyses ‘integration’ variables such as length of residence 
because we did not have measures of these variables among non-immigrants. However, 
individual resources, such as level of income, are often considered to be indicators 
of (economic) integration in the host country (Chiswick, 1978). We propose the 
following model for explaining differences in the likelihood of volunteering between 
immigrants and non-immigrants (see Figure 1). 

We hypothesise that immigrant status is negatively related to the level of individual 
resources and positively related to the level of religiosity. Consecutively, we expect 
higher levels of religiosity and individual resources to be positively related to secular 
and religious volunteering both directly and through being asked to volunteer 
(recruitment). We expect that level of religiosity is more strongly related to religious 
than to secular volunteering and we expect the level of individual resources to be 
more strongly connected to secular than to religious volunteering. 
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Religiosity

Immigrants have higher levels of religiosity than non-immigrants in the Netherlands 
(Dagevos et al, 2007). Religiosity is an important predictor of volunteering (see, 
for example, Wilson and Janoski, 1995; Campbell and Yonish, 2003). Guest worker 
immigrants are most likely to be religious, followed by postcolonial citizen immigrants 
and the native Dutch (Dagevos et al, 2007). Additionally, guest worker immigrants 
attend religious services more frequently than postcolonial citizen immigrants and 
the native Dutch (Dagevos et al, 2007). Based on differences in religiosity, our first 
hypothesis reads: 

H1: Guest worker immigrants are more likely to engage in religious volunteering 
than postcolonial citizen immigrants and the native Dutch. 

Individual resources 

Immigrants have lower levels of individual resources than the native Dutch. Being 
more highly educated is a very consistent and strong predictor of volunteering 
(Musick and Wilson, 2008: 119). The native Dutch have the highest level of education, 
followed by postcolonial citizen immigrants and guest worker immigrants (Hartgers, 
2008). People who are employed are more likely to volunteer than the unemployed 
(Musick and Wilson, 2008: 152). The native Dutch have the highest level of labour 
market participation, followed by postcolonial citizen immigrants and guest worker 
immigrants (van den Brakel et al, 2008). People with higher levels of knowledge of 
the local language are also more likely to volunteer (Hauser, 2000; Dekker and De 
Hart, 2009). Knowledge of Dutch is highest among the native Dutch, followed by 
postcolonial citizen immigrants and guest worker immigrants (Gijsberts and Schmeets, 
2008). With a few exceptions, scholars have found a positive relation between high 
income and volunteering (Menchik and Weisbrod, 1987; Day and Devlin, 1996; Smith, 
1998). Data from the Central Bureau of Statistics in the Netherlands show that the 
average income of the native Dutch is higher than the average income of postcolonial 
citizen immigrants and guest worker immigrants (van den Brakel et al, 2008). Finally, 
home ownership is positively related to volunteering (Musick and Wilson, 2008: 320). 
The native Dutch are most likely to own their homes, followed by immigrants from 
Suriname, Turkey, the Netherlands Antilles and Morocco (Kullberg, 2007). 

Figure 1: Explaining differences in the likelihood of religious and secular 
volunteering

                             RELIGIOSITY + + RELIGIOUS 

GNIREETNULOV+++

IMMIGRANT STATUS RECRUITMENT +  

RALUCES++-

                             RESOURCES ++ VOLUNTEERING 
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Based on differences in the level of individual resources between the native Dutch 
and immigrants, our second hypothesis reads:

H2: Native Dutch are more likely to engage in secular volunteering than postcolonial 
citizen immigrants and guest worker immigrants. 

Recruitment 

Being asked to volunteer is an important predictor of volunteering among non-
immigrants (Brady et al, 1999; Bryant et al, 2003; Bekkers and Schuyt, 2008). 
Non-profit organisations use social networks to mobilise support. Also, non-profit 
organisations are not passive recipients of volunteer work. They identify specific skills, 
experience and social networks of people that they can most easily and productively 
use (Bryant et al, 2003). Additionally, people favour members of their own group in 
the process of selecting people for paid jobs (Prewett-Livingston et al, 1996). If this is 
also true for unpaid labour – volunteering – immigrants are less likely to been asked 
to volunteer than the native Dutch. Finally, Carabain and Bekkers (2009) found that 
the native Dutch are more likely to be asked to donate by charitable organisations 
than immigrants in the Netherlands. We expect this to hold true for volunteering as 
well. Our third hypothesis reads:

H3: The native Dutch are more likely to have been asked to volunteer than 
postcolonial citizen immigrants and guest worker immigrants.

Methodology

Sample and data collection

We used data from the immigrant study of the Giving in the Netherlands Panel Survey 
2008. In the spring and summer of 2008, face-to-face interviews were conducted 
with five groups of immigrants and native Dutch about their philanthropic behavior 
in the previous year. Nine hundred and six respondents participated in the study, 
consisting of 161 respondents of Turkish, 161 of Moroccan, 155 of Antillean and 156 
of Surinamese and 164 of native Dutch and 109 of Afghan descent. In this paper, 
our hypotheses focus on postcolonial and guest worker immigrants. Immigrants from 
Afghanistan are a very different and a relatively small group of immigrants in Dutch 
society. The majority of these immigrants are asylum seekers and, as noted above, this 
group was not considered in this study.One of the major problems in conducting 
survey research among immigrants is that they are less likely to participate. It is also 
harder for researchers or fieldwork agencies to reach immigrants than non-immigrants 
(CBS, 2005). This latter problem is the most important reason why it is still common 
practice in the Netherlands to use convenience samples for studying behaviour and 
attitudes among immigrants. Nevertheless, using a convenience sample is far from 
ideal. To minimise distortion in our data caused by the use of a convenience sample, 
we used the same procedure and fieldwork agency as Statistics Netherlands to collect 
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the data. Quotas were set on gender, region, age and level of education. Potential 
interviewees were invited to participate in a study of giving behaviour. If people 
who engage in philanthropic behaviour are more interested in participating in the 
study, then we are likely to have overestimated levels and likelihood of philanthropic 
behaviour. However, the common opinion is that the estimated relationships are not 
necessarily subject to selection bias (Winship and Radbill, 1994). 

Measures

Incidence of religious volunteering was measured by asking respondents whether they 
volunteered for religious institutions, such as church, mosque or temple. We created 
a dummy variable (1 = yes). Incidence of secular volunteering was measured by asking 
respondents whether they volunteered for charitable organisation in other sectors, 
based on the Method-Area module (Rooney et al, 2001). Collapsing all reported 
volunteering for organisations other than religious institutions, we created a dummy 
variable (1 = yes). We included a separate category for ‘organisation for immigrants’ 
in the survey, but very few respondents reported volunteering for such organisations 
(2–6%). Excluding these respondents from the category of secular volunteering did 
not affect the results.

Descent. Following the definition of the Dutch Central Statistical Agency (CBS, 
2009), the descent (ethnicity) of respondents was based on the country in which they 
themselves and/or their parents were born. Respondents were consecutively asked to 
name their own native country, their father’s native country and their mother’s native 
country. Following the standard procedure, we assigned respondents to the descent of 
their mother if the parents had different descents, except that if the mother was born 
in the Netherlands and the father abroad, we assigned respondents to the descent of 
their father. We created dummy variables for native Dutch, Antillean descent, Moroccan 
descent, Surinamese descent and Turkish descent. Note that respondents who were 
born in the Netherlands themselves were considered as non-native Dutch if either 
their mother or their father was born abroad.

Religiosity. Respondents who reported adhering to a religion were asked how often 
they had attended church/mosque/temple lately. We created dummy variables for 
(almost) never, about once a month or more and about once a week or more. 

Individual resources. We used six indicators for individual resources: source of personal 
income, level of personal income, level of education, home ownership, knowledge of 
Dutch and being (partly) educated in the Netherlands. We asked respondents about 
their main source of personal income. We created dummy variables for paid workers, 
homemakers, people on welfare/unemployment benefit, old-age pensioners, students 
and those with other sources of income (unspecified). We subsequently asked them 
their monthly personal income. Respondents who reported ‘do not know’ or ‘do not 
want to say’ were asked to choose a category that best represented their monthly 
income. Based on their monthly income, we computed their yearly income. We 
created dummy variables for incomes in the first, second, third, fourth and fifth 
quintiles. For level of education, we used the responses to the question about the 
highest level of education completed. We created dummy variables for three levels 
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of education: lower education (no education, primary school, lower secondary 
vocational education and lower general secondary education), intermediate education 
(upper secondary vocational education, upper general secondary education and 
pre-university education) and higher education (higher professional education and 
university education). Home ownership was measured by the question: ‘Do you live in 
a private or a rented property?’ We created a dummy variable for home ownership 
(1 = yes). We measured knowledge of Dutch language by asking respondents for the 
meaning of four Dutch words. This measurement is based on earlier work of Alwin 
(1991) and Gesthuizen and Kraaykamp (2002). We presented respondents with four 
different meanings for each word and asked them to select the correct meaning. We 
created a scale for these four items. We assigned each correct answer 0.25 and each 
wrong or don’t know answer 0. The new scale ranged from 0 for no correct answers 
to 1 for all four correct answers.

Recruitment. We measured recruitment by asking respondents whether they have ever 
been asked to volunteer and created a dummy variable (1 = yes).

Models

In our first model, we estimated differences in volunteering between immigrants 
and non-immigrants. In our second model, we added religiosity. We expected that 
differences in level of religious attendance would explain differences in volunteering 
between immigrants and the native Dutch. In our third model, we included individual 
resources. Differences in level of individual resources may explain differences in 
volunteering among non-immigrants and in this model we tested whether variation 
in individual resources also explained differences in volunteering between immigrants 
and non-immigrants. Finally, in our fourth model, we added recruitment, and tested 
whether differences in having been asked to volunteer between immigrants and 
non-immigrants explained differences in their volunteering. 

Results

Descriptive analysis

In Table 1, we describe relevant variables for the native Dutch, postcolonial citizen 
immigrants (from the Netherlands Antilles and Suriname) and guest worker 
immigrants (from Morocco and Turkey). 

In our sample, immigrants from Turkey and Morocco were most likely to volunteer 
for religious organisations, followed by immigrants from the Netherlands Antilles and 
Surinam, and the native Dutch. This result supports our first hypothesis. In contrast 
to religious volunteering, our results show that the native Dutch were the most likely 
to volunteer for secular organisations, followed by immigrants from Morocco, Turkey, 
Surinam and the Netherlands Antilles. This result only partly supports our second 
hypothesis. In contrast with our expectations, immigrants from Morocco and Turkey 
were more likely to engage in secular volunteering than immigrants from Surinam 
and the Netherlands Antilles. This result indicates that the effect of level of religiosity 
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on secular volunteering exceeds the effect of level of individual resources when 
immigrants were included in the sample. Finally, the native Dutch were the most 
likely to have been asked to volunteer, followed by immigrants from Surinam, the 
Netherlands Antilles, Morocco and Turkey. These results support our third hypothesis.

The native Dutch were the most likely to be non-religious, followed by immigrants 
from Surinam, the Netherlands Antilles, Morocco and Turkey, and the native Dutch 
had the lowest level of religious attendance, followed by immigrants Surinam, the 
Netherlands Antilles, Morocco and Turkey. These results replicate earlier findings by 
Dagevos et al (2007). 

With regard to level of individual resources, the native Dutch had the highest 
levels of personal income, education and knowledge of Dutch; they were most likely 
to be employed and own their homes, followed by immigrants from Surinam, the 
Netherlands Antilles, Morocco and Turkey. Again, these results replicate findings 

Table 1: Volunteering, recruitment and explanatory variables by 
immigrant status

 Guest worker 
immigrants

 Postcolonial citizen 
immigrants

Native Dutch
(n=164) 

Turks
(n=161)

Moroccans
(n=161)

Antilleans
(n=155)

Surinamese
(n=156)

Incidence of religious 
volunteering

0.02 0.07 0.06 0.05 0.04

Incidence of secular volunteering 0.42 0.27 0.31 0.20 0.26

Being asked to volunteer 0.56 0.34 0.35 0.35 0.40

No religion 0.69 0.06 0.06 0.16 0.25

No religious attendance 0.80 0.27 0.34 0.39 0.56

Religious attendance: few times 
a year

0.14 0.39 0.23 0.41 0.30

Religious attendance: once a 
week or more

0.06 0.34 0.44 0.20 0.14

Average age 43 36 37 37 40

Female 0.50 0.52 0.53 0.49 0.47

Paid work 0.46 0.47 0.42 0.43 0.43

Homemaker 0.12 0.15 0.09 0.10 0.11

Welfare/benefits 0.08 0.16 0.17 0.20 0.13

Old-age pension 0.08 0.17 0.16 0.19 0.17

Study scholarship 0.18 0.02 0.10 0.04 0.08

Income, other 0.09 0.03 0.06 0.05 0.08

Homeowner 0.43 0.26 0.16 0.12 0.22

Average personal net income 
(in euro)

12.457 10.940 10.544 11.827 11.180

Lower education 0.36 0.50 0.57 0.38 0.45

Middle education 0.41 0.43 0.30 0.47 0.37

Higher education 0.24 0.07 0.13 0.15 0.17

Knowledge of Dutch 0.87 0.38 0.39 0.59 0.75
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of earlier studies about the level of individual resources of immigrants and non-
immigrants in the Netherlands (see, for example, Oudhof et al, 2008).

Summarising, our data show that the native Dutch had the highest levels of 
individual resources and the lowest level of religiosity, followed by postcolonial 
citizen immigrants and guest worker immigrants. Additionally, our results show that 
postcolonial citizen immigrants were more similar to the native Dutch in religious 
behaviour, level of individual resources and the likelihood of religious volunteering 
than were guest worker immigrants. However, guest worker immigrants were more 
similar to the native Dutch in their likelihood of secular volunteering.

Bivariate analyses

We found that higher levels of religious attendance were positively related only to 
the likelihood of religious volunteering (r(795) = .27, p <.01), and not with the 
likelihood of secular volunteering. With regard to the relationship between the 
level of individual resources and the likelihood of volunteering, we found a positive, 
statistically significant relation only between the level of education and the likelihood 
of secular volunteering (r(795) = .10, p <.01). The level of individual resources was 
not related to the likelihood of religious volunteering. Interestingly, we found no 
relation between higher levels of religious attendance and the likelihood of having 
been asked to volunteer, contrary to the community explanation of why religion 
promoted volunteering proposed by Wuthnow (1991), as noted above. Regarding 
the level of individual resources, we found a statistically significant positive relation 
between levels of education and the likelihood of being asked to volunteer (r(795) 
= .09, p <.01), but an even stronger relation between knowledge of Dutch and the 
likelihood of being asked to volunteer (r(795) = .17, p <.01). Finally, we found that 
being asked to volunteer was related to the likelihood of religious volunteering 
(χ2(1, N = 797) = 25.18, p < .01), but even more strongly related to the likelihood 
of secular volunteering (χ2(1, N = 797) = 166.77, p < .01).

Explaining differences in incidence of volunteering

The base model showed only small differences in the likelihood of religious 
volunteering between non-immigrants and immigrants in the Netherlands (see Table 
2). Only respondents of Turkish descent were statistically more likely to volunteer 
for religious institutions than native Dutch.

Model 1 showed that religious attendance was strongly positively related to the 
likelihood of religious volunteering. Not surprisingly, people with higher levels 
of religious attendance were more likely to volunteer for religious institutions. 
Additionally, we found that the marginally statistically significant positive relation 
between immigrants from Turkey and the likelihood of religious volunteering 
disappeared. This result indicates that the positive relation between Turkish descent 
and the likelihood of religious volunteering was partly determined by their relatively 
high levels of religious attendance. After adding individual resources variables, in 
model 2, the relationship found earlier between level of religious attendance and 

VSR_2_1_March_2011_text_3.1.indd   33 23/03/2011   10:56:45



34 Christine L. Carabain and René Bekkers

Voluntary	Sector	Review	• vol 2 • no 1 • 2011 • 23–41 • 10.1332/204080511X560602

religious volunteering remained significant. In addition, we found that homemakers 
and students were more likely to volunteer for religious organisations. In model 3, we 
found that people who had been asked to volunteer were more likely to volunteer for 
religious institutions. After adding recruitment, people with higher levels of religious 
attendance remained more likely to volunteer for religious institutions, but the 
relationship between being a homemaker or student and religious volunteering lost 
statistical significance. This indicates that the positive relation between homemaking, 
being a student and the likelihood of religious volunteering was due to their higher 
likelihood of having been asked to volunteer. Also, we found that being asked to 
volunteer did influence the relation between level of individual resources and the 

Table 2: Logit regression analyses of incidence of religious volunteering 
(n=797)

Base model Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Exp (B) Exp (B) Exp (B) Exp (B)

Immigrant status (ref: Native Dutch) --- --- --- ---

Turkish 2.69 † 0.55 0.98 1.13

Moroccan 2.19 0.37 0.63 0.72

Surinamese 1.44 0.64 0.78 0.80

Antillean 1.95 0.61 0.77 0.97

Religious attendance (ref: never) --- --- ---

Few times a year 21.99 * 20.72 * 21.19 *

Once a week or more 133.46 ** 153.34 ** 137.51 **

Income status (ref: paid work) --- ---

Homemaker 2.93 * 1.91

Welfare/benefits 1.37 1.17

Old-age pension 1.23 1.32

Study scholarship 1.41 * 1.27

Income, other 1.20 1.00

Homeowner 1.11 1.01

Income (ref: 1st quintile) --- ---

Income 2nd quintile 1.56 1.29

Income 3rd quintile 0.96 0.78

Income 4th quintile 1.62 1.21

Income 5th quintile 1.28 1.19

Education (ref:  lower) --- ---

Intermediate education 1.42 1.14

Higher education 0.91 0.65

Knowledge of Dutch 2.40 1.59

Being asked to volunteer 6.45 **

Constant 0.03 ** 0.00 ** 0.00 ** 0.00 **

Nagelkerke R2 0.02 0.25 0.28 0.35
 
** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05, † p < 0.1
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likelihood of religious volunteering, but did not affect the relation between religious 
attendance and the likelihood of religious volunteering.  

The base model regression analysis of the likelihood of secular volunteering showed 
that all immigrant groups were less likely to volunteer for secular organisations than the 
native Dutch (all odds rations were statistically significantly and below 1) (see Table 3). 
Adding religious attendance, in model 1, hardly affected the relation between descent 
and the likelihood of secular volunteering. We found that people with moderate levels 
of religious attendance were less likely to volunteer for secular organisations. Adding 
individual resources, in model 2, decreased the differences between the native Dutch 
and guest worker immigrants. This result indicates that lower likelihood of secular 
volunteering by guest worker immigrants can be explained partly by lower levels of 

Table 3: Logit regression analyses of incidence of secular volunteering 
(n=797)

Base model Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Exp (B) Exp (B) Exp (B) Exp (B)

Immigrant status (ref: Native Dutch) --- --- --- ---

Turkish 0.51 ** 0.51 ** 0.50 * 0.64

Moroccan 0.62 * 0.58 * 0.59 † 0.80

Surinamese 0.48 ** 0.49 ** 0.47 ** 0.56 *

Antillean 0.34 ** 0.36 ** 0.32 ** 0.39 **

Religious attendance (ref: never) --- --- ---

Few times a year 0.71 † 0.72 0.71

Once a week or more 1.30 1.42 1.26

Income status (ref: paid work) --- ---

Homemaker 2.62 ** 2.59 **

Welfare/benefits 1.58 † 1.56

Old-age pension 1.24 1.18

Study scholarship 1.10 0.93

Income, other 0.87 0.73

Homeowner 0.75 0.75

Income (ref: 1st quintile) --- ---

Income 2nd quintile 0.96 0.74

Income 3rd quintile 0.98 0.83

Income 4th quintile 1.18 0.96

Income 5th quintile 0.87 0.83

Education (ref:  lower) --- ---

Intermediate education 1.56 * 1.44

Higher education 2.12 ** 2.31 **

Knowledge of Dutch 1.07 0.72

Being asked to volunteer 8.95 **

Constant 0.72 * 0.74 † 0.45 * 0.19 **

Nagelkerke R2 0.04 0.05 0.09 0.33
 
** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05, † p < 0.1

VSR_2_1_March_2011_text_3.1.indd   35 23/03/2011   10:56:46



36 Christine L. Carabain and René Bekkers

Voluntary	Sector	Review	• vol 2 • no 1 • 2011 • 23–41 • 10.1332/204080511X560602

individual resources. Additionally, we found that homemakers, people on welfare/
benefits and people with intermediate and higher education were more likely to 
volunteer for secular organisations. Model 3 showed a strong relation between having 
been asked to volunteer and the likelihood of secular volunteering. Additionally, the 
effect of individual resources on secular volunteering decreased. This indicates that 
the effect of resources on the likelihood of secular volunteering is explained partly 
by the higher likelihood of being asked to volunteer among people with a higher 
level of individual resources. 

Conclusion 

In this study, we investigated whether religious and secular volunteering by immigrants 
differed from those of the native Dutch. We found that guest worker immigrants were 
more likely to engage in religious volunteering than postcolonial citizen immigrants 
and the native Dutch. This result supports our first hypothesis. Ramakrishnan and 
Badassare (2004) also found that immigrants had higher levels of religious volunteering 
than non-immigrants. In contrast with our findings regarding religious volunteering, 
the native Dutch were more likely to engage in secular volunteering than guest worker 
immigrants and postcolonial citizen immigrants. This result partially supports our 
second hypothesis. Despite their lower levels of individual resources, guest worker 
immigrants were more likely to volunteer for secular organisations than postcolonial 
citizen immigrants. These results indicate that levels of individual resources may not 
be as strongly related to the likelihood of secular volunteering among guest worker 
immigrants as among postcolonial citizen immigrants and the native Dutch. Finally, we 
found support for our third hypothesis: the native Dutch were indeed more likely to be 
asked to volunteer than postcolonial citizen immigrants and guest worker immigrants. 

In this paper, we introduced a model explaining differences in religious and secular 
volunteering between immigrants and non-immigrants by differences in religiosity, 
individual resources and having been asked to volunteer. Our results did not support 
all relations described in the model. In Figure 2, the relationships that were not 
supported by our results are portrayed by dotted lines. 

Figure 2 shows that, contrary to our expectation, religiosity was not positively related 
to the likelihood of being asked to volunteer. Apparently, religious services of Christian, 
Hindu and Muslim and congregations with a large group of immigrant members are 
less often used for the recruitment of volunteers. This relates to differences in rituals 
of worship between Christian, Hindu and Muslim religious groups. Among members 
of Christian religious groups it is common for both men and women to worship 
in a group ritual in a purpose-built place of worship (church). However, in Islam, it 
is only common for men to worship in a group ritual; for women it is common to 
worship in a private rite. Finally, for Hindus, both men and women, it is common 
to worship god in a private ritual, commonly at personal shrines at home (Anand, 
2003). Christian group worshipping enables organisations to recruit volunteers in 
church. We argue that differences in worship rituals in non-Western congregations 
could be an important reason why we did not find the expected relationship between 
religiosity and volunteering. Also, we did not find a relation between religiosity 
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and secular volunteering. This could be due to a lower willingness among secular 
organisations to recruit volunteers among social networks of Christian, Hindu and 
Muslim communities with immigrant followers. Irrespective of the exact source 
of the discrepancy between the hypothesis and our empirical findings, the results 
show that conventional models and theories of volunteering do not always hold for 
immigrant populations.

Finally, we would like to elaborate on recruitment for secular organisations. Our 
results indicate that not having been asked is very important in explaining differences 
in the likelihood of secular volunteering between immigrants and non-immigrants 
in the Netherlands. We argue that given the high levels of religious volunteering 
among immigrants, secular organisations that work with volunteers could benefit 
substantially from including immigrants in their volunteer profiles. This would also 
support the realisation of Dutch integration policies focusing on active participation 
of immigrants in Dutch society.

Recommendations for further research

In this study, we found that being asked to volunteer had a large effect on both secular 
and religious volunteering. However, in our interviews we did not distinguish between 
being asked by religious or by secular organisations. Future research should distinguish 
between recruitment by religious and secular organisations to gain additional insights 
into the role of being asked to volunteer on the likelihood of volunteering. 

We also found that religiosity had a large effect on religious volunteering. This is 
perhaps not surprising, but given that religiosity differs between immigrant groups 
and between immigrant and non-immigrant groups, it raises interesting questions 
about the different likelihoods of volunteering across these groups, for example the 
extent to which these likelihoods are determined by different religious practices, 
such as worship rituals and the opportunities they offer to be recruited to volunteer, 
rather than immigrant status per se. 

Finally, we studied the volunteering behaviour of immigrants in the Netherlands; 
it would be interesting to extend the study to immigrants in other countries. 

Note
1 Corresponding author.

Figure 2:  Relations found in the likelihood of religious and secular 
volunteering

                             RELIGIOSITY + + RELIGIOUS 

GNIREETNULOV+++

IMMIGRANT STATUS RECRUITMENT +  

RALUCES++-

                             RESOURCES ++ VOLUNTEERING 
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