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If there’s amagic pill for happi-
ness and longevity,wemayhave
found it.

Countless studies have found
that generosity, both volunteering
and charitable donations, benefits
young and old physically and
psychologically.

The benefits of giving are signi-
ficant, according to studies: lower
blood pressure, lower risk of de-
mentia, less anxiety and depres-
sion, reduced cardiovascular risk
and overall greater happiness.

“Volunteeringmoves people
into the present and distracts the
mind from the stresses and prob-
lems of the self,” said StephenG.
Post, founding director of the
Center forMedicalHumanities,
CompassionateCare andBio-
ethics at StonyBrookUniversity
School ofMedicine inNewYork.
“Many studies show that one of
the bestways to dealwith the
hardships in life is not to just
center on yourself but to take the
opportunity to engage in simple
acts of kindness.”

Studies show thatwhenpeople
think about helping others, they
activate a part of the brain called
themesolimbic pathway,which is
responsible for feelings of gratifi-
cation.Helping others doles out
happiness chemicals, including
dopamine, endorphins that block
pain signals and oxytocin, known
as the tranquillity hormone.

Even just the thought of giving
money to a specific charity has
this effect on the brain, research
shows.

Intuition tells us that giving
more to oneself is the bestway to
be happy. But that’s not the case,
saidDanAriely, professor of
behavioral economics and psy-
chology atDukeUniversity.

“If you are a recipient of a good
deed, youmayhavemomentary
happiness, but your long-term

happiness is higher if you are the
giver,” Ariely said. For example, if
you give people a gift card for a
Starbucks cappuccino and call
them that evening and ask how
happy they are, people say they
are not happier than if you didn’t
give it to them. If you give another
group a gift card and ask them to
give it to a randomperson,when
you call themat night, those
people are happier.

“People are happierwhen they
give, even if they’re just following
instructions,” Ariely said. “They
take credit for the giving and,
therefore, are happier at the end
of the day.”

Thewaywegive is important,
too, Ariely said. Taxes are a form
of giving that typically does not
makeAmericans happy. “If you
give directly fromapaycheck,we
don’t pay attention to it,” he said.
“It’s thewaywe give andhowwe
give thatmakes us happy. The key
is to give deliberately and
thoughtfully, so that other people
benefit from it.”

Research supports this, and
researchers started fromabase-
line of equal physical characteris-
tics among study participants, so
itwasn’t a case of healthier peo-
ple beingmorewilling to volun-
teer.

A 2012 study in the journal
Health Psychology by SaraKon-
rath and a teamat theUniversity
ofMichigan found that older

adult volunteers had a lower risk
of dying in a four-year period than
nonvolunteers, as long as they
volunteered for altruistic versus
self-oriented reasons.

“In order to gain a personal
benefit fromvolunteering, you
have to focus onhowyour giving
helps other people,” saidKonrath,
director of the Interdisciplinary
Program forEmpathy andAltru-
ismResearch and assistant pro-
fessor at theLilly Family School
of Philanthropy at IndianaUni-
versity. “Wehave the ability to
shift our focus, andmany of us do
have an other-oriented reason for
giving. Ifwe can just focus on that
aspect rather thanwhatwe can
get out of it, chances are itwill be
better for ownhealth too.”

An online national survey of
4,500American adults (the 2010
UnitedHealthcare/Volunteer
MatchDoGoodLiveWell Study)
found that peoplewho volunteer
have less trouble sleeping, less
anxiety, less helplessness and
hopelessness, better friendships
and social networks, and a sense
of control over chronic condi-
tions.

Even as away tomanage
chronic pain, volunteering holds
great potential. “If you could say
that on a scale of 1 to 10, insulin as
a treatment for diabetes is a 9.5,
drugs forAlzheimer’s disease are
0.05, volunteering is somewhere
up around a 7,” Post said. “If you

were somehowable to package
this into a compound, you’d be a
billionaire overnight.”

With an aging population,
reducing cognitive decline is
important too. A recent reviewof
studies published in theNovem-
ber 2014Psychological Bulletin
found that, among seniors, volun-
teering is likely to reduce the risk
of dementia and is associated
with reduced symptoms of de-
pression, better self-reported
health, fewer functional limita-
tions and lowermortality.

Volunteering has even been
shown to lower blood pressure. In
a June 2013 study fromCarnegie
MellonUniversity, adults over 50
who volunteered at least 200
hours in the past year (four hours
perweek)were 40percent less
likely to develop high blood pres-
sure than nonvolunteers.

There are several possible
explanations for this, said study
authorRodlescia Sneed, a post-
doctoral research fellow at the
University of Pittsburgh. Volun-
teerismmay boost self-esteem
andprotect people from social
isolation, both ofwhich are linked
to better health in older adults,
she said.

Doing volunteerworkmay also
give older adults perspective on
their own life struggles,which
can help thembetter copewith
stress.Helping others alsomay
promote the release of stress-

buffering hormones thatmay
reduce cardiovascular risk.

The benefits of giving are seen
in younger people too. A recent
study of 10th-graders at aVan-
couver high school found that
studentswho spent an hour a
week helping children in after-
school programs over 10weeks
had lower levels of inflammation
and cholesterol, plus a lower body
mass index.

And if you can’t find time to
volunteer “hands on,” there’s
somebenefit tomaking amean-
ingful donation to charity. “Stud-
ies show that peoplewhodonate
meaningfully, even just once, feel
happiermonths later, though it is
best to do sowith some regular-
ity,” Post said.

Researchers also have found
that those inAlcoholics Anony-
mouswhohelp other alcoholics
double their likelihood of over-
coming alcoholismone year after
going dry. The benefits of helping
others are greatestwhen youhave
experienced the same chronic
problem, Post said.

“We are on the cusp of reach-
ing the pointwherewe are going
to seemore areas in clinical care,
including preventivemedicine,
psychiatry, adolescent pediatrics,
geriatrics, pain clinics and cardi-
ology,where health care profes-
sionals recommend volunteering
as a therapeutic behavior,” Post
said.

The concept is being used in
therapeutic farmcommunities
developed for peoplewith serious
mental illness. “The premise is
quite successful,” Post said. “If
you encourage peoplewithmajor
mental disorders, including
schizophrenia, depression and
bipolar disorder, to contribute
meaningfully to a community,
they can bettermanage their
condition.”

Terri Yablonsky Stat is a freelance
reporter.
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A giving nature
improves health
Generosity brings physical, psychological benefits

By Terri Yablonsky Stat
Tribune Newspapers

After yet another argument
withmy children over reading, I
finally askedmyself:Why bother?

Night after night,when it’s
time for them to put down their
gadgets and pick up one of the
many books strewn across their
rooms,my kids giveme attitude.
There’s nothing to read! All these
books are boring! I promise I’ll

read twice as long tomorrow— just
giveme back the iPad!

I find this shocking. There is no
pastime I love asmuch as reading,
and I amappalled thatmy own
flesh and bloodwould rather
watch some stupidNetflix show
or splatter a bunch of virtual
aliens than settle downwith a fat
paperback.

But eventually I started to
wonder if Iwas the onewith the
problem.After all, the digital age
often seems to havemade reading
a superfluous skill.We can learn
how to roast a chicken or change
a transmission throughYouTube
videos.We canhave our emails
translated into speech.We can
correspond exclusively in emojis.

Andwith virtual reality poised
to explode into themainstream
over the next fewyears, the im-
portance of text seems fated to
shrink evenmore.Why read
about a battle or an ancient city
when you can stand right in the
middle of it?

Keeping kids interested in reading amid gadgets

John Keilman
Local Observer
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