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Abstract 

Background: Commonly observed low activity of older adults harms their well‑being. We perceive the retirement 
as a new opening that could be utilized to fulfill previously neglected needs and involve in new activities. They can 
be a remedy for losing the sense of life while changing the social role and getting older. This study explores trends in 
activity over retirement. In particular, it verifies if different post‑retirement activities: 1) formal social engagement; 2) 
informal help given outside the household; 3) solitary leisure or self‑development activities, and 4) sociable leisure or 
self‑development activities are mutually exclusive or supportive of each other.

Methods: We use the data from 4 and 6th wave of Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe, taking into 
consideration 2757 respondents who participated in both waves. We analyze trends in activity over retirement and 
verify the hypotheses regarding the relationships between engaging into different types of activities and between the 
activity and development of personal social networks. We conduct the descriptive analysis and utilize the Generalized 
Structural Equation Model.

Results: Most people do not change their involvement in different activities after retirement. Among those who 
change, the average trend is upward. We find support that different types of activities undertaken after retirement do 
not crowd out each other. On the contrary, being active in one sphere goes hand in hand with activity in another. We 
give evidence for presence of social network mechanisms that enhance such understood complementarity. Main‑
taining social relationships correlates with engagement in socially‑oriented activities and privately‑oriented sociable 
pastimes. Being active, with exception of solitary forms of recreation, creates an opportunity to foster relations with 
other people and, thanks to their encouragement, to engage in new activities.

Conclusions: The small change in activity after retirement signifies the need to encourage non‑work activity during 
earlier stages of life. As different types of post‑retirement activities are complementary, the most active group of older 
adults would be the most open for social engagement and volunteering, however the least active group needs the 
biggest support to involve in any activities.
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Introduction
Retirement can be a life-changing moment, due to a need 
of adjustment to a new social role, associated with gain-
ing a new perspective and increasing the amount of spare 

time, which can be used to fulfill needs and aspirations 
that were neglected previously. This can be connected 
with more social engagement and increased involvement 
in helping other people, or undertaking activities aimed 
at self-development and entertainment.

The main aim of this study is to verify if different types 
of activities that people engage in after retirement: 1) for-
mal social engagement in voluntary and charity work, 
and political or community related organizations (formal 

Open Access

*Correspondence:  bgonczaryk@wne.uw.edu.pl

Faculty of Economic Sciences, University of Warsaw, Długa 44/50, 
00‑241 Warsaw, Poland

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9431-1947
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-1920-6565
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
http://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1186/s12877-022-03464-y&domain=pdf


Page 2 of 14Kalbarczyk and Łopaciuk‑Gonczaryk  BMC Geriatrics          (2022) 22:781 

social activity); 2) informal help given outside the house-
hold (informal social activity); 3) solitary leisure or self-
development activities (private solitary activity) and 4) 
sociable leisure or self-development activities (private 
sociable activity) are either mutually exclusive (substi-
tutes) or supportive (complements) of each other. Substi-
tution would mean that different groups of older adults 
specialize in different types of activities following their 
personal preferences and, due to the time constraints, 
different activities crowd out each other. Complemen-
tarity would be associated with the situation, where 
engagement in one type of activity enhances undertaking 
another which enables fulfillment of different needs.

Additionally, we want to inquire about the role played 
by maintaining relationships within the structure of a 
personal social network. First of all, having different 
types of social connections is associated with engage-
ment in different activities. We expect that family ties are 
more connected to informal social activity, while friends 
and acquaintances’ ties are more associated with formal 
social activity. This could lead to a tendency to choose 
different activities by older adults with a different com-
position of social networks. Secondly, through the devel-
opment of relationships within social networks, different 
types of activities may become complementary. Being 
active, with exception of solitary forms of recreation, cre-
ates a chance to foster relations with other people and, 
thanks to their encouragement, to engage in new pas-
times. This can lead to complementarity between infor-
mal social activity and private sociable activity, as well as 
formal social activity and private sociable activity, assum-
ing that private sociable activity is associated both with 
relationships with family and friends.

Our study contributes to the existing literature in the 
following aspects. Firstly, we focus on the time of retire-
ment as the moment of a possible life change, while most 
of the other studies generally look at older adults. We 
investigate factors which determine not sole participa-
tion in different activities, but the potential increase in 
activity after retirement. Secondly, most of the existing 
literature takes into consideration only one type of activ-
ity at a time (like volunteering or leisure activities) while 
we analyze many different activities at the same time and 
look at their mutual relationships. Thirdly, we pay spe-
cial attention to the role of personal social networks and 
verify if they enforce substitution or complementarity 
between different older adults’ activities.

The problem we address regards low activity of older 
adults which harms their well-being. In EU-27 coun-
tries in 2015 only about 11% among 65 year or older got 
together on a daily basis with friends, 2.9% participated 
in formal and non-formal education and training and 
less than a half participated in cultural and sport events 

or in tourism [1]. Simultaneously less than 10% of peo-
ple above 65 years provided informal homecare services 
to both someone in the same household and to someone 
in a different household. At the same time, there are evi-
dences that greater leisure activity [2] or volunteering [3] 
increase the sense of purpose in life and for some people 
can be a compensation for withdrawing from professional 
career. We perceive the moment of transformation into 
retirement as connected with a potential motivation for 
engaging in new activity, which can pay off in later years. 
We want to explore the patterns of potential increase in 
different types of activities after retirement and its deter-
minants. Enhancing such understanding should be useful 
and interesting in the context of designing policies sup-
porting active aging.

Literature review
Role of retirement transition in activity changes
Transition into retirement can be analyzed based on the 
role theory [4], because it is associated with abandoning 
or weakening the professional career role and a need of 
adjustment to a different social role [5]. This may trans-
late into strengthening the roles associated with family 
and social environment, as retirement creates an oppor-
tunity for larger involvements in family life and activities 
benefiting the community [6]. Furthermore, under the 
alternative conceptualization, the continuity theory [7], 
we may claim that successful adaptation into new life cir-
cumstances needs pre-retirement non-work activity (like 
developing hobbies) and is supported by previous social 
relations and group membership [8]. However, it is jus-
tified to perceive the transition into retirement as a life 
changing moment regarding the non-work activity, as 
there is a tendency to postpone leisure and social goals 
until retirement [9].

There are only a few studies that indicate a change 
in the activity of older adults at a specific moment of 
retirement, and not just activities of older adults above 
a certain age. Existing research focuses most of all on 
the relationship between retirement and a change in 
involvement in volunteering and informal care, and par-
ticipation in organizations, and pays less attention to the 
privately-oriented activities. For example, Sabbath et  al. 
[10] analyze changes in active participation in organiza-
tions after retirement and find out the important role 
played by gender, self-assessed health, and midlife socio-
economic status.

Erlinghagen [11] shows on the German Socio-Eco-
nomic Panel (SOEP) database that retirement does not 
have an effect on the participation in voluntary or infor-
mal help. Previous voluntary or help experience is more 
important. Similar results regarding volunteering and 
informal help after retirement were obtained on the data 
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of Americans’ Changing Lives survey [12]. However, 
besides these evidences for continuity, retirement is also 
found to be associated with an increased chance for hav-
ing a hobby [13]. Retirement goes hand in hand with an 
increase in recreational and household activity, as well 
as TV watching [14]. It also can have an effect on the 
increased engagement in volunteering, in order to com-
pensate for the withdrawal from the professional job role 
[15]. Another study confirms its positive impact not only 
on formal volunteering and organizational participation, 
but also informal help towards family and friends [16].

Substitution and complementarity between the activities
An analysis of older adults’ activity cannot avoid discuss-
ing the possibility of involvement in a variety of activities 
simultaneously. These activities can impede or stimulate 
each other.

Time constraints can impede the choice of differ-
ent activities by older people. Choi et al. [17] show on a 
Health and Retirement Study (HRS) database that wives 
who care for their husbands are less likely to provide for-
mal or informal help to others. Similarly, Kamakura [18] 
or McNamara and Gonzales [19] indicate that employ-
ment or providing care to others reduces time left to par-
ticipate in a voluntary service. Pettigrew et al. [20] state 
that for older Australians, temporal factors are important 
in assessing their ability to participate in volunteering. 
Additionally, Morrow-Howell et al. [21] show that among 
American Experience Corp Program participants, volun-
teering does not happen in isolation from other activities 
and among highly active people, more time devoted to 
volunteering results in less time left for other activities.

Except for time and other resources’ constraints, also 
individual preferences can cause specialization of older 
adults in the choice of the type of activity they want to 
engage into, selecting between privately- and socially-ori-
ented activities and their different sorts. This is in accord-
ance with the idea of some people being more focused on 
self-interest and the other on the welfare of others [22–
24]. Even if obtaining private benefits can be a reason not 
only to get involved in the leisure and self-development, 
but also in socially-oriented activities like volunteer-
ing [25], still the last are additionally associated with the 
motivation regarding the care for others and therefore 
more suitable for people with altruistic preferences.

However, there is also much evidence supporting com-
plementarity of different activities undertaken, which 
may result from the individual personal traits indicating 
that there are active and inactive persons. Taking part 
in an activity provides a chance to meet people, which 
in turn creates opportunities for participation in other 
activities [26]. Both Hank, and Stuck [27] and Kohli et al. 
[28] show on Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in 

Europe (SHARE) data that formal and informal care go 
hand in hand. Similarly, for England, van der Horst et al. 
[29] show on the English Longitudinal Study of Ageing 
(ELSA) panel data that part-time paid work is comple-
mentary with volunteering. Nazroo [30], also for Eng-
land, concludes that participation in volunteering and 
work itself is complementary, while the time devoted to 
both activities is substitutive. However, apart from this 
research there is a lack of discussion regarding a possibil-
ity of complementarity or substitution between a variety 
of activities which can be performed by older adults.

Different kinds of activities can follow different moti-
vations, corresponding to different psychological traits. 
In the context of the proposed division between socially 
and privately-oriented activities, it is useful to refer to the 
notions of communion and agency, the first associated 
with connection to a group or society, and the second 
associated with striving for individual achievements [31]. 
High communion can coexist with high agency, leading 
to fulfillment of different needs which constitutes the 
core of successful aging conceptualization [32] and sup-
porting the prediction of complementarity between dif-
ferent types of activities. Communion will be associated 
with activities involving care for others, while agency can 
be demonstrated in individual practicing tai chi, both in 
the case of the same, “thriving” old woman [33].

Building on the presented literature background, we 
predict complementarity between different forms of 
older adults’ activity, in accordance with the concept of 
successful aging connected with fulfillment of different 
needs. Finding a balance between incentives connected 
both with agency and communion leads to psychological 
well-being as it enables both obtaining satisfaction with 
own achievements and providing for the next generation 
[34]. This results in the following expectation:

Hypothesis 1: Increase in engagement into one type 
of activity is associated with the increase in participa-
tion in the other type of activity.

Role of social networks
Post-retirement activity can be expected to highly cor-
respond to personal social networks and their change. 
Personal social networks of older adults correlate with 
socially oriented activity such as participation in volun-
tary associations [28]. This relationship can be two-sided: 
for example those with larger social networks tend to 
have a higher civic engagement and this engagement, in 
turn, leads to establishing larger social networks [35]. It 
is specially expected to be connected with friends and 
acquaintances ties, and not family ties. Non-kin relation-
ships are associated with a broader radius of trust and 
therefore can increase openness for needs of strangers 
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and involvement in formal civic organizations [36, 37]. 
At the same time, informal help is especially expected 
within the family. It is often intergenerational, between 
children and parents [38–40].

Older adults’ family ties and friends and acquaintances’ 
ties are found to be negatively correlated [28]. Similarly, 
loss of a family member can be followed by an increase in 
community involvement, which serves as a way of com-
pensation and adaptation [35]. This is especially evident 
in case of increased involvement in volunteering after 
spousal bereavement [41].

Social networks influence not only socially-oriented 
activity, but also can foster privately-oriented activity, 
for example in the form of engagement in art and craft 
[42]. It is plausible both in case of family and friends and 
acquaintances’ ties.

The role of social networks for older adults is cultur-
ally bounded and may differ between countries [43]. For 
example, in Central and Eastern European countries 
social networks are connected mainly with informal help 
but not participation in voluntary organizations, and in 
Scandinavian countries social care is mostly provided by 
government assistance and not the relatives.

Developing social relationships contributes to par-
ticipation in activities and can potentially enhance the 
complementarity between different types of post-retire-
ment activity. Joining one kind of activity translates into 
creating relations with people who encourage engage-
ment in other activities. Therefore retirement can be an 
opportunity to increase both social connectedness and 
community involvement. It translates into the following 
expectations:

Hypothesis 2.1: Increase in family network size is 
associated with the increase in informal help (which 
in turn correlates with the increase in involvement in 
other types of activities, as assumed in Hypothesis 1).
Hypothesis 2.2: Increase in family network size is 
associated with the increase in privately-oriented 
sociable activities (which in turn correlates with the 
increase in involvement in other types of activities, 
as assumed in Hypothesis 1).
Hypothesis 2.3: Increase in friends and acquaint-
ances’ network size is associated with the increase in 
formal social engagement in organizations (which in 
turn correlates with the increase in involvement in 
other types of activities, as assumed in Hypothesis 
1).
Hypothesis 2.4: Increase in friends and acquaint-
ances’ network size is associated with the increase in 
privately-oriented sociable activities (which in turn 
correlates with the increase in involvement in other 
types of activities, as assumed in Hypothesis 1).

Hypothesis 2.5: Increase in informal help is associ-
ated with the increase in family network (due to 
two-way dependency), which in turn correlates with 
the increase in privately-oriented sociable activities 
(possible way of spending time with family).
Hypothesis 2.6: Increase in formal social engage-
ment in organizations is associated with the increase 
in friends and acquaintances’ network (due to two-
way dependency), which in turn correlates with 
the increase in privately-oriented sociable activi-
ties (possible way of spending time with friends and 
acquaintances).
Hypothesis 2.7: Increase in privately-oriented socia-
ble activities is associated with the increase in family 
network (opportunity to enhance relations), which 
in turn correlates with the increase in informal help.
Hypothesis 2.8: Increase in privately-oriented socia-
ble activities is associated with the increase in friends 
and acquaintances’ network (opportunity to foster 
relations), which in turn correlates with the increase 
in formal social engagement in organizations.

Methods
The database and the sample extracted
The data under analysis has been obtained from the pub-
licly available database SHARE: Survey of Health, Ageing 
and Retirement in Europe (available on www. share- proje 
ct. org). The SHARE database is a biennial panel study 
conducted on a representative sample of people 
aged ≥ 50  years across 20 European countries [44]. The 
study brings together many disciplines, including demog-
raphy, economics, epidemiology, and psychology. The 
data contains information regarding respondents’ pro-
fessional status, social activities, satisfaction, functional 
capacity as declared by the respondents, and support 
received and given. In this study, we used release 6.1.1 of 
wave 4 and wave 6 of the survey, which was conducted in 
2011 and 2015, respectively.

The sample covers all respondents who, according to 
the data from the  6th wave (from 2015), declared that 
they went into retirement in 2012, 2013, and 2014, which 
is after the  4th wave (from 2011). The initial focus on the 
change between the  4th and  6th waves is caused by the 
fact that the social network questionnaire was performed 
only during these two waves. Variables on social engage-
ment and other activities performed during the last year, 
life satisfaction, and life conditions are taken from both 
the  4th and  6th wave. Only respondents who took part in 
both the  4th and  6th wave are included. People declared 
as residents of nursing homes are excluded. The con-
structed database covers a total of 2757 respondents from 
14 countries. There are some missing values, and their 

http://www.share-project.org
http://www.share-project.org
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amounts are different for different variables. Adequate 
sample sizes are indicated while presenting the results of 
the analyses.

Description of variables
We distinguish between four types of activity: formal 
and informal socially-oriented activity, and solitary and 

sociable privately-oriented activity. All activities are 
related to the past twelve months. Table  1 presents a 
description of variables.

All variables regarding the increase in activity after 
retirement are constructed by comparison of the data 
from 2011 and 2015 (and knowing that, due to our sam-
ple design, the transition into retirement took place 
between these two points in time).

Table 1 Description of variables

Source: Own Study
a family and friends & acquaintance variables sum up to 7 nominations

Formal social activity includes:
‑volunteering, indicating respondents who did voluntary or charity work
‑civic organizations, indicating respondents who have taken part in a political or community‑related organization

Informal social activity respondents who gave help (personal care or practical household help) to people outside their household

Private solitary activity includes:
‑books’, magazine or newspaper reading
‑word and number games like crossword puzzles or Sudoku

Private sociable activity includes:
‑sport or social club, indicating respondents who went to a sport, social or other kind of club
‑educational course, indicating respondents who attended an educational or training course
‑cards or chess indicating respondents who played cards or games such as chess

Increase in informal social activity 1‑ a respondent, after retirement, started to be engaged in informal help given outside the household
0‑ a respondent didn’t engage in this activity

Increase in formal social activity 1‑ a respondent, after retirement, started to be engaged in one or both of the activities from this type
0‑ a person joined one activity but resigned from the second, or didn’t join any of those activities

Increase in private solitary activity 1‑ a person, after retirement, started to be engaged in one or both of the activities from this type
0‑ a person joined one activity but resigned from the second, or didn’t join any of those activities

Increase in private sociable activity 1‑ a person, after retirement, started to be engaged in one or more of the activities from this type
0‑ a person engaged in some activities and resigned from some others (the number of activities up‑taken versus 
the number of activities abandoned is considered to decide if there was an increase or not) or didn’t join any of 
those activities

Familya number of family members with whom respondents most often discuss important things

Friends & acquaintances number of non‑kin with whom respondents most often discuss important things

Age difference between year of interview and year of birth

Females 0‑ men
1‑ women

Years of education number of years of education

Life satisfaction 0‑ completely dissatisfied to 10‑completely satisfied

Living in the country 0‑ living in a town or city
1‑ living in the country

Household size number of household members

Income logaritmized value of income per household member

Trusting people 0‑ can’t be too careful to 10‑most people can be trusted

Praying 0‑ respondent who never prays
1‑ respondent who prays at least sometimes

Received help 0‑ respondent’s household didn’t receive help from another household
1‑ respondent’s household received informal help (personal care or practical household help) from another 
household

Limitations in ADL count of limitations in Activities of Daily Living — basic self‑care tasks

Limitations in IADL count of limitations in Instrumental Activities of Daily Living — e.g. shopping or preparing meals

Limitations count of limitations in Activities of Daily Living and Instrumental Activities of Daily Living

Active countries 1‑ countries where mean activity after retirement (within the analyzed sample) is higher than mean in the whole 
sample (Austria, Belgium, Denmark, France, Germany, Sweden, and Switzerland)
0‑ other countries (Czech Republic, Estonia, Italy, Poland, Portugal, Slovenia and Spain)
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Apart from variables of our direct interest, connected 
with participation in different activities and maintain-
ing social relationships, we have decided to include in 
the statistical modeling several control variables: age, 
females, years of education, life satisfaction, living in the 
country, household size, income per household member 
(logarithmized in GSEM model), trusting people and 
praying. This choice was based on the literature regard-
ing determinants of broadly understood active aging [10, 
19, 26, 27, 45–51].

Methodological approach
Our methodological strategy is as follows. As a start, we 
look at the differences between the activities of people 
before and after retirement (that is in 2011 and 2015) and 
the analogical change in other variables under analysis. 
Then we estimate a statistical model in order to verify 
multiple relationships between increases in different 
types of activities after retirement, taking into consid-
eration the role of social networks and controlling other 
possible determinants of upward changes in older adults’ 

activity. We utilize a GSEM approach, which can be con-
ceptualized as the generalization of structural equation 
modeling (SEM), allowing the use of discrete variables 
and the estimation of logistic equations in modeling 
[52]. The advantage of this approach is the possibility to 
simultaneously estimate multiple equations. This allows 
us to explore associations between multiple variables in 
the same model. The GSEM model, presented as a path 
diagram on Fig. 1, has been estimated using the SHARE 
database. Included equations are logistic regressions 
(for increases in different types of activities) and linear 
regressions (for change in family and friends & acquaint-
ances social network) estimated simultaneously by using 
a maximum-likelihood estimator, with standard errors 
corrected by clustering observations by respondents’ 
country of residence. The model assumes that an increase 
in one type of activity can affect involvement in the other. 
We are interested in the increase in activity after retire-
ment, because we perceive it as a possible form of adap-
tation and compensation regarding negative sides of 
retirement [48].

Fig. 1 GSEM path diagram. Source: Own Study



Page 7 of 14Kalbarczyk and Łopaciuk‑Gonczaryk  BMC Geriatrics          (2022) 22:781  

“Increase” and “change” in variables refer to the change 
between and after retirement (which is between 2011 
and 2015)1. All other variables refer to the pre-retirement 
state, which is in 2011.

We use the same set of determinants for the depend-
ent variables concerning increase in four types of activi-
ties, except for support received from other households 
included only in the equation for informal social activ-
ity. Regressions explaining change in family and friends/
acquaintances networks enable us to test the expected 
two-side relationship between increase in activity and 
increase in social networks. By adding the covari-
ance between the residuals of these regressions, we 

predict negative correlation between family and friends/
acquaintances networks, based on literature [28, 53].

All estimations were performed in STATA software.

Results
Descriptive analysis
As it can be concluded from Table  2, after retirement, 
respondents are more active in voluntary and char-
ity work, helping others, reading books and magazines, 
doing word and number games, clubs, and playing cards 
or chess. In contrast, they spend less time in educational 
and training courses, which may be more connected 
with performing work. An increase in participation in 
civic organizations is not significant and this activity is 
rather rare among participants. Their social networks get 
enlarged, but this is particularly true about their relation-
ship with family members. This may be explained by the 

Table 2 Change in activities and respondents’ characteristics after going into retirement, 14 countries, paired samples

Source: Authors’ own analysis based on SHARE wave 4 and 6, release 6.1.1

Significance levels: *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1, for binary variables: 1 = selected, 0 = not selected, don’t know = lack of data

Mean or percent of positive answers:

before retirement after retirement (obs.)

Volunteering (binary) 16.94 20.01 (2697)
***

Civic organizations (binary) 6.9 7.16 (2697)

Gave help (binary) 31.76 36.32 (1817)
***

Books or magazines (binary) 78.46 81.72 (2697)
***

Word or number games (binary) 43.05 49.94 (2697)
***

Educational course (binary) 17.54 11.75 (2697)
***

Sport or social club (binary) 29.48 31.89 (2697)
***

Cards or chess (binary) 30.66 34.82 (2697)
***

Size of social network (0–7, mean) 2.57 2.77 (2721)
***

Family (0–7, mean) 1.86 2.10 (2721)
***

Friends and acquaintances (0–7, mean) 0.50 0.53 (2721)
*

Life satisfaction (0–10, mean) 7.72 7.82 (2681)
***

Living in the country (binary) 37.30 38.70 (2646)
**

Limitations in ADL (0–6, mean) 0.11 0.13 (2760)
***

Limitations in IADL (0–9, mean) 0.11 0.21 (2760)
***

Received help (binary) 0.13 0.19 (1817)
***

Income (mean, 0.02–128,745.30) 2340.72 1990.79 (1987)
**

Household size (0‑, mean) 2.3 2.2 (2766)
***

1 Retirement was recorded if the respondent declared the year of retirement 
as 2012, 2013 or 2014.
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fact that the network of friends and acquaintances may 
be grounded in work relations [54]. An increase in social 
networks among older adults, with an increasing share 
of family ties, was also reported by [55]. Additionally, 
over retirement, respondents are generally more satisfied 
with life. Furthermore, different aspects of life conditions 
deteriorate over time after going into retirement, namely: 
health and average income per person. There is also a 
tendency to move to the countryside, have a smaller 
household size and receive more help as a household.

In addition to the presented average changes, it has to 
be underlined that most of the respondents who were 
active before retirement remained active, and those who 
were inactive remained inactive. For formal social activi-
ties, 79% of people did not change their engagement. For 
other types of activities, the following shares of respond-
ents retained the same activity after retirement: 63% in 
case of informal social activities, 61% for private solitary 
activities and 56% for private sociable activities.

Results from the GSEM
The estimated GSEM identifies determinants of the 
growth of engagement in the four considered types 
of activity and the reciprocal relationship from the 
increase in activity towards the change in social networks 
(Table 3).

The results obtained from the GSEM show comple-
mentarity between formal social activity and private 
solitary activity (the increase in private solitary activity 
positively correlates with the increase in formal social 
activity), and between private solitary activity and private 
sociable activity (the increase in private sociable activity 
positively correlates with the increase in private solitary 
activity). This gives support to Hypothesis 1. 

The pre-retirement number of family members in the 
social network and its change through retirement cor-
respond, as expected in Hypothesis 2.1, to engaging in 
post-retirement informal social activity. Additionally, 
also in accordance with our expectations, an increase in 
family network goes hand in hand with the increase in 
private sociable activities. This confirms Hypothesis 2.2.

Enlarging the number of friends and acquaintances 
in a social network through retirement correlates with 
higher involvement in both informal and formal social 
activity after retirement, which is in line with results 
obtained by other authors [47, 50] and partly according 
to our assumptions, regarding solely formal social activ-
ity (Hypothesis 2.3). Furthermore, we do not find sup-
port for our expectations formulated in Hypotheses 2.4, 
as the increase in friends and acquaintances network’s 
size and the increase in private sociable activities are not 
correlated.

The increase in different activities is correlated with 
changes in the number of members in family and friends 
& acquaintances social networks. As expected within 
Hypothesis 2.5 and 2.7, increasing private sociable and 
informal social activities is associated with growth in 
family network size. Increases in formal and infor-
mal social activities correspond to a positive change in 
friends & acquaintances, which is partly to our assump-
tions (formulated in Hypothesis 2.6), as we do not predict 
here the significance of informal social activities, which 
we relate to family networks. However we observe no 
effect of increase in private sociable activities on growth 
of friends & acquaintances network, against the assump-
tions in Hypothesis 2.8.

Discussion
According to our analysis we can observe that both activ-
ities and social networks are changing as a result of retire-
ment and the main trend is here upward. However these 
changes are not big and the general picture is that active 
people remain active and inactive people remain so after 
retirement. We observe complementarity in the increase 
in involvement in various types of activity. The analogous 
results, but for formal and informal social activities, were 
obtained by other authors [17, 27, 28, 30, 47].

Similar to our study, an analysis conducted by Dury 
et al. [59] for Belgium shows the complementarity of vol-
unteering not only with other social activities, but also 
with private activities.

Table  4 presents the verification of the hypotheses: 
Hypothesis 1  —  regarding the association between 
increases in different types of activities, and Hypotheses 
2.1–2.8 — regarding the network mechanisms leading to 
the complementarity of the undertaken activities.

Our findings are in accordance with the “successful 
aging” research framework [25, 32]. We present evidence 
that increase in one activity corresponds to the increase 
in another, however we identify this complementarity 
only between some types of activity as no direct corre-
lation between increase in informal social activity and 
other types of activity is found.

We succeed in positively verifying at least some of the 
expected social network mechanisms fostering the com-
plementarity. We confirm two mechanisms based on the 
role of social networks in increasing the activity in one 
domain and therefore corresponding to the increase of 
the activity in another domain (Hypothesis 2.2 and 2.3). 
We also give evidence supporting two network mecha-
nisms leading to indirect complementarity between dif-
ferent types of activities (informal social activity and 
private sociable activity), through mediation of social 
network (Hypothesis 2.5 and 2.7).
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Table 3 Determinants of increase in different types of activity and change in social network — results from the GSEM

Source: Authors’ own analysis based on SHARE wave 4 and 6, release 6.1.1

Robust standard errors in parentheses. Significance levels: *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1. Country reference group including Poland, Czech Republic, Portugal, Italy, 
Spain, Slovenia and Estonia. In all models, variables controlling level of adequate activity in first period are included

VARIABLES Informal 
social activity

Formal social 
activity

Private 
solitary 
activity

Private 
sociable 
activity

Change in friends & 
acquaintances

Change in family

Increase in priv. solit. act 0.046 0.381** 0.139 0.103 0.052

(0.289) (0.175) (0.192) (0.073) (0.164)

Increase in priv. soc. act ‑0.217 0.162 0.471** 0.081 0.137*

(0.290) (0.178) (0.178) (0.059) (0.078)

Increase in inform. soc. act 0.185 0.510 ‑0.017 0.224*** 0.295***

(0.315) (0.424) (0.259) (0.080) (0.067)

Increase in formal soc. act 0.444 0.427* 0.284 0.153* 0.050

(0.330) (0.247) (0.187) (0.082) (0.117)

Family 0.260*** 0.042 0.042 0.147

(0.080) (0.084) (0.090) (0.101)

Friends & acquaintances 0.046 0.189 ‑0.097 0.070

(0.214) (0.119) (0.167) (0.128)

Change in friends & acquaintances 0.355** 0.266** ‑0.088 0.145

(0.180) (0.129) (0.169) (0.168)

Change in family 0.256*** 0.092 ‑0.053 0.104*

(0.071) (0.127) (0.069) (0.058)

Age 0.022 0.014 0.024*** 0.040***

(0.015) (0.026) (0.008) (0.016)

Years of education 0.071*** 0.086*** 0.035 0.067***

(0.019) (0.028) (0.037) (0.018)

Females ‑0.015 ‑0.204 0.490*** 0.082

(0.267) (0.278) (0.184) (0.186)

Living in the country 0.300 0.130 ‑0.062 0.062

(0.257) (0.294) (0.210) (0.283)

Household size ‑0.199* ‑0.041 0.037 0.002

(0.120) (0.122) (0.095) (0.058)

Life satisfaction 0.071 0.081 ‑0.069 0.048

(0.051) (0.058) (0.065) (0.030)

Trusting people ‑0.050 0.041 0.008 ‑0.038

(0.068) (0.044) (0.053) (0.036)

Praying ‑0.177 0.816** ‑0.430 0.050

(0.326) (0.327) (0.335) (0.128)

Limitations ‑0.193 ‑0.255** 0.038 ‑0.227*

(0.136) (0.127) (0.032) (0.136)

Income (ln) 0.045 0.081 ‑0.046 ‑0.031

(0.029) (0.069) (0.090) (0.092)

Active country 0.339 0.501** 0.577** 0.660***

(0.369) (0.243) (0.254) (0.227)

Received help 0.543**

(0.250)

Constant ‑46.46 ‑33.30 ‑46.68*** ‑85.85*** ‑0.12*** 0.04

(29.72) (50.98) (14.65) (31.16) (0.04) (0.08)

Residuals covariance (regarding the change in social networks) ‑0.19***
(0.03)

Observations 1684 1684 1684 1684 1684 1684
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Positive relation between family network and engage-
ment in helping others gives evidence supporting our 
expectations that family ties can potentially increase 
informal social activity. We also have found positive cor-
relation between gaining new friends and acquaintances 
and increased engagement in both informal and formal 
social activity, although we have here predicted the signif-
icance of the second case, connected with participation 
in civic organizations. This may demonstrate that infor-
mal help is not only expected in family, but also between 
friends. Taking into consideration that respondents 
nominated only up to 7 members of their social network 
in total (including kin and non-kin), it is probable that 
it consists of close friends rather than distant acquaint-
ances. However there is also a possibility of informal help 
outside households not being limited to closest friends 
and kin, as an alternative to less popular formal help.

According to our results, older respondents are 
more likely to increase their solitary and sociable pri-
vate activities. Cornwell et  al. [35] show a positive rela-
tionship between age and volunteering, which has not 
been confirmed in our study. A higher probability of an 
increase in formal and informal social activity and private 
sociable activity after retirement is observed as educa-
tion increases, which is in line with the results of other 
studies [26, 27, 45–47, 49, 50]. Females are more likely 
to increase private solitary activity. A lower activity of 
women in organizational activities after retirement is 
found by Sabbath et al. [10] in France. People who pray 
are more likely to increase their engagement in formal 
social activities after retirement, which is opposite to the 
findings presented by Crosnoe and Elder [48], indicating 
that there is no association between a successful, well-
rounded aging lifestyle and that with religious involve-
ment, but in line with results obtained by Butrica et  al. 
[26]. In addition, for people with more ADL or IADL dif-
ficulties, the probability of an increase in formal social 
or private sociable activity is lower. It means that people 
with functional difficulties are less likely to be active out-
side the home and supports the results presented in the 
literature [10, 48]. People whose household has received 
help were more likely to help others after retirement, 
which is consistent with the concept of reciprocity and 
the findings regarding the interplay between giving and 
taking in social networks of older people [56]. Having a 
smaller household correlates with starting to help outside 
the household more often, which is probably associated 
with less involvement in the assistance required inside 
the household.

We find a significant effect of active country for 
growth of engagement in both private activities and 
formal social activity, which can be explained by two 
reasons. First, in countries with high average activity 

of older adults, we can expect social norms and cus-
toms, as well as peer-effects, that support participa-
tion. Second, in those countries older adults have more 
appropriate resources, both material and connected 
with better health thanks to better health care, and bet-
ter access to potential activities with more options to 
choose from. International differences were also stated 
by Hank [57] who observes greater engagement in pro-
ductive aging in countries with greater political and 
religious freedom and more provision of welfare ser-
vice. Interestingly, a retiree’s financial situation has no 
impact on the probability of an increase in any activ-
ity after retirement. According to the literature, income 
should have influence on cultural and recreational 
activities [58].

Our study has several limitations due to the available 
dataset and the methodological approach taken. First, 
our sample was limited to people who participated both 
in the 4th and 6th wave of the SHARE study, which 
allowed us to analyze changes in activity after retire-
ment, but can lead to selection bias. Additionally, we do 
not have data enabling to observe the time sequence of 
changes in activity. As we assess all changes at the same 
time, it is not possible to distinguish which one was the 
prior, and which was the subsequent.

Second, due to the small number of observations, 
analyses for individual countries were impossible, 
therefore we considered the groups of countries. Third, 
we were not able to analyze informal help provided 
within households. Further, the choice of activities con-
sidered within each of the proposed type of activities 
was restricted due to availability of data, and we omit-
ted many potential activities, e.g. gardening or taking 
care of pets. We also did not control various time con-
suming activities, like housework. Last but not least, 
there is an increasing number of people who continue 
work after retirement which constrains their possibili-
ties of undertaking other activities. Additionally, tran-
sition into retirement is not always a definite transfer, 
as we assumed for simplification, but can be a process 
following different phases, and the increased engage-
ment in activities straight after retirement does not 
have to be long-term. Future studies could include the 
missed out activities, with a special consideration for 
the professional activity after retirement. This study 
focused on the activity right after retirement, it would 
be beneficial to examine the behavior of retired peo-
ple over a longer time horizon. A promising avenue for 
future research is also a study of post-retirement activ-
ity within a framework of social networks’ dynamics, 
while considering different, both closer and more dis-
tant social circles.
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Conclusions
Our study shows that retirement is not a factor that 
can dramatically change peoples’ choice of the non-
work activities they engage in. Furthermore, we have 
not observed any evidence that various types of activi-
ties are substitutes, which could be expected because 
of possible time constraints and individual preferences. 
On the contrary, we show that different post-retirement 
activities can be complementary, in accordance with 
the “successful aging” idea regarding involvement in 
different types of activities fulfilling different needs. 
With support of similar results from literature [59], we 
state that privately-oriented activity does not crowd 
out socially-oriented activity and vice versa. This may 
indicate that primary interest should be about retired 
people being active at all, and not specifically about 
their social engagement. The implications are that 
there are general barriers for older adults’ activity, and 
not conflicts between its particular types. It seems to 
be not only a problem of financial and time constraints 
(having to choose between possible activities) but also 
psychological and sociological issues (connected with 
willingness to engage).

Our study contributes to the present literature by the 
simultaneous consideration of a wide range of activities, 
testing the concept of substitution versus complementary 
and analyzing the effects of social networks’ type as pos-
sible mechanisms enhancing the post-retirement activity. 
The results support several possible policy recommenda-
tions. The small change in activity after retirement may 
suggest the need to encourage non-work activity during 
earlier stages of life. As different types of activities are 
complementary, it is important to consider older adults’ 
activity as a complex concept even if the primary interest 
could be in socially-oriented activities, as they benefit the 
whole community. The most active group of older adults 
would be the most open for social engagement and vol-
unteering, however the least active group is in the most 
need of support to get active in any sphere of life.
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