The Science of Service

“l alone cannot change the world, but | can cast a stone across the waters to create many
ripples.” -Mother Teresa

Acts of service do more than meet immediate needs, they strengthen the systems that
sustain community life. Research continues to confirm what experience has always
shown: serving others benefits both the giver and the receiver. It improves well-being,
builds connection, and creates trust that can endure hardship. When we serve, we
strengthen more than systems; we strengthen the shared humanity that holds
communities together.

1. The Human Science Behind Service
“If you want to go fast, go alone. If you want to go far, go together.” -African Proverb
Modern research gives language to what people have known for generations. We are built
to cooperate. Serving others releases hormones that reduce stress and strengthen

emotional bonds. Working together deepens empathy and belonging. Within a
neighborhood or city, these same forces build trust and collective resilience.

Service begins with one person and spreads outward. It changes how you see others and
how you see yourself. Over time, that shift supports healthier relationships and a more
balanced way of living - both for individuals and for the communities they sustain.

2. The Health and Well-Being Impact

“If you want to lift yourself up, lift up someone else.” - Booker T. Washington.

e Physical and Mental Health Benefits

Serving others is good for the heart, both literally and figuratively. Research from
leading health authorities and national studies on volunteering shows that
consistent volunteering is linked to measurable improvements in overall health and
well-being, including:

e Longer life expectancy and improved overall well-being’
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e Better control of blood pressure and heart health?,®

e Lower chronic inflammation and slower biological aging*,®

e Greater strength and independence, particularly for older adults®

e Reduced pain levels, especially among individuals with chronic illness’
e Reduced stress, anxiety, and depressive symptoms?8,°,10,11

e Higher levels of happiness, purpose, and emotional stability'?

In serving others, you support your own well-being and help weave the kind of
community where everyone can thrive. Service builds health in quiet, lasting ways—
lowering stress, deepening connection, and giving each day a clearer sense of
purpose. The result is a stronger you and a stronger community, each sustaining the
other.

e Service as Personal Growth

Service is one of life’s most effective teachers. It develops both skill and character,
offering lessons that go beyond classrooms or careers. Those who engage in
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meaningful service often find that it strengthens abilities that matter in every area of
life, including:

o Leadership and teamwork: learning to organize, listen, and guide others
toward shared goals.

o Problem-solving and adaptability: applying creativity and persistence to
meet real-world challenges.

o Empathy, cultural understanding: learning to collaborate across
backgrounds, beliefs, and perspectives to find shared purpose.

o Communication and conflict resolution: building trust and clarity through
dialogue and shared responsibility.

o Resilience and purpose: staying grounded during setbacks and finding
meaning in contribution.

Service teaches through experience, shaping how you think, lead, and connect with
others. The lessons stay with you long after any single project ends, influencing the
way you approach work, relationships, and community life.

e Healthy Communities, Healthy Individuals

Service is also a public health tool. When people serve, they not only improve their
own well-being but strengthen the networks that support collective health.
Communities with high volunteer engagement tend to experience stronger social
ties, less isolation, and greater resilience during hardship.

Service builds bridges between people who might not otherwise meet. It turns
empathy into shared effort and makes cooperation a form of prevention - one that
protects both body and spirit. A healthy city is not only one with access to care; it’s
one where care itself is part of daily life, expressed through simple, steady acts of
service that keep people and places strong.

3. Service at Every Age
“No one is useless in this world who lightens the burdens of another.” -Charles Dickens

Service offers benefits that last a lifetime. At every age, it supports growth, builds
connection, and strengthens both personal and community well-being. Studies across
generations - from youth initiatives to senior volunteer programs - show that meaningful
service builds skills, promotes health, and nurtures belonging throughout life.

e Youth and Adolescents



Early involvement in service helps young people discover who they are and what
they can contribute. When students take part in service-learning or community
projects, they see that their choices can make a real difference.

Research shows that youth participation in service is linked to:

Greater engagement and achievement in school.™3,
Increased confidence and stronger teamwork and communication skills.™
Lower rates of risky behavior and higher self-esteem.®,"”
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A stronger sense of responsibility and connection to their community.'®,'

Early experiences like these help youth recognize their ability to contribute and
prepare them for a lifetime of meaningful participation.

e Young Adults and Families

For young adults, service offers purpose during times of transition. It provides a way
to channel ambition into contribution and to build relationships through shared
goals. For families, volunteering together strengthens connection and teaches
empathy by example.

Studies find that service among young adults and families leads to:

o Greater life satisfaction and emotional well-being.?°
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o Stronger family bonds and clearer communication.?’
o Expanded professional opportunities and greater financial stability.??,%
o Adeepercommitment to community involvement and giving.?*

When service becomes a shared routine, generosity turns into habit. Families grow
closer, and the communities around them grow stronger.

e Older Adults

For older adults, service brings renewed purpose and meaningful connection.
Mentoring, teaching, and volunteering allow people to share their experience and
stay active in ways that benefit both themselves and others.

Research from leading health organizations shows that regular volunteering among
older adults is associated with:

o Lower rates of depression and cognitive decline.?,2®

o Fewer feelings of loneliness orisolation.?”

° Improved mobility, overall health, and longer life expectancy.?s,2°
o Adeeper sense of purpose and satisfaction.®°
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Service reminds us that every stage of life holds value. Experience, patience, and
compassion often grow stronger with age, and sharing them keeps both individuals
and communities thriving.

In Conclusion

Service changes how we live together. It strengthens health, builds understanding, and
turns care into something we can see and feel. Each time we choose to help, the
communities around us grow a little stronger. That is the quiet power of service; it moves
through everyday actions that make life better for all of us.
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