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Abstract 
Although prior research has suggested that partners’ influence each other’s informal helping behavior, empirical studies have been disturbed by possible selection effects. The present study takes a longitudinal approach to examine whether the partner’s helping behavior changes informal helping over time, thereby diminishing the impact of selection. Partners are expected to stimulate each other’s informal helping because they provide each other with opportunities and motivation for informal helping. We examine the impact of partner’s helping on informal helping in general, helping kin and helping non-kin. Using three waves of dyadic data from the Swiss Household Panel (2013, 2016, 2019), our fixed-effects regression models showed support for our general hypothesis: partners positively influence each other’s helping behavior over time. That means that when a partner starts (or stops) helping the likelihood that the other person provides informal help increases (decreases). This is the case for informal help provided to both kin (family) and non-kin (friends and neighbors), although the partner effect is larger for helping family members.


[bookmark: _Toc133417419]1.	Introduction
Providing informal help, that is helping people that do not live in the same household without coordination of formal organizations (Einolf, Prouteau, Nezhina & Ibrayeva, 2016), is often thought of as the social glue of societies. Examples of informal help are grandparents watching their grandchildren, neighbors helping each other with gardenwork and friends doing groceries when someone is sick. Informal helping is prevalent in all layers of society, as it has a low threshold and does not require extensive knowledge or skills (Williams, 2005).
Informal helping is a form of community involvement (Jones, 2000) and thus subject of the longstanding discussion on a presumed decline of community life (Bellah et al., 1985; Putnam, 2000). It is often argued that societies are becoming increasingly individualized, which may result in lower solidarity between people. This is expected to be expressed in a reduction people’s interest and opportunities for informal helping. Simultaneously, prior research has shown that community engagement is contagious; people who are active in community life stimulate others to engage in their communities as well (e.g., Bekkers, 2007; Nesbit, 2013; Perks & Konency, 2015). These opposite mechanisms suggest that informal helping may continue to be the social glue of societies if people who provide informal help manage to inspire enough others to do the same. It is therefore important to understand how and to what extent people’s informal helping behavior affects others’ helping behavior. 
This study focuses on (romantic) partners as a source of informal help promotion. We do so because romantic partners are likely among the most important persons in adults’ life. They are one of the closest relationships people have as an adult (Nesbit, 2013). Therefore, their partner’s values and attitudes are likely important to people. Moreover, (romantic) partners often share a household, meaning they may substantially affect whom people have social interactions with (Kalmijn, 2003) and how much time people have to provide informal help (Hook, 2004). 
Prior research has indeed shown that partners’ informal helping behavior is related (Hook, 2004). Specifically, the more one partner engages in informal helping, the more the other does it as well. This strand of research argues that this positive relationship is the result of partner influence; partners provide each other with resources, motivations and opportunities for helping, which makes them resemble one another (Nesbit, 2013; Ramaekers et al., 2022; Rotolo & Wilson, 2006). Despite this focus on influence, most prior studies have used cross-sectional data. Thus, it is possible that selection also explains part of the positive relation between partners’ informal helping. After all, prior research has identified various predictors of informal helping that also are associated with homogamy in partner choice (e.g., health, religious motivations, employment status) (Einolf et al., 2016; Kalmijn, 1998; Wang, 2021). In other words, those who provide more informal help may also be more likely to enter a romantic relationship with people who provide informal help. 
The current study advances on prior research by using longitudinal data to study the relationship between partners’ informal helping behavior. We use three waves of the Swiss Household Panel (SHP) that include information about informal helping. We analyze these data through fixed-effects regression models (Allison, 2009), which allow us to compare people to themselves at different moments in time. These models filter out (unobserved) differences between people, including characteristics on which people may select their partner. Thus, using longitudinal data and fixed effects models reduces the impact of selection, providing a more stringent test of partner influence, as theories suggested in prior research. 
To summarize, the study answers the following research question: to what extent do partners influence each other’s informal helping behavior?
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Informal helping refers to practical support that is not organized by formal organizations (Einolf et al., 2016). It is provided to people who do not live in the same household as the helper, such as (extended) family, friends and neighbors (Amato, 1990; Wilson & Musick, 1997). Examples are driving a friend to an appointment, watching a neighbor’s children, or doing gardenwork for a relative.
Prior research has rarely paid attention to the influence of partner’s helping behavior on informal helping. Exceptions are studies by Hook (2004) and Ramaekers et al. (2022). These studies both find a positive relationship between partners’ (informal) helping behavior. This indicates that a helping person is more likely to have a helping partner. This finding is in line with studies on partner effects in other types of helping behaviors, such as formal volunteering (Brown & Zhang, 2013; Nesbit, 2013; Rotolo & Wilson, 2006). Moreover, these studies generally rely on similar theoretical approaches on why partners’ helping behaviors are related as studies on informal helping. Hence, when we discuss these approaches below, we will sometimes refer to formal volunteering studies and note differences when deemed relevant.
First, partners may stimulate each other’s informal helping behavior. As a result of this stimulation, partners are expected to display the similar behavior with respect to informal helping. They either both engage in informal helping (or to the same extent), or they both do not. Hence, although theorizing sometimes focuses on partners stimulating their partner to engage (more) in helping (Nesbit, 2013), this approach also indicates that partners may stimulate each other to stop providing informal help.
Stimulation may occur through various mechanisms. Some studies argue that socialization plays a role, where partners transmit their attitudes towards helping and their values regarding prosocial behavior to each other (Nesbit, 2013; Rotolo & Wilson, 2006). This transmission occurs, for example when someone (visibly) engages in prosocial behavior (modelling) or when they encourage helping others (Ramaekers et al., 2022). The other partner then learns that their partner finds helping others important and may eventually internalize the importance as well (Dovidio et al., 2006; Grusec & Hastings, 2015; Kuczynski & Hildebrandt, 1997). People are assumed to act on their attitudes towards helping and their prosocial values (Ajzen et al., 2018). Thus, if they internalized the importance of helping, it is likely that they would engage in informal helping as well. This would lead to partners resemble each other in terms of informal helping. Ramaekers et al. (2022) indeed found support that socialization practices, such as encouragement and modelling, promote informal helping behavior. 
Partners may also enhance each other’s helping behavior by providing each other with helping opportunities. With respect to informal helping specifically, partners often have overlapping social networks (Kalmijn, 2003). Social networks are key in the organization of informal helping; people with more contact with others are argued to receive more information about people who require or expect informal help (Lee & Brudney, 2012; Wang et al., 2017). Hence, by gaining access to each other’s network, partners provide each other with more informal helping opportunities. Moreover, it is likely that partners who provide informal help give their partner more access to helping opportunities than non-helping partners. People in the networks of a helping partner likely see this person as someone they can approach or rely on for help. It is likely that they extend this assumption and expectation to their partner. Furthermore, helping partners may have more people who require informal help in their network than those who do not provide informal helping. Additionally, informal helping may be a way for partners to spend time together, as suggested by Rotolo and Wilson (2006) for formal volunteering.
Literature on formal volunteering suggests an additional mechanism, namely promoting resources and skills necessary for helping (Nesbit, 2013). Examples of such skills and resources are income, knowledge and organizational skills (Gesthuizen & Scheepers, 2012; Musick & Wilson, 2008). Yet, these resources have been found to be ambiguously related to informal helping (Einolf et al., 2016; Wang, 2021). Hence, despite partners providing each other with more income, knowledge, or organizational skills, these may not translate into a higher likelihood to provide informal help. Although this mechanism may play a role in the influence that partners exert over each other in terms of informal helping, we assume that this role is small. 
Second, it is also possible that substitution occurs between partners; if one partner provides help to someone, the other may simply need to help less. Studies that propose this perspective generally see helping through a lens of household production in which partners divide tasks including informal helping (Brown & Zhang, 2013; Hook, 2004; Rotolo & Wilson, 2006). Partners may consider informal help provision a task that someone in the household has to perform. For example, they may consider it their duty to support their neighbor by offering help with gardenwork and watching their pet when this neighbor is out of town. Yet, this support does not need to be provided by both partners, which allows them to divide the responsibility among themselves in a similar fashion to dividing housework and paid work tasks. Empirically, the substitution approach has received only limited support; Brown and Zhang (2013) only find this for formal volunteering activities that relate to children. For formal volunteering activities that relate less to the own household (i.e., volunteering to support people in poor health), they also find support for stimulation.
Third, partner selection processes may explain the association between partners’ informal helping behavior: individuals who engage in prosocial behavior are more likely to select a partner with the same preferences and characteristics. To the extent that such individual preferences and characteristics affect individual informal helping behavior, partners will automatically be similar in their helping behavior. As most studies on prosocial behavior assessed the relationship with helping behavior of the partner based on cross-sectional data, selection and influence could often not be clearly separated. 
Although substitution and selection likely play a role in the relationship between partners’ informal helping behavior, we argue that partners are most likely to stimulate each other’s informal helping behavior. Given that we focus on providing informal help or not, we deem it unlikely that if people wanted to provide informal help, they would place all helping tasks with one partner. Instead, they may draw each other into informal helping. Moreover, there is overwhelming empirical evidence for a positive relationship between partners’ informal helping behavior (Hook, 2004; Nesbit, 2013; Ramaekers et al., 2022; Rotolo & Wilson, 2006), supporting the stimulation argument over the substitution argument as well. Additionally, we expect that this positive relationship between partners’ informal helping is not solely the result of selection. Prior research has shown that irrespective of selection effects, partners’ behavior in various domains spills over into each other (Gruneau, 2020; Kristensen, Pfeffer, Dahl, Holm, & Feldhues, 2022). Furthermore, studies on prosocial behavior specifically indicate that parents affect their children’s prosocial behavior (Bekkers, 2007; Perks & Konency, 2015). Given that selection effects are very unlikely in parent-child relationships, these results imply that social influence occurs in prosocial behavior as well. 
Thus, our main hypothesis is that it is more likely that a person becomes involved in informal helping when their partner engages in informal helping.
Although our main hypothesis refers to informal helping in general, we also investigate the partner effect for helping kin (family members) and non-kin (friends and neighbors) separately. We distinguish between these two recipient groups because people approach helping kin and non-kin differently (Conkova, 2019; Curry et al., 2013). Accordingly, prior research has considered kin as a distinct recipient group (Einolf et al., 2016; Lim & Laurence, 2015). Furthermore, partners may stimulate motivations and opportunities for helping kin differently than motivations and opportunities for helping non-kin, for example because partners’ kin networks overlap to a larger extent than their non-kin networks (Haggerty, Du, Kennedy, Bradbury, & Karney, 2022; Stein, Bush, Ross, & Ward, 1992). Therefore, we examine the partner effect for helping kin and non-kin separately, in addition to informal helping in general. 
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To test and explore the impact of partners on informal helping, we use the three waves of the Swiss Household Panel (SHP) that include information about informal helping. The SHP is a longitudinal study that follows a random sample of private households residing in Switzerland over time since 1999. Refreshment samples were added in 2004, 2013 and 2020. The waves we use were collected in 2013 (wave 15), 2016 (wave 18) and 2019 (wave 21).
In our sample, we include co-resident couples of which both partners completed the individual questionnaire in at least two of the three waves (2074 couples). Additionally, we remove individuals who have a missing score on the dependent variables, on informal helping by the partner, or on any of the control variables (91 respondents). This leaves us with a sample of 9605 observations of 4046 respondents from 2039 couples[footnoteRef:1].  [1:  For most couples both partners were included as main respondent and as partner. For the analyses it was not a requirement to have complete information for both partners. When a respondent had missing scores on one of the control variables, they were excluded as a main respondent, but were still included as a partner. As a result, some couples are incomplete in the data.] 

We use three measures of informal helping in this study. First, respondents were asked about their general informal helping behavior. This was described as volunteering activities other than formal volunteering and for people who do not live in the same household. Watching someone else’s children, helping a neighbor, and offering transportation were given as examples. Respondents could answer with yes (1) and no (0). Second, respondents were asked to specify to whom they gave this help, and they could name multiple groups to answer this question (family, friends, neighbors, other people). We divided those groups into kin (family members) and non-kin (friends and neighbors)[footnoteRef:2]. Both variables distinguish between ‘I helped this group’ (1) and ‘I did not help this group’ (0). We exclude observations with missing scores on these variables.  [2:  We decided not to include ‘other people’ into the non-kin group, because we cannot be certain that people excluded kin from this category. Moreover, including ‘other people’ in the non-kin group did not alter our results (online appendix 1).] 

We connected the data from the main respondent to their partner’s answers on the questionnaire. Hence, to measure partner’s informal helping, we use the same measure as described with respect to the dependent variables but use the answers from the respondents’ partner. 
We control in our analyses for various factors that have been related to informal helping behavior in prior research. First, we control for the number of minor children in the household and the age of the youngest child (under 6 years old, between 6 and 12 years old, between 12 and 18 years old and no (minor) children in the household). Parents of children under six generally have less time and energy to engage in informal helping behavior (Wilson, 2000). Reversely, children between 6 and 12 years old involve their parents in help by connecting them to other parents and the local community (Lee & Brudney, 2012; Wilson, 2000). Second, despite the somewhat ambiguous relationship with informal helping (Einolf et al., 2016; Wang, 2021), we control for various indicators of socioeconomic resources that are sometimes found to be related to informal helping, namely, employment (not in employment, part time and full time (self-)employed) (e.g., Gundelach et al., 2010; Hook, 2004; Manatschal & Freitag, 2014) and household income (imputed version, equivalized (Hagenaars, de Vos, & Zaidi, 1994)) (e.g., Lee & Brudney, 2012; Perks & Haan, 2010). Finally, we control for type of housing (living in a house vs. an apartment), as a proxy for social integration in the neighborhood (e.g., Perks & Haan, 2010; Wang et al., 2017), and for linguistic area (German, French, Italian and multilingual)[footnoteRef:3]. The latter is relevant in the Swiss context, as prior research indicates that helping and volunteering are more prevalent in German-speaking parts of the country (Gundelach et al., 2010; Lamprecht, Fischer, & Stamm, 2020). We also include time dummy variables for the second and third wave. We do not control for time-invariant factors as these will be filtered out by the fixed effects models.  [3:  We based linguistic area on the canton people lived in, given the literature that shows that other helping behaviors (such as formal volunteering) are more prevalent in certain cantons. A robustness check (online appendix 2) shows using language of the interview as an indicator for linguistic background does not change the results.] 

An overview of all variables is presented in table 1. Surprisingly, this table indicates that the proportion of people who provide informal help to kin is similar to the proportion that helps non-kin, which contrasts earlier research (Kahn, McGill, & Bianchi, 2011; Ramaekers et al., 2023).
3.1 Analytical strategy
To analyze these data, we performed fixed-effects logistic regression models. As described in Allison (2009), these models control for differences between respondents and thus only attempt to explain variance within a single person. This approach thus excludes the impact of time-invariant unobserved heterogeneity in the sample and diminishes the possible role of selection effects. This method is suitable for this study as our main hypothesis focuses on changes over time and thus on within-person differences. 
To account for the nested structure of our dataset, we clustered the standard errors on the couple level[footnoteRef:4]. This is necessary because we included both partners in our dataset as main respondents, meaning that the data violate the assumption of independent observations. Respondents in a couple are more similar to each other than other respondents, as they are part of the same higher-level unit (the household). Not accounting for this through clustering standard errors would result in an inflation of the standard errors in our analyses.  [4:  Note that splitting the analyses by gender to account for the interdependency does not change the results.] 

The interpretation of the estimates from a fixed-effects logistic regression model is not particularly intuitive. To gain a better understanding of these estimates, we estimate average logit elasticities with aextlogit in STATA (Kemp & Santons Silva, 2016; Kitawaza, 2012). Average logit elasticities can be interpreted as the percentage change in the likelihood that the dependent variable is 1 when an independent variable increases by 1. In this paper, the average logit effect of partner’s informal helping can thus be interpreted as the percentage change in the likelihood that someone provides informal help when their partner starts informal helping. Note that the effects of the fixed-effects analyses and thus that average logit elasticities are symmetric. This means that they also reflect the percentage decrease (in case of a positive effect) in the likelihood that someone provides informal help when their partner stops informal helping. 



Table 1: Descriptive statistics for wave 15 (N=2551), wave 18 (N=3783) and wave 21 (N=3721)
	 
	 
	Wave 15 
	Wave 18 
	Wave 21 

	 
	Range
	Mean
	SD
	Mean
	SD
	Mean
	SD

	Informal helping (in general) (ref. = no)
	0/1
	0.323
	
	0.291
	
	0.299
	

	Informal helping for kin (ref. = no)
	0/1
	0.193
	
	0.168
	
	0.198
	

	Informal helping for non-kin (ref. = no)
	0/1
	0.188
	
	0.158
	
	0.150
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Partner helps informally (in general) (ref. = no)
	0/1
	0.325
	
	0.296
	
	0.300
	

	Partner helps kin informally (ref. = no)
	0/1
	0.192
	
	0.171
	
	0.197
	

	Partner helps non-kin informally (ref. = no)
	0/1
	0.190
	
	0.160
	
	0.151
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Number of children
	0 - 5
	0.646
	0.983
	0.633
	0.972
	0.630
	0.993

	Age youngest child (ref. = no (minor) children)
	0/1
	0.645
	
	0.656
	
	0.666
	

	Younger than 6 years old
	
	0.144
	
	0.146
	
	0.138
	

	Between 6 and 12 years old
	
	0.098
	
	0.109
	
	0.101
	

	Between 12 and 18 years old
	
	0.113
	
	0.089
	
	0.095
	

	Relationship duration (in years)
	0 - 71
	25.990
	14.641
	27.522
	15.069
	29.798
	14.907

	Employment status (ref. = fulltime)
	0/1
	0.357
	
	0.325
	
	0.301
	

	Parttime
	
	0.294
	
	0.301
	
	0.293
	

	Non-employed
	
	0.349
	
	0.374
	
	0.406
	

	Income (CHF; divided by 10,000)
	0.6 - 57.8
	7.513
	3.849
	7.554
	4.138
	7.725
	4.298

	Linguistic area (ref. = German)
	0/1
	0.535
	
	0.541
	
	0.544
	

	French
	
	0.201
	
	0.191
	
	0.169
	

	Italian
	
	0.038
	
	0.042
	
	0.042
	

	Multilingual
	
	0.226
	
	0.226
	
	0.227
	

	Type of residence (ref. = house)
	0/1
	0.493
	
	0.492
	
	0.500
	

	Apartment
	
	0.465
	
	0.464
	
	0.459
	

	Other housing
	
	0.042
	
	0.043
	
	0.041
	

	Educational attainment (in years)
	8 - 21
	14.215
	3.071
	14.238
	3.094
	14.272
	3.096

	Age 
	20 - 92
	52.656
	13.798
	54.606
	14.103
	56.973
	13.975

	Gender (ref. = male)
	0/1
	0.494
	 
	0.493
	 
	0.493
	 


Source: SHP 2013, 2016, 2019
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4.1 Descriptive results
Table 2 reports on the changes in informal helping over the three waves of the Swiss Household Panel. Results from this table show that the majority of respondents are stable in their informal helping behavior over the waves. The percentage of respondents with no change is slightly lower for informal helping in general (71-74%) than for helping kin or non-kin specifically (80-82%). Furthermore, the majority of people who are stable in their informal helping behavior do not provide any informal help. Approximately 55% of respondents (77% of people who do not change their informal helping over the waves) consistently do not provide informal help (in general). In comparison, only 16% to 18% of respondents consistently provide informal help (23% of stable respondents). The group that consistently does not provide informal help is even larger with respect to providing informal help to kin and non-kin. The stable non-helpers amount to 71% to 75% of the sample compared to 6% to 11% of the sample that is consistently involved in informal helping.

Table 2: Changes in informal helping in general over the three waves
	 
	 
	2013-2016
(N=2346)
	2016-2019
(N=2873)

	 
	 
	N
	%
	N
	%

	General
	Stops
	390
	16%
	397
	13%

	
	Stable – not helping
	1308
	55%
	1732
	57%

	
	Stable – helping 
	382
	16%
	525
	17%

	
	Starts
	289
	12%
	397
	13%

	Kin
	Stops
	281
	12%
	245
	8%

	
	Stable – not helping
	1694
	72%
	2196
	72%

	
	Stable – helping 
	195
	8%
	297
	10%

	
	Starts
	199
	8%
	313
	10%

	Non-kin
	Stops
	285
	12%
	297
	10%

	
	Stable – not helping
	1737
	73%
	2295
	75%

	
	Stable – helping 
	153
	6%
	203
	7%

	
	Starts
	194
	8%
	256
	8%


Source: SHP 2013, 2016, 2019
Of the people who change their informal helping behavior over time, the majority stops helping. Of the total sample, 16% stops providing informal help in general between 2013 and 2016 and 13% does so between 2016 and 2019. These percentages are similar for specifically helping kin or non-kin (10-12%). It is the case for all recipient groups that the group of respondents that stops helping is larger than the group that starts helping (8-12%). 
Figure 1 reports the proportion of people that engage in informal helping by the helping behavior of their partner. It is clear from this figure that people with a helping partner are more likely to provide informal help themselves. 24% of people who do not have a helping partner engages in informal helping compared to 44% of people who do have a helping partner. The difference between those with and without a helping partner is smaller with respect to helping non-kin (12 percent points) and larger for helping kin (28 percent points). Though these findings suggest a consistent partner effect, they do not indicate whether this is the result of partner influence, selection or third factors. To isolate partner influence further, we need to account for heterogeneity between respondents by performing fixed-effects regression analysis.
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Figure 1: Informal helping in general, for kin and for non-kin, by helping behavior partner
Note: Chi Square tests show that all differences between people whose partner does and does not help are statistically significant
Source: SHP 2013, 2016, 2017

4.2 Fixed-effects logistic regression models
Table 3 reports on the results of the fixed-effects logistic regression models predicting informal helping and the corresponding average logit elasticities. The effect of having a partner who provides informal help significantly positive. This means that when someone starts helping, the likelihood that their partner provides informal help increases as well. The average logit elasticity of having a partner who provides informal help is 0.468. This means that the likelihood that someone provides informal help increases by 46.8% when their partner starts informal helping. To illustrate this further, we will use a fictional example. Suppose that a person whose partner does not help has a likelihood of 30% to provide informal help. When the partner starts providing informal help, the likelihood that that person provides informal help increases by 0.468*30=14 percent points to a likelihood of 44 percent. Given that only 30.2% of people provide informal help, this is a substantial increase. Because the average logit elasticity is symmetric, having a partner that stops helps predicts a 46.8% decrease in the likelihood to provide informal helping. Hence, assuming that someone with a helping partner has a 30% likelihood to provide informal help, the likelihood to provide informal help drops by 14 percent points (46.8%) to 16% when their partner stops helping.

Table 3: Fixed-effects logistic regression results and average logit elasticities predicting within-person change in informal helping in general (N respondents = 4046, N observations = 9605)
	 
	Fixed-effects logit regression coefficients
	Average logit elasticities

	 
	B
	 
	SE
	B
	 
	SE

	Partner helps informally (ref. = no)
	0.671
	***
	0.097
	0.468
	***
	0.068

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Number of children
	0.424
	**
	0.143
	0.296
	**
	0.100

	Youngest child in household (ref. = no (minor) children)
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Under 6 years old
	-1.196
	***
	0.336
	-0.834
	***
	0.234

	Between 6 and 12 years old
	-0.968
	**
	0.337
	-0.488
	*
	0.189

	Between 12 and 18 years old
	-0.700
	*
	0.270
	-0.675
	**
	0.235

	Relationship duration
	0.067
	
	0.065
	0.047
	
	0.045

	Employment status (ref. = fulltime)
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Non-employment
	0.581
	**
	0.168
	0.406
	**
	0.117

	Parttime employment
	0.401
	*
	0.163
	0.279
	*
	0.114

	Income (CHF/10,000)
	-0.040
	
	0.022
	-0.028
	
	0.016

	Residence type (ref. = house)
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Apartment
	0.213
	
	0.263
	0.149
	
	0.183

	Other housing
	-0.928
	
	0.843
	-0.648
	
	0.588

	Linguistic area (ref. = German)
	
	
	
	
	
	

	French
	0.366
	
	0.293
	0.255
	
	0.205

	Italian
	12.602
	
	647.179
	-
	
	-

	Multilingual
	-0.708
	
	0.678
	-0.494
	
	0.473

	Wave (ref. = wave 15)
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Wave 18
	-0.525
	*
	0.209
	-0.366
	*
	0.146

	Wave 21
	-0.735
	 
	0.393
	-0.513
	 
	0.274


* p<0.05, ** p<0.01 *** p<0.001
Source: SHP 2013, 2016, 2019
As a robustness check, we employed Allison’s method (2019) to investigate whether our results were driven by an increase or decrease in informal helping by the partner. The results of these analyses can be found in appendix A (table A.1). These analyses show that people’s likelihood to provide informal help is both affected by a partner stopping informal helping and by a partner starting helping. However, the impact of a partner that starts helping is much larger. This suggests that the results of Table 3 are mostly driven by a helping partner promoting informal helping, rather than by a non-helping partner discouraging informal helping. 
Of the control variables, changes in the number and age of children that a person has and changes in their employment status affect informal helping as well. When someone has another child, their likelihood of engaging in informal helping increases as well. However, when the household situation changes from no minor children to a child under six years old, people’s likelihood to provide informal help decreases. The same applies to having a child between six and twelve years old and to having a child between twelve and eighteen years old, albeit a smaller decrease. Regarding employment status, the fixed-effects regression analyses report that when a person becomes non-employed or starts working part-time (as opposed to full-time), that their likelihood to engage in informal help increases. Finally, the likelihood to provide informal help decreased from 2013 (wave 1) to 2016 (wave 2) but return to approximately its 2013 level in 2019 (wave 3).
Splitting our analyses in providing help to kin and to non-kin in table 4 leads to similar results regarding our main hypothesis: when someone starts helping, the likelihood that their partner engages in informal helping as well increases. Again, we estimated average logit elasticities. These reveal that the size of the partner effect is larger when informal help to kin is concerned in comparison to informal help to non-kin. The average logit elasticity of the partner effect regarding helping kin is 0.719, whereas the average logit elasticity of the partner effect regarding helping non-kin is 0.503. To illustrate this further, suppose that our models predicted that an average person whose partner did not help kin or non-kin had a 30% likelihood of providing informal help to either group. If their partner started providing informal help to kin, the likelihood to provide informal help to kin would then increase by 0.719*30=21.6 percent points to 51.6%. If their partner started providing informal help to non-kin, the likelihood to provide informal help to non-kin would then increase by 0.503*30=15.1 percent points to 45.1%. This suggests that the partner has a larger impact with respect to informally helping kin than to informally helping non-kin.
Furthermore, we examined whether these results were driven by increases or decreases in informal helping by the partner. These analyses (appendix A) indicate that informal helping for kin is driven by an increase in the partner’s helping but not by a decrease. Informally helping non-kin is marginally significantly driven by a partner who starts helping (p<0.10) but not by a partner who stops providing informal help. These findings again suggest support for our main hypothesis. Furthermore, the average logit elasticities indicate that the impact of partner’s informal helping for kin is larger than the impact of their informal helping for non-kin. 
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This paper studied partner effects on informal helping from a longitudinal perspective. We expected that partners would positively influence each other’s informal helping because they stimulate each other’s motivation and opportunities for helping. To study partner effects, we analyzed three waves of data from the Swiss Household Panel (2013, 2016, 2019) and estimated fixed-effects regression models.
Our study clearly shows a positive effect of the partner’s helping behavior on a person’s own informal helping. Specifically, our findings indicate that people are more likely to start engaging in informal helping when their partner helps as well. These results are in line with earlier, cross-sectional studies on the topic (Hook, 2004; Ramaekers et al., 2022). A large improvement of the current study over prior research, however, was that it was able to examine the partner effect over time, reducing the impact of selection in the partner effect. The fact that we still found support for the expectation that helping by one partner increases the likelihood that the other partner provides informal help suggests that the partner effect in informal helping is not solely the result of selection. Instead, partners likely stimulate each other’s informal helping. These findings thus provide more solid empirical evidence for the stimulation approach and its mechanisms. 
The reported positive relationship between partners’ informal helping behavior indicates that substitution plays a smaller, possibly limited, role in this relationship: either substitution does not occur between partners in informal helping or it affects informal helping behavior but stimulation is more important. Brown and Zhang (2013) suggest that substitution only occurs when couples see helping as shared task that the household as a whole needs to do. Hence, our results may suggest that couples do not see informal helping tasks as shared. However, it is also possible that couples consider at least part of their informal helping tasks as shared household tasks but do not place all tasks with one person. Instead, they both take up some informal helping tasks and substitute for each other’s helping in terms of hours. Because our study only considers whether people provide any informal help (or not), we cannot exclude this possibility. To gain more insight into the role of the substitution mechanism, future research can examine partner effects in time spent on or frequency of informal helping. 
We examined the partner effect for informal help provided to kin and to non-kin separately. This exploration provided new insights in who benefits when partners stimulate informal helping. We found that the partner influence is present regardless of recipient group. We also found indications that the partner effect may be larger for informally helping kin (family members) than for informally helping non-kin (friends and neighbors). Theory suggests that these differences may occur due to a larger overlap of kin networks (Haggerty et al., 2022; Stein et al., 1992) and because couples informally help kin more often together than non-kin (Gerstel, 2000). Future research can examine these differences further.
An important avenue for future research to do so may be to focus on underlying mechanisms. Although theories suggest that people whose partner provides informal help are more motivated to help and have more access to helping opportunities, there is little empirical evidence to support this argumentation. Testing the explanatory power of the proposed mechanisms can be first step in understanding both the partner effect itself and the differences by recipient group better. Thus, future research can improve our general understanding of the partner effect by testing the theoretical mechanisms proposed in this study.
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Table 4: Fixed-effects logistic regression results and average logit elasticities predicting within-person change in informal helping for kin and for non-kin (N respondents = 4046, N observations = 9605)
	 
	Informal helping for kin
	Informal helping for non-kin

	
	Fixed-effects regression coefficients
	Average logit elasticities
	Fixed-effects regression coefficients
	Average logit elasticities

	 
	B
	 
	SE
	B
	 
	SE
	B
	 
	SE
	B
	 
	SE

	Partner helps informally (ref. = no)
	0.882
	***
	0.122
	0.719
	***
	0.100
	0.601
	***
	0.133
	0.503
	***
	0.111

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Number of children
	0.229
	
	0.194
	0.187
	
	0.158
	0.442
	**
	0.160
	0.370
	**
	0.134

	Youngest child in household (ref. = no (minor) children)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Under 6 years old
	-1.486
	**
	0.443
	-1.211
	**
	0.361
	-0.668
	
	0.381
	-0.559
	
	0.319

	Between 6 and 12 years old
	-0.980
	*
	0.439
	-0.260
	
	0.302
	-0.549
	
	0.380
	-0.620
	*
	0.262

	Between 12 and 18 years old
	-0.319
	
	0.370
	-0.799
	*
	0.358
	-0.741
	*
	0.313
	-0.459
	
	0.318

	Relationship duration
	0.108
	
	0.074
	0.088
	
	0.060
	-0.074
	
	0.071
	-0.062
	
	0.059

	Employment status (ref. = fulltime)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Non-employment
	0.550
	**
	0.207
	0.448
	**
	0.169
	0.537
	**
	0.200
	0.450
	**
	0.168

	Parttime employment
	0.248
	
	0.208
	0.202
	
	0.169
	0.221
	
	0.190
	0.185
	
	0.159

	Income (CHF/10,000)
	-0.034
	
	0.026
	-0.028
	
	0.021
	0.011
	
	0.026
	0.009
	
	0.021

	Residence type (ref. = house)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Apartment
	0.060
	
	0.304
	0.049
	
	0.248
	-0.146
	
	0.307
	-0.122
	
	0.257

	Other housing
	-1.931
	
	1.362
	-1.574
	
	1.110
	-0.459
	
	0.958
	-0.384
	
	0.802

	Linguistic area (ref. = German)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	French
	0.247
	
	0.357
	0.201
	
	0.291
	0.780
	*
	0.384
	0.653
	*
	0.321

	Italian
	-
	
	-
	-
	
	-
	-
	
	-
	-
	
	-

	Multilingual
	-0.758
	
	0.736
	-0.618
	
	0.600
	-0.004
	
	0.684
	-0.003
	
	0.572

	Wave (ref. = wave 15)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Wave 18
	-0.696
	**
	0.238
	-0.567
	**
	0.194
	-0.200
	
	0.231
	-0.167
	
	0.193

	Wave 21
	-0.800
	 
	0.445
	-0.652
	 
	0.363
	-0.109
	 
	0.430
	-0.092
	 
	0.360


* p<0.05, ** p<0.01 *** p<0.001
Source: SHP 2013, 2016, 2019

The current study has improved on earlier research by using longitudinal data. Fixed-effects regression models largely exclude the impact of unobserved differences between people (Allison, 2009). Hence, the reported effects are the result of changes over time. However, fixed-effects regression models cannot account for (different) events that occur during our period of observation. This may be problematic given that we observe people every three years. As a result, having a helping partner may coincide with other life events that we do not directly observe. Particularly, people in couples likely experience similar increases in opportunities (a family member that requires more support), motivation (realization how important solidarity behaviors are) or resources (changes in work or family situation). These shared life experiences may result in similar changes in informal helping behavior between partners. Concurrent changes in informal helping of partners may thus not be the result of direct partner influence but of shared life experiences. Although we tried to account for similar changes as much as possible by controlling for family and employment states (e.g., having children, having paid work), we cannot fully remove their impact, which could have affected our results. Mostly importantly, we were unable to account for demand side characteristics. That is, we do not know whether neighbors, friends or family members started to require more informal helping during the period of observation. Future research can thus advance the study of partner effects in informal helping further by disentangling direct partner influence and partner influence through similar life experiences.
Another limitation of our research pertains selection in panel attrition. Abraham, Helms, and Presser (2009) suggest that people who are likely to engage in helping or voluntary behavior are also more likely to participate in surveys. As a result, people who do not help may have been more likely to drop out of the Swiss Household Panel and thus out of our sample. This selection effect may be one of the reasons why we find smaller downward effects of partners’ helping; changes in social involvement are associated with attrition in the Swiss Household Panel (Voorpostel & Lipps, 2011). Furthermore, it should be noted that we only observe couples that stayed together for at least three years. Couples that ended their relationship before they could participate twice were removed from the sample due to the design of the study. Some studies suggest that the longer couples are together, the more they start resembling each other (Melamed, 1994; Monden, 2007) (although evidence is mixed, see (Ask, Idstad, Engdahl, & Tambs, 2012; Di Castelnuovo, Quacquaruccio, Donati, de Gaetano, & Iacoviello, 2009; Monden, 2007; Tambs & Moum, 1992)). Hence, the partner effect in informal helping may not occur immediately but only after a couple of years or only for couples that stay together for three years or longer. Future research can determine in more detail how and when partners start affecting each other’s informal helping by observing couples over shorter time intervals, for example of one year.
To summarize, this study shows that whether a person provides help is also relevant for their partner’s informal helping behavior. This result is not solely due to selection when entering a romantic relationship but is also observed to work over time. Furthermore, our study suggests that the impact of the partner could be larger in providing informal help to family members than to friends and neighbors. Hence, when one partner convinces the other to engage in informal helping, this mostly benefits family members. With respect to community life and its presumed decline, our study presents a rather optimistic view; partners draw each other into informal helping, more so than they motivate each other to stop. This positive partner influence may diminish the declining trend in community life and thus promote a more sustainable supply of informal help. 
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Table A.1: Fixed effects regression models predicting informal helping, separating starting and stopping informal help (N respondents = 4046, N observations = 9605)
	
	Informal helping in general
	Informal helping for kin
	Informal helping for non-kin

	 
	B
	 
	SE
	B
	 
	SE
	 
	 
	 

	Partner helps informally (ref. = no)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Increase
	0.515
	***
	0.137
	0.968
	***
	0.169
	0.325
	
	0.190

	Decrease
	-0.266
	*
	0.131
	-0.175
	
	0.168
	0.169
	
	0.176

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Youngest child in household (ref. = no (minor) children)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Under 6 years old
	-1.245
	***
	0.335
	-1.503
	**
	0.442
	-0.734
	
	0.381

	Between 6 and 12 years old
	-0.975
	**
	0.336
	-0.919
	*
	0.437
	-0.574
	
	0.379

	Between 12 and 18 years old
	-0.729
	**
	0.269
	-0.297
	
	0.368
	-0.764
	*
	0.312

	Employment status (ref. = fulltime)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Non-employment
	-0.195
	
	0.135
	-0.323
	*
	0.161
	-0.305
	
	0.164

	Parttime employment
	-0.591
	***
	0.167
	-0.556
	**
	0.205
	-0.533
	**
	0.199

	Income (CHF/10,000)
	-0.041
	
	0.022
	-0.036
	
	0.026
	0.010
	
	0.026

	Residence type (ref. = house)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Apartment
	0.222
	
	0.261
	0.045
	
	0.304
	-0.120
	
	0.306

	Other housing
	-0.817
	
	0.841
	-1.812
	
	1.356
	-0.344
	
	0.918

	Linguistic area (ref. = German)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	French
	0.333
	
	0.291
	0.242
	
	0.355
	0.742
	
	0.382

	Italian
	13.098
	
	845.073
	-
	
	-
	-
	
	-

	Multilingual
	-0.620
	
	0.667
	-0.692
	
	0.709
	0.169
	
	0.689

	Wave (ref. = wave 15)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Wave 18
	0.415
	**
	0.143
	0.175
	
	0.192
	0.461
	**
	0.160

	Wave 21
	0.063
	 
	0.065
	0.107
	 
	0.076
	-0.075
	 
	0.071


* p<0.05 ** p<0.01 *** p<0.001
Source: SHP 2013, 2016, 2019
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