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ABSTRACT
Introduction: Volunteering is a way for community participation and involving
local social capital. Volunteering has the potential to enhance well-being and
reduce health inequalities. The aim of this study was to evaluate the effects of
online volunteering on people’s well-being and the reduction of inequalities.
Methods: In this narrative review, using related keywords, 326 studies were
found in the initial search in PubMed, Sage, Springer, Google Scholar, Elsevier,
PsycINFO and finally 57 studies were selected for review.
Results: The study found that virtual volunteering in organizations is a
combination of offline and online volunteering, and fewer volunteers are online
volunteers. One of the main features of online volunteering is the maximum use
of time, and the reduction of travel time. This type of volunteering can be done
24 hours a day and seven days a week. Online volunteering can involve all
people, including young people, the elderly, people with disabilities and
disadvantaged groups and minorities. One of the main benefits of this type of
volunteering is that many people who cannot attend the organization can
participate in this way. Online volunteering also could reduce the discrimination
and health inequalities. .
Conclusion: Although online volunteering is developing globally, volunteerbased organizations have not yet adopted their strategies, rules, and procedures
for new volunteers. It seems online volunteering will also enable different
groups to participate in activities and promote the health of different groups.
Keywords: Online Volunteering, Volunteer Organizations, Online Advocacy,
Health Inequality
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Introduction
Today information technology plays an
important role in modern life and as a tool to
influence various aspects of human life. In the year
2017, the number of mobile phone users in the
world was over 4.77 billion and is predicted to
reach five billion people in 2019 (1). In the year
2016, it was estimated that 62.9 percent of the
people in the world have a cell phone. Also, until
June of the year 2017, 51 percent of people around
the world have accessed to the Internet (2). In the
year 2015, the international communication Union
reported that 3.2 billion people or half of the
world's people would be online until the end of the
year (2). Oxford dictionary has defined online as
"any activity or service provided or available
through the use of the Internet or any types of
computer network (2)."
There is strong evidence that volunteering and
well-being have positive interaction. Participation
in voluntary services has positive effects on mental
health (3, 4), life satisfaction (5, 6), happiness (7, 8),
self-steam (7, 9), functional inability (9, 10) and
psychosocial well-being(11). Voluntary activities in
the world are expanding at different levels and
with different objectives. With an overview of the
voluntary literature, we can find five dimensions in
the definitions of the voluntary activity. The first
dimension is a free choice, which means that the
volunteer participates freely and without
compulsion in a particular activity (12, 13). Some
definitions also describe volunteers as someone
who has relative freedom and voluntary
commitment (14-16). For example, some people who
provide public services instead of military service
can be considered volunteer.
The second dimension is about rewarding
volunteers. Due to the definitions of volunteer, the
volunteer will not receive a bonus. Broader
definitions of the volunteer can include rewards,
but they should not be expected to receive rewards.
The broadest definition of the volunteer is the
receipt of the reward for the cost performance (14, 17,
18)
.
In the third dimension, volunteers are defined
according to their work structure. Two different

areas are separated. A weaker definition includes
only voluntary activity in the formal organizational
structure but the broader definition includes some
activities such as helping a neighbor, helping
friends, etc. (19-24). The fourth dimension of
volunteering is also about the beneficiary of
volunteering. A weaker definition accepts only
volunteering activities aimed at strangers but also
accepts other definitions such as benefits to friends
and relatives. In this dimension, and the broadest
definition, volunteering services to volunteers
themselves are also accepted (20, 23, 25-29) . In the
fifth dimension, the physical or virtual presence of
the volunteer is discussed. Many studies have only
addressed volunteers, while recent studies have
considered online or distant volunteering as one of
the main types of volunteering (13, 16, 27, 30-37). With
the advent of information and communication
technologies, volunteering goes from present and
physical to both online and distance. In the
traditional form of volunteering, each stage of it
was done face to face, but today; the volunteer can
choose an organization or take on a specific task
and carry it out remotely through digital
technology (14, 38-40). Many leaders believe that the
use
of
information and
communication
technologies will also increase the efficiency of the
management process of volunteers as well as the
provision of volunteers such as ICT activists, the
youth and travelers (46). The aim of this study was
to finddifferent types of online volunteering, place
and time of online volunteering, online volunteers
attributes
and
advantages,
disadvantages,
opportunities and also the threats of online
volunteering.
Methods
This study was conducted using a review
method. The word combination of Table 1 was
used to search. 326 articles were extracted using
databases; PsycINFO, Elsevier, Springer, PubMed,
Google Scalar and the combination of the
keywords are mentioned. After reviewing the
abstracts of the articles and examining their
relationship with the research questions, 57 studies
were selected. All the search were done in English.
To combine the keywords, the same keywords
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related to "volunteering" and "virtual" with the OR
operator were placed in a set, and then two sets
were combined with the AND operator. When an
article with the above descriptions was found, the
title and summary of the article were reviewed to

find out if the article was relevant to the main
questions. In the case of ambiguity, the full text of
the article was also examined to determine if there
were any entry criteria.

Table 1. Keywords used in search strategy
OR
OR

Online
Volunteer

Virtual

Micro

Internet

Smart

organization

AND
Participation

Volunteering

Voluntary

Results
Different types of online volunteering:
Various terms are used to classify online
volunteering. The United Nations defines online
volunteering as "volunteering completely or at
different stages, by volunteering through the
Internet at home, at work, at a university, at an
internet cafe or any other places possible" (35, 40).
Also, in defining a virtual voluntary project, the
term "virtual volunteer" refers to someone who
"works at home or at work through the internet (33).
Volunteers like Internet volunteers and distance
volunteers are also said to have recently added a
micro-volunteer term to this literature that refers to
the use of mobile software and social networks (42).
These concepts represent a variety of online
volunteering concepts regarding scope. Lopez (43)
has identified four categories of online volunteer
participation that are called online advocacy,
online assessment, consultancy, online-offline
volunteers, and pure online volunteers.
Online advocacy: It is about social issues
campaigns that use the Internet to promote policy
change. In particular, the online platform has been
used as a new tool for promoting political ideas (44).
Some believe that increasing access to online
activities (sometimes called "clicktivism") may
lead to the emergence of a "digital protest tool" (40).
Online Assessment and Consultancy: While some
platforms contribute to nonprofit goals, others only
provide room for collaboration. Online portals or
associations allow individuals to get help and
advice from people who have special expertise.
Online volunteers for offline projects: Offline
volunteers may become online volunteers, and this
happens when a person can do his job online.
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Cyber

Pure Online Volunteers: It's a full version of
volunteering that happens on the Internet. By
expanding the recruitment of online volunteers and
the allocation of online responsibilities, as in the
second and third types of online volunteering,
online volunteers are ultimately more responsible
than offline (37, 45).
With regard to the online volunteering site,
four broad conclusions can be derived from
virtual volunteering research (46).
First, the
demand for virtual volunteering as a means of
finding work among those who are currently
capable of volunteering is low. Second, the use of
information and communication technology to
reach a new source of volunteers looking for a
way to participate in civil society is high. Third,
most of the voluntary virtual businesses held in
voluntary organizations include a mix of online
and office work, and fourth, a pure online
volunteering, in which people use ICT tools to
find and do voluntary work alone, happens rarely.
Internet invitations provide a new tool for
organizations to recruit volunteers. The quality of
work and trust in online volunteers is usually the
same or higher than the quality achieved through
traditional methods (47)
Online communities and discussion groups are
the main online volunteers. Studies have shown
that both implicit and explicit volunteers create
social capital that is the key to the success of
online societies. In a study by the Internet Chess
Club, volunteers were identified as the core of the
online club, which improved the features of the
website software and also provided a critical role
among the community's subsets (48).
The concept of time has a different form and
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meaning in the field of online volunteering. As you
can say, the area of the work the volunteers are
doing is redefined. As mentioned above, one of the
main features that distinguish online volunteers
from their face to face counterparts is maximizing
time which is considered a valuable asset. Online
group volunteering easily provides team members'
relationships, thus maximizing the use of limited
time for active participants is possible here.
Regular meetings require a lot of logistical
coordination because both parties must be
physically present at one time and one place, while
Internet messages can be sent by email and
participants can read and write messages in
comfortable conditions (31). Also, volunteering on
the Internet is an interesting and alternative way
for the people who have limited time but want to
help others.
An online volunteer from Brazil, translating
diverse research on street children in Latin
America from Spanish to Portuguese describes his
online volunteering effort. He said "Online
volunteering opened my eyes to a lot of small
donations from a citizen that an ordinary person
like myself can do in my spare time." In some
cases, it may also be advisable to hold face to face
meetings, if possible, or by telephone to help
maintain virtual volunteering (49).
Online volunteering eliminates the time spent on
traveling and provides timely service to customer.
Transfer of knowledge is a field that greatly
benefits from the elimination of time and space
barriers. Today, online volunteers communicate
with trainees or specialists in remote areas via the
Internet. An example is CUSO International, which
employs virtual volunteers from all over the world
to work with other countries such as El Salvador,
Guatemala,
Honduras,
Nigeria,
Ethiopia,
Cambodia, and Indonesia. Online volunteering
provides services 24 hours a day and seven days a
week. An example is the Emergency Line to help
Sexual Harassment Victims, an innovative model
using volunteers to provide critical services
through an online telephone line.
Volunteers and users can have better
participation using the 24- hours online services,

which eliminated the geographical barriers (44). It is
well noted that time is the most valuable asset. For
this reason, online volunteering, electronic
counseling, and voluntary electronic activities have
left the future to busy professionals (17, 31).
Volunteering enables online individuals to work
voluntarily wherever they have computers, and for
those who have less physical and physiological
limitations and personal obligations, more
opportunities for voluntary work is provided (33, 47).
While female volunteers are usually active in
voluntary organizations (50), the percentage of male
volunteers in online volunteering studies,
especially among those who have good
communication with technology, is significant. For
example, in an environment that has an applied
computing activity, such as the Malaria Control
Center, more than 80% of volunteers work
online(51).
Virtual volunteering also varies in age,
education, and employment status. Compared to
traditional volunteers, virtual volunteers in Canada
are usually young, educated and unemployed (47).
Most online volunteers are in their 20s or 30s.
They often operate in projects such as virtual
voluntary projects (33, 51). And thus online
volunteers are younger than traditional volunteers.
Some academics believe older people are usually
passive consumers of information technology and
avoid the unknown technologies of the Internet (15).
Others regard the physical distance between the
volunteer and the venue of volunteering as a major
obstacle and are therefore optimistic about the
online participation of the elderly (18). While some
volunteers may be involved with online
volunteering because of virtual Internet space,
many people experience a combination of face to
face and online volunteering.
However, the elderly face various barriers
regarding online volunteering, such as the
complexity of the website, small font size and
poor skill (52). In traditional volunteering,
creativeness for volunteering directly relates to
the volunteer's experience of friends and family as
well as their own previous experience. People
whose parents have volunteering experience are

259

Downloaded from jhr.ssu.ac.ir at 9:20 IRST on Sunday January 20th 2019

[ DOI: 10.18502/jchr.v7i4.273 ]

Online Volunteering, A Way to Reduce Health Inequalities

more likely to become a volunteer (53). There is a
similar tendency for online volunteering. In a
study, many people who volunteered for an online
organization had a volunteer in their family or
friends (14). Also, in a study, many elderly
volunteers reported to being acquainted with
online volunteering through their grandchildren
(18)
. Online volunteers may be completely new (47).
Online volunteering incentives vary from one
area to another, but altruism is one of the main
motivations. For focused projects, volunteers are
primarily involved for a particular cause and for a
desire for solidarity or socialization (51).
Wikipedia volunteer directors and editors mainly
work for learning motives, but at the same time,
they want to create a wealth of knowledge for the
general public. On the other hand, gaining social
credibility or gaining credibility in online
communities has often been of top motivations
(32)
.
Some research has proposed a distinction
between the motivational goals between
volunteers in software area and volunteers in the
content area. While content is always motivated
by philanthropy, software contributors place more
emphasis on gaining their reputation and
empowerment (54). When they showed that they
were unique in their work, they went through
challenging goals to demonstrate their ability
better (55). Therefore, sometimes using the social
reward technique, based on uniqueness and
challengingly, manages and increases volunteers'
activity (56). Also, people looking for an online job
seek online volunteering with the aim of finding
an earning job (47).
Discussion
Comparison of online volunteering and face to
face to face volunteering
Online volunteers spend more time on
volunteering than face to face volunteers, as they
may be volunteering through the Internet rather
than face to face. The number of online
volunteers is also higher than face to face
volunteers. On the other hand, online volunteers
have less volunteering experience than face to
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face volunteers. However, factors such as the
quality of work and the reliability of online
volunteers is at a higher level than face to face
volunteers (47). While altruism is the dominant
motivation of all volunteers, this motivation is
more powerful in online volunteers since selfish
behaviors, including psychological and social
motivations are less common among online
volunteers (57).
Reasons for wanting to wear a uniform,
socializing with celebrities, enjoying travel
opportunities and maintaining health and fitness,
which may motivate volunteers to work face to
face is no longer relevant to virtual volunteers.
Online volunteers in-service programs are usually
eager to learn and make changes (41). Therefore, it
is emphasized in the literature that approvals for
volunteering, such as issuing a certificate after
completing tasks and providing feedback to
online volunteers, are very important (14, 33). While
a lot of research has been done on the impact of
face to face volunteering on volunteers (34, 53, 58),
almost none of the effects of online volunteering
has been identified.
The
lack of
social
and emotional
communication of virtual volunteers with others,
including those receiving volunteering services,
limits these effects to online volunteers.
Similarly, unlike face to face volunteering, the
voluntary effect of online services on recipients,
non-profit organizations (59), online membership
moderator organizations (60), and local community
and society (36) has not been studied properly.
Choosing online volunteers is usually done by
organizations after receiving requests through the
website. Organizations may invite volunteers
through their site or other sites. However, it's a
common practice to recruit volunteers based on
information and qualification of volunteers.
Monitoring online volunteers may be done by
employees of the organization or by specialized
staff in HRM. However, previous studies have
shown that organizations that have appointed a
person to manage volunteers, including online
volunteers, are usually more successful in
managing them (33). However, some voluntary
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human resource managers are more successful in
recruiting online volunteers (47). However, keeping
volunteers is harder than recruiting them, because
online tasks are mainly based on just one task.
Some organizations have expressed concern about
doing their job on existing websites. Organizations
often complain that many online volunteers do not
respond to emails sent for follow-ups or simply
disappear, or respond after posting their programs
or performing their duties (38).
Advantages and disadvantages of online
volunteering
Online Volunteering has many advantages over
face to face volunteering. This approach "allows
individuals to do volunteering work through a
computer at home or at work, which is not
influenced by time constraints, personal priorities,
disabilities, or family obligations, which prevent
them from volunteering." (33). The elderly and
people with disabilities, those who have been
victims of bias in a volunteer environment can now
volunteer online. On the other hand, online
volunteering has special benefits for nonprofit and
voluntary organizations. Performing relatively
inexpensive work is known as the primary reason
for many organizations to engage in online
volunteers (14, 33). However, there are always costs
of employment, training, and supervision.
However, virtual volunteering has also
disadvantages. The main problem is the
withdrawal of virtual volunteers after the
organization spends the time to accept, train, and
manage online volunteers (38). Sometimes an online
volunteer wants to get more jobs from the
organization. In volunteering for international
activities, organizations expect volunteers to spend
more time learning and doing their job. These
disadvantages of online volunteering are
commonplace with the volunteers and are not
limited to this type of volunteering (15).
Challenges and Sustainability of Online
volunteering
Online volunteering is still a new concept
between volunteer oriented organizations and
managers, and so there are a lot of things to do

about it. It's a question that new and emerging
technologies can put people who are not interested
in volunteering into an online volunteering
process. Research has shown that major volunteers
are also active in face to face volunteering (47).
Catherine Ackerman (13), examined the social,
demographic, resources, and psychological
characteristics of online and face to face
volunteers and found that online volunteering can
be a way of eliminating inequalities in social
participation. And in a society that is increasingly
digitizing, it can bring social participation from the
physical environment to the virtual environment.
Conclusion
Several general conclusions can be drawn from
this study on online volunteering. First, online
volunteering promises volunteers to reach a new
source to look for a way to participate in
citizenship. Second, most of the virtual
volunteering activities conducted in volunteering
organizations include a combination of online and
face to face volunteering. One of the main features
of online volunteering is the maximum use of time,
and the reduction of travel time as this type of
volunteering can be done 24 hours a day and seven
days a week. Online volunteering can involve all
people, including young people, the elderly, people
with disabilities and disadvantaged groups and
minorities. One of the main benefits of this type of
volunteering is that many people who cannot
attend the organization can participate and in this
way, volunteer services will be provided, and the
racial and ethnic discrimination in this type of
volunteering can be reduced. Although online
volunteering is developing globally, volunteerbased organizations have not yet adopted their
strategies, rules, and procedures for the new
volunteers. It seems online volunteering will
enable different groups to participate in activities
and can also promote the health of different
groups.
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