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Introduction

In recent decades, volunteer activities have been actively developed and pro-
moted in public systems as voluntary work based on selfless service to society. 
Participation in volunteer activities has no political, economic, or cultural bounda-
ries, and volunteers as a social group are guided in their work by kindness and 
responsiveness, promoting the ideas of humanism and mercy. Modern research 
has given a positive assessment of volunteering in general on the social well-being 
of people. (Herzog et al. 1998). More than one billion people volunteer globally 
(Adam–Alhendawi 2020). There are 1.8 billion young people worldwide, and a third 
of them are volunteering (Al-Hammadi 2019).

Volunteering is often the first experience of social activity for young people 
(Jardim–Marques da Silva 2008; Bartal 2018), who are characterized by an active 
life position (Antonova et al. 2020), including students, because they are an im-
portant resource for the future development of society, determining its trajectory. 
Studies of students' attitudes towards volunteering show that service to society 
(Wondimu 2024; Tóth–Bakos 2024) and maintaining a subjective assessment of 
one's own well-being (Mersianova I. et al. 2024) are important motivations for 
young people to participate in volunteer activities. Researchers have found that 
regular and long-term volunteer activity brings great benefits not only to soci-
ety but also to the volunteer (Pevnaya–Drozdova 2022). Participation in volunteer 
activities contributes to the personal growth of the students, since already dur-
ing the university years students develop such important life skills as leadership, 
communication, and cooperation. The experience of volunteering gives a sense of 
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confidence that allows them to successfully cope with problems in their personal 
life and studies. (Adila et al. 2023). 

Modern transformations of institutions and organizations, occurring under 
the influence of new information technologies, also affect volunteering as a type 
of social practice. Researchers note that in modern social systems, the range of 
volunteer activities is expanding (Hustinx–Lammertyn 2003; Koolen-Maas et al. 
2022), including online volunteering (Amichai-Hamburger 2008), which allows 
strengthening existing models of social participation in a digital society (Acker-
mann–Manatschal 2018; Pevnaya et al. 2021). According to the researchers, online 
volunteering practices comprise administering the club's website, moderating a 
Facebook group, contributing to a Wikipedia entry, and recording a non-profit 
educational video on YouTube (Ackermann–Manatschal 2018; Baruch et al. 2016,  
Cox et al. 2018). This approach is also used by international organizations (Become 
an Online Volunteer 2022). Today the Internet is becoming a platform for the 
implementation of prosocial attitudes (Wright–Li 2011), including student youth, 
which, according to the Twenge concept, is classified as iGen (Internet generation) 
(Twenge 2017), and which was formed under the influence of gadgets through 
which young people communicate with the outside world. 

Online volunteers representing the iGen generation are undoubtedly better 
than older generations at using new technologies in their daily lives, but young 
people of the iGen generation also experience a wide range of negative physical 
and mental health consequences from daily long-term use of a computer/lap-
top/tablet/smartphone: research convincingly shows that adolescents and young 
adults experience eye discomfort (Kim et al. 2016), physical pain (Can–Karaca 
2019), anxiety and depression (Elhai 2017). In addition, constant exposure to smart-
phones, tablets, and personal computers increases the risk of obesity and leads 
to cardiovascular diseases, including hypertension, as well as insulin resistance, 
high sympathetic arousal, and cortisol dysregulation. (Lissak 2018; Nakshine et al. 
2022). Hence, the key focus for online volunteers should be preventive actions to 
reduce health risks. In this paper, we study the self-rated health of online student 
volunteers, determine their health behavior, including compliance with ergonomic 
requirements and physical activity, and also examine behavior during information 
overload.   

Literarure rewiew 

Online volunteering as a type of helping unpaid behavior

Online volunteering (virtual/electronic volunteering) has been actively develop-
ing since the 2000s (Cravens J. 2000) and is associated with the use of the Internet 
in volunteer activities (Silva F. et al. 2018). Online volunteering is any voluntary and 
unpaid activity that is carried out via the Internet. 
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According to D. Mukherjee, online volunteering is a type of civic engagement 
in which volunteers perform their tasks using the Internet either from home or 
other locations outside the office (Mukherjee 2011). Online volunteering practices 
do not require additional territorial movements, which is important for those who 
do not have financial resources or have physical (bodily) limitations. (Seddighi–
Salmani 2019). Almost anyone with some free time and access to the Internet can 
become an online volunteer. In addition, proactivity on the Internet allows one to 
plan work independently (Cravens 2000) and implement skills and abilities in the 
area that is of interest to the volunteer. J. Ihm and M. Shumate found that online 
volunteers identify themselves not only with volunteer organizations but also with 
social problems and are willing to provide assistance to those in need (Ihm–Shu-
mate 2022).

Researchers note that, on the one hand, online volunteering simplifies joining 
the ranks of pro-activists, since it does not require direct contact with people, and 
it is through online activities that the younger generation comes to the classic 
volunteer movement (Kulminskaya 2019), but, on the other hand, online volunteer-
ing is a continuation of traditional forms of helping behavior (Pena-Lopez 2007). 
Since online volunteering primarily involves the younger generation, which spends 
a lot of time in the digital environment (Molchanov et al. 2021), it is also impor-
tant to implement the socialization function, which ensures the personal growth 
of the younger generation, the development of self-esteem and self-realization, 
strengthening social ties and relationships between people. Thus, online volun-
teering benefits both society as a whole and the volunteer himself. 

Online volunteering, as a way to strengthen existing models of social participa-
tion in an increasingly digital society (Ackermann–Manatschal 2018), expands the 
scope of proactive behavior of volunteers and includes such types as fundraising, 
technological support, communications, marketing, providing consulting services 
(Nor et al. 2019), as well as developing applications, creating and moderating web-
sites (Xu 2009). To this list, we can also add such unpaid activities as online tutor-
ing, public journalism, psychological assistance, and support.

Health behaviors of online volunteers

Health behavior is defined as any activity undertaken with the purpose of pre-
venting or detecting disease or improving health and well-being. (Conner–Norman  
1996). The main tool in the work of an online volunteer is a computer/laptop/
tablet, accordingly, for this group, special actions are relevant, aimed at caring for 
health, and related to the prevention of somatic and mental illnesses caused by 
prolonged work at the computer and information overload.

First of all, it should be noted that online volunteers need to follow ergonomic 
requirements. People who spend a lot of time at a computer/laptop and do not fol-
low ergonomic guidelines experience pain in the wrists, shoulders, elbows, cervical 
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and lumbar spine. Disorders in the functioning of the musculoskeletal system 
occur when muscles and ligaments are under constant tension: a person either 
makes monotonous movements or is in a static position (Vulović et al. 2012). To 
avoid unwanted consequences, it is recommended to do warm-up exercises every 
2–3 hours.

Another problem area may be diseases of the visual system since a person 
who spends much time at the computer is subject to significant stress on the eyes 
(brightness of the monitor, flickering discrete units (pixels)), which leads to a num-
ber of diseases: spasm of the eye muscles, dry eye, astigmatism, myopia, computer 
vision syndrome (Rosenfield 2016). Recommendation to reduce the load is good 
ergonomic practice (Alemayehu–Alemayehu 2019): do eye exercises and keep a 
distance of 50–60 cm between the monitor and the eyes. 

A person working at a computer moves little and consequently burns a few 
calories, which leads to obesity and increases the risk of developing cardiovascu-
lar diseases. For example, Warren and colleagues found that in men, a sedentary 
lifestyle is a significant predictor of mortality from cardiovascular diseases (Warren   
2010). Taking breaks from computer work with physical exercise, as well as play-
ing sports and walking, are becoming tools for combating obesity and preventing 
cardiovascular disease. In addition, physical activity develops endurance, which is 
necessary not only for manual labor but also for intellectual activity (Antonova–
Merenkov 2020), including in the work of online volunteers.  

Working at a computer is often accompanied by stressful situations (stress at 
work, pressure from management, fast pace) and information overload. This en-
tails psychosocial and emotional stress, and nervous system disorders, which can 
ultimately lead to mental illnesses (Berg-Beckhoff et al.  2017). A correct way to 
avoid such risks is to follow a daily routine, e.g. allocate time for healthy sleep and 
rest (Chin et al. 2019), and physical activity. Doing exercises releases endorphins 
in the body, which help to improve well-being and mood (Fox 1999), as well as 
to become happier (Zhang–Chen 2019). At the same time, as researchers note, a 
number of people turn to deviant stress relief practices (Wittgens et al.  2022).   

In general, taking care of health entails following ergonomic requirements, ac-
tive physical exercise, and giving up bad habits. Despite the fact that volunteering 
increases life satisfaction (Jenkinson et al.2013), has a positive effect on self-as-
sessment of health (de Wit et al.2022), reduces the likelihood of deviant behavior 
in young people (drug use) (Wilson 2000), reduces the risk of cognitive impair-
ment in old age (Sharifi et al. 2024), mitigates the impact of stress on health (Han 
2018), we nevertheless believe that it is important for online volunteers to use 
everyday practices to take care of their own health and minimize behavioral health 
risks during information overload. 
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Research process  

Our research was conducted at the Ural Federal University (Russia, Yekaterin-
burg). Federal University is an institution of higher education in the Russian Federa-
tion with a special status. Each federal university solves the problems of strength-
ening the links between higher education, the real sector of the economy, and the 
social sphere, improving the human capital of territories. Ural Federal University is 
developing as a scientific, educational, and innovative center of the Ural Federal 
District. It is a point of attraction for applicants, students, and employers of the 
Sverdlovsk, Kurgan, Chelyabinsk, Tyumen regions, the Khanty-Mansiysk Autono-
mous Okrug, and a number of other regions. As of 2024, 45,000 students are stud-
ying at the Ural Federal University, there are 15 creative groups, 33 sports teams, 
and 32 student groups. The university accumulates the most active and motivated 
young people, which makes it relevant to study online volunteering here.

The survey of students of the Ural Federal University of all levels of study 
(bachelor's, master's) was conducted by questionnaire method on a standardized 
survey form in the fall of 2023 (N=1170), the sample type is quota, the sampling 
error does not exceed 3% with a confidence probability of 0.95. The questionnaire 
was created in the Google Forms service and distributed via social networks and 
through the official mailing list at the university. The obtained quantitative data 
were processed in the IBM SPSS Statistic 22 program. The frequency method and 
the cross-tabulation (conjugation) method were used for statistical analysis of the 
information.

The sample was based on such characteristics as gender and field of study. The 
sample population was calculated in accordance with official statistics (Results of 
Monitoring the Activities of Educational Organizations in the Sverdlovsk Region) 
and university data. 

The sample structure by areas of study was controlled and fully corresponded 
to the general population. The data are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Data on the structure of the sample population by areas of study

Directions Frequency % of respondents

Mathematics and natural 
sciences 117 10

Engineering and technical 
sciences 577 49

Social and economic 
sciences 334 29

Humanities 142 12

Total 1170 100
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The sample structure by gender was a flexible quota and had minor differences. 
The data are presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Data on the structure of the sample population by gender.

Gender Number in sample % in sample % in the general 
population 

Male 572 49 47

Female 598 51 53

Total 1170 100,0 100

A student of any year could take part in the survey. The sample structure by 
year was not controlled when selecting respondents, but it turned out to be close 
to the structure of the general population (Table 3). 

Table 3. Data on the structure of the sample population by level of education

Level of education Number in sample % in sample % in the general 
population

Bachelor's degree 1031 88 84

Master's degree 139 12 16

Total 1170 100 100
   
To identify online volunteers among students of the Ural Federal University, a 

multi-choice question was used, including online volunteering practices: have you 
done any of the following for free on the Internet? Every second (52.5%) respond-
ent had done at least one online volunteering activity in the last 12 months (Table 
4). Thus, a subsample of 614 people was formed for further analysis. 

Table 4. Distribution of respondents' answers to the question about selfless activity over the 
past 12 months (the sum of the answers is greater than 100% since each respondent

 could choose any number of answers)

Practices Number of res-
ponses % of respondents

Created/managed a website for an association 
or non-profit organization 193 17

Published articles/notes on Wikipedia or other 
resources implemented on Wiki principles 294 25

Created/moderated thematic groups on social 
networks 356 30
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Published a practical video guide on YouTube 
or other video-hosting sites 148 13

Provided online consultations or acted as an 
online expert 75 6

Didn't do any of the above 494 42

Results

Assessment of health status and reasons to care for it

In order to find out the students’ opinions about their health, a closed question 
was asked: “How do you rate your health?” Students generally rate their health 
quite low. Among online volunteers, almost every second person chose the answer 
“good” or “satisfactory”. Among those who are not online volunteers, only every 
third person believes that they have good health. The results show and confirm the 
data presented in the literature review that the overall health assessment of online 
volunteers is higher than that of other students, i.e. it can be argued that volun-
teering has a positive effect on self-rated health. (Pearson's chi-quadrate=17,772, 
p-value=0,000) The data are presented in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Distribution of respondents’ answers to the question “How do you rate your health?”
(% of respondents in the group)

 
 

To understand the attitude towards one’s health, a dichotomous question was 
asked: “Do you care about your health?”. 
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Despite the differences in health assessment, the answers to this question in 
the selected subgroups differ by only 2%1. The overwhelming majority of students 
care about their health (84% among volunteers, 82% among those who do not 
practice this activity). The data are presented in Figure 2. 

Figure 2. Distribution of respondents’ answers to the question “Do you rate your health?”
 (% of respondents in the group)

 
 

The main factor motivating health care was identified using the alternative 
question “If you care about your health, what is the main reason for this? (Select 
one main reason)”. The question was asked only to those respondents who an-
swered affirmatively to the previous question. The main difference between the 
subgroups was revealed by such a factor as "upbringing". Among online volunteers, 
almost every fourth person noted this factor as the main one, while in the second 
subgroup, only every sixth person considered this factor the main one. Here again, 
we can speak more of similarities than differences: Pearson's chi-quadrate=12,712, 
p-value=0,048. The data are presented in Figure 3.

1  Pearson's chi-quadrate=0,938, p-value=0,333. 
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Figure 3. Distribution of respondents’ answers to the question “If you care about your health, 
what is the main reason for this?” (% of respondents in the group)

 
Compliance with ergonomic requirements

Taking care of your health when working at a computer primarily includes 
proper organization of your workplace and work process. We measured the prac-
tice of following ergonomic requirements using a multi-variant question: “What 
recommendations for working with a monitor screen do you follow?”. Every sec-
ond respondent, regardless of their involvement in online volunteering practices, 
takes breaks from working at the computer. For the subgroup of respondents 
not involved in online volunteering, this is the most popular answer. Further in 
descending order of responses for this group are such practices as reducing moni-
tor brightness and airing out the rooms (48% each), installing the monitor at a 
safe distance for the eyes (46%), and working in the dark with diffuse artificial 
lighting (39%). The remaining practices are relatively rare. The average number of 
ergonomic requirements that this group of respondents follows is 3.1. It should be 
noted that 12% of respondents do not follow any recommendations at all.

Online volunteers are more attentive to the organization of their workplace. 
Almost two-thirds (61%) of respondents in this group set the monitor at a safe 
distance, every second respondent takes a break from working at the computer, 
reduces the brightness of the monitor, and ventilates the work area. Respondents 
in this group more often control their posture and use special glasses for work-
ing at the computer. The average number of ergonomic requirements that this 
group of respondents follows is 3.5, and only 6% of respondents do not follow 
any recommendations. (Pearson's chi-quadrate=40,207, p-value=0,000). The data 
on compliance with workplace ergonomics requirements are presented in Table 5. 
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Table 5. Distribution of respondents’ answers to the question “What recommendations 
for working with a monitor screen do you follow?”. (% of respondents in the group)

Ergonomic requirements Students online 
volunteer

Students non-on-
line volunteer

I place the monitor screen at a distance of at 
least 50 cm from my face 61 46

I take breaks from working on the computer 55 55

I set the brightness of the monitor screen so 
that it is not maximum 53 48

I regularly ventilate the room where I work at 
the computer 52 48

In the dark, I work under diffused artificial 
lighting 44 39

I watch my posture and don't slouch 38 33

I use a computer chair 29 28

Ergonomic requirements Students online 
volunteer

Students non-on-
line volunteer

I use special glasses to work on the monitor 18 11

Average number of practices per respondent 3,5 3,1

I don't follow any recommendations. 6 12

When analyzing the responses to the question about the time students spend 
in front of the monitor, no differences were found.

Physical activity

The level of physical activity was measured using a table question that included 
various types of activities: from everyday activities (walking, climbing stairs, etc.) 
to activities that require separate time (club activities, active games). The ordinal 
scale included five items: daily; 2–3 times a week; 1–2 times a month; less than 1–2 
times a month; never. For convenience, the scale was enlarged: the first three items 
were combined into the category “practices”, and the fourth and fifth – “does 
not practice”. The most common activities among online volunteers are walking 
(92% practice it, 41% of them daily) and climbing stairs (85%, 51% of them daily). 
The third most popular type of physical activity is sports club training, practiced 
by two-thirds of online volunteers. Differences in physical activity practices be-
tween online volunteers and other students are almost insignificant. Differences 
in involvement in active games and walks with animals are beyond the sampling 
error. (Pearson's chi-quadrate=22,202, p-value=0,000). The data are presented in 
Figure 4.  
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Figure 4. Summary data on respondents’ answers to the question “How often do you engage 
in physical activity?” (% of respondents in group)

Behavioral health risks

Online volunteer activities involve large amounts of information. In our research 
strategy, we considered information overload as the main factor causing risk situ-
ations in the study group. To determine the risks, we used the table question 
"When faced with information overload, do you turn to the following things...?" 
Respondents assessed the frequency of drinking coffee, smoking cigarettes, and 
having energy drinks on an ordinal scale: in most cases; in some cases; never. For 
analysis, the scale was enlarged according to the “agreement-negation” principle. 

According to the data obtained, online volunteers have significantly higher 
health risks in conditions of information overload. Almost every second online 
volunteer in such a situation has coffee2, every third one - cigarettes3 or energy 
drinks4. Despite the differences in percentages, statistically the differences in ener-
gy drink consumption are virtually insignificant. Figure 5 compares the proportion 
of online volunteers and other students who at least occasionally turn to coffee, 
cigarettes, and energy drinks when faced with information overload. 

2  Pearson's chi-quadrate=12,621, p-value=0,000. 
3  Pearson's chi-quadrate=7,081, p-value=0,008. 
4  Pearson's chi-quadrate=4,845, p-value=0,028. 
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Figure 5. Summary data on respondents' answers to the question: "When faced with informa-
tion overload, do you turn to the following things...?" (% of respondents in the group)

 

Discussion  

Online volunteers have a high resource capacity. We share the opinion of J. Ihm 
and M. Shumate, who believe that the high social potential of online volunteering 
requires new approaches to managing it (Ihm–Shumate 2022). Young online volun-
teers, due to their age, assess their health quite highly and use ergonomic principles 
in their activities as a healthcare tool. It should be noted that the students involved 
in online volunteering showed a high level of adherence to ergonomic standards, 
which are not always followed even by specialists whose work is directly related to 
information technology. Thus, a study by M. Jasmine and colleagues found a high 
prevalence of musculoskeletal problems among Indian software engineers, a low 
level of awareness of workplace ergonomics, and an extremely low prevalence of 
adherence to ergonomic principles. (Jasmine at al 2020). 

The results of our study showed that student youth include physical activ-
ity practices in their daily life. Thus, in general, it can be assumed that they im-
plement the health-saving principles proposed by the World Health Organization 
(WHO), according to which it is recommended for people aged 18 to 64 years 
to accumulate at least 150 minutes of moderate physical activity or 75 minutes 
of intense physical activity every week (World Health Organization 2010). Mod-
ern research convincingly proves the positive effects of physical education and 
sports: improved cognitive abilities and mental health/emotional state, increased 
life satisfaction, and better academic performance of students (Shaw et al 2007; 
Burton–Vanheest 2007; Mora et al. 2019). Despite high motivation for health care 
among student volunteers, researchers note difficulties in sports due to the lack of 
facilities (Ferreira Silva 2022). 
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This raises the issue of creating a special environment in the city, residential 
area, and university for additional physical activity as a way to maintain and de-
velop health. According to the study, online volunteers experience information 
overload, which they try to neutralize with coffee, cigarettes, or energy drinks. But 
it’s not just information overload that can be a health risk factor. For example, A. 
Rathbone and colleagues found that moderation of online mental health chats 
was emotionally draining because, without specialized medical knowledge, online 
volunteers found it impossible to help people in crisis (Rathbone et al. 2024). We 
believe that in such situations online volunteering is associated with behavioral 
risks in relation to health, and given that students combine educational, volunteer, 
and other activities, they need help and support. We consider this aspect of the 
problem to be relevant, since, as noted by S. Nyangiwe and colleagues, the lifestyle 
during university studies continues into adulthood (Nyangiwe et al. 2020). Hence, 
smoking, excessive consumption of coffee and energy drinks, coupled with physi-
cal inactivity and ignoring ergonomic rules when working with a computer/tablet 
can have negative consequences for health in the long term. 

Student youth, on the one hand, are already adults and can bear full responsi-
bility for their lives, health, lifestyle, work, and rest regime. On the other hand, they 
have little experience and need more serious support and advice when choosing 
their activities. In our opinion, the obtained data destroys the myth about the ease 
of this activity. Online volunteering is not associated with physical work or interac-
tion with complex groups of the population, but intensive intellectual activity is 
no less difficult. 

Conclusions  

Our study contributes to the conceptual framework of online volunteering 
(Mahmoudi–Saberi 2023; Ackermann–Manatschal 2018; Urrea–Yoo 2023). The re-
sults of the study allowed us to come to the following conclusions. As digital tech-
nologies have expanded into all spheres of human life, the movement of online 
volunteers, whose activities partially or completely take place on the Internet, has 
evolved. The development of online volunteering is important both for society as 
a whole, contributing to the creation of civil society and the formation of socially 
responsible individuals and groups, and for the volunteers themselves, promoting 
self-realization, acquiring new knowledge, and affirming social significance and 
usefulness. In this regard, it seems important to address the issues of self-rated 
health of online volunteers and practices for its improvement. 

Our research shows that only half of the respondents assess their health as 
good, while the majority of respondents take care of it. Since the activities of 
online volunteers are associated with working on a computer/tablet, care for it is 
manifested in following ergonomic requirements and including physical activity in 
the lifestyle. 



Civil Szemle 2025/3.50

At the same time, the survey materials showed that, when faced with informa-
tion overload, online volunteers, compared to students not involved in online help-
ing behavior practices, more often turn to coffee, cigarettes, and energy drinks. 

Our results can be used to determine criteria for assessing the work of on-
line volunteers and to develop new strategies for preserving their health. Shift-
ing focus from computer hygiene to the prevention of mental stress associated 
with information overload is the main objective. In this regard, it is necessary to 
organize mobile health care services at universities, which can help student vol-
unteers cope with difficulties when providing help on the Internet. Moreover, the 
presented results are useful for developing a new approach to managing online 
volunteers, taking into account intellectual and information overload, their lifestyle, 
and healthcare practices.   
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