Journal of Infection and Public Health 14 (2021) 1-5

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect

Journal of Infection

and Public Health

Journal of Infection and Public Health

journal homepage: http://www.elsevier.com/locate/jiph

Time, love and tenderness: Doctors’ online volunteering in Health
Virtual Community searching for work-family balance

Check for
updates

Shafiz Affendi Mohd Yusof?*, Norzaila Mohd Noor®, Nafishah Othman¢

2 Faculty of Engineering and Information Sciences, University of Wollongong in Dubai, Dubai, United Arab Emirates
b Kulliyyah of Muamalat and Management Science, Universiti Sultan Abdul Halim Mu’adzam Shah, Kedah, Malaysia
¢ College Art Sciences, Universiti Utara Malaysia, Kedah, Malaysia

ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Article history:

Received 12 December 2018

Received in revised form 2 September 2019
Accepted 24 November 2020

Background: This study will explore and understand the experience of doctors volunteering online in
managing the boundaries between work and family in health virtual communities (HVC).
Methodology: A qualitative case study approach was used to explore and understand how doctors volun-
teering online balances between work and family in a Health Virtual Community called DoktorBudak.com
(DB). Atotal of seventeen (17) doctors were interviewed using either face-to-face, Skype, phone interview
or through email.
Results: The results of this study suggested that doctors perceived the physical border at their workplace
as less permeable though the ICT has freed them from the restriction to perform other non-related work
(such as online volunteering (OV) works) during working hours. In addition, doctors OV use ICTs to
perform work at home or during working hours, they perceive their work and family borders as flexible.
Furthermore, the doctors used different strategies when it came to blending, whether to segment or
integrate their work and family domains.
Conclusion: This study has defined issues on work-family balance and OV. Most importantly this study had
discussed the conceptual framework of work-family balance focusing on doctors volunteering online and
how they have incorporated ICTs such as Internet technology to negotiate the work-family boundaries,
which are permeable, flexible and blending.

© 2020 Published by Elsevier Ltd on behalf of King Saud Bin Abdulaziz University for Health Sciences.
This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-

nc-nd/4.0/).
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Introduction

The widespread use of information and communication tech-
nologies (ICT) has been both praise and criticize for impacting the
work and family balance and its boundaries. On one hand, the tech-
nology use may increase individuals’ ability to coordinate the work
and family roles such as a working parent caring for a sick child at
home while at the same time working through the use of tech-
nology. On the other hand, the prevalent use of ICT in a broad
range of life aspect inherently creates blurring boundaries between
work and family domains [1,2]. Obviously, online volunteers used
ICT such as technological platforms (e.g. the Internet access) and
devices (e.g. smartphones, computers, tablets) to perform work
purposes as well as non-work purposes such as OV activities. Thus,
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OV work which permits doctors to perform their tasks everywhere
anywhere with the support of ICT, has altered the way individuals
manage the borders between work and family domain in order to
achieve a balance.

In the following sections, the literature review is included, fol-
lowed by the research methodology, and lastly the discussions and
conclusions of the research is presented.

Literature review
Volunteering among doctors

The reasons and motivations people volunteer is a well-
researched topic [3]. Psychologist and sociologist have addressed
studies on the reasons individual choose to participate in voluntary
work most extensively. From psychology viewpoint [4], recognizes
that an individual volunteer in order to satisfy some needs or
desires. Clary et al. used the volunteer functions inventory (VFI)
scale to classify six personal and social functions as the motives that
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influence individual to engage in volunteerism, which include val-
ues (altruistic and humanitarian concern for others), understanding
(acquisition of knowledge, skills), enhancement (personal growth,
self-esteem and psychological development), social (strengthen-
ing relationship with others), protective (reducing negative feelings
and problem solving) and career (professional experience). The dif-
ferent motives indicate that individuals are doing similar activity
(e.g.sharing advice and knowledge to patients for free) but with dif-
ferent psychological functions. Meanwhile, sociologist highlighted
that individuals decide to engage as volunteers when they have
the resources in place and influenced by structural factors such
as social, economic, policy, and organizational environments [3].
Besides, it is argued that individual from higher socio-economic
groups are more likely to become volunteers.

In traditional healthcare setting, doctor often volunteers for
humanitarian projects and they have their own explanations to do
so.Some of the doctors engaged in volunteerism for society’s expec-
tation, and some are driven by their own personal values. However,
it is not clear whether or not the motives doctors volunteer in
face-to-face healthcare environment have the same explanations
compared to those who volunteers through virtual communities.
Particularly, there is limited evidence that suggest online vol-
unteers are driven by similar reasons to traditional volunteers.
Furthermore, studies on how online volunteered doctors maintain
a life balance between work and family still remains unanswered,
thus warrants further research.

Online volunteering (OV)

The rise of the Internet technology has changed the world in
unpredictable ways. Technological and social networking has cre-
ated a new form of volunteerism, called OV. There is no general
consensus on the definition of OV [6,7]. Various terms have been
used to refer to OV. They include virtual volunteering, digital vol-
unteering, micro-volunteering, cyber service, and crowdsourcing.
The variations of terms arise as they represent the same concept,
such as doing work away from the work site, using the Internet
as the medium, formal or informal involvement as workers, volun-
teers or consultants, and whether the tasks involved are short-term
or long-term. In general, the different terms connote that the
tasks done are voluntary and with no expectation of monetary
rewards.

Researchers use the term ‘OV’ in this research as proposed by [8].
They defined OV as any volunteers tasks that are completed off-site
from the organization, in whole or in part, through the Internet at
home, work or public access through a mission-based organiza-
tion (non-profit, civil society etc.). From this definition, there are
some OV tasks that can be done entirely online while there may
be some tasks that can be implemented in a mixture of online and
offline.

A few studies related to OV have solely focused on the
motivation [9,10], potential [11-14], implications [6,15,3], user
participation [16,17], online volunteerism impact [18] and
social media usage in OV [6,19]. To the researchers’ knowl-
edge, less research have focused on OV particularly related to
doctor.

One of the potential drawbacks of volunteering in general and
of OV, in particular, is the inability of online volunteers to effec-
tively manage their time well at home or at work. As doing OV tasks
means that individuals may be removed from the traditional spatial
and temporal boundaries of work or family [20], the activity may
blur the boundaries between the domains and become challenges
toward developing workplace behavior [21].
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Work and family balance

Work-family balance is associated with an equilibrium or an
overall sense of harmony in various life domains [22], such as work
and non-work. Voydanoff [23] defined that work-family balance
can be achieved when work and family resources are adequate to
meet work and family demands, so the participation of individuals
is effective in both domains. The demands and resources in the work
or family domains may affect the quality of the other domains. On
the other hand [24], suggested work-family balance as living a bal-
anced life as “achieving satisfying experiences in all life domains;
and to do so requires personal resources such as energy, time, and
commitment to be well distributed across domains” (p. 80).

In summary, the above definitions provide an essential under-
standing of work-family balance, suggesting that both work and
family roles may impact one another. However, as work-family bal-
ance is a complex experience, no consensus has been reached as to
what it means exactly [25]. They [25] claimed that work-family
balance should be viewed as an “accomplishment of role-related
expectations that are negotiated and shared between an individ-
ual and his or her role-related partners in the work and family
domains” (p. 458).

Hence, work-family balance in this study refers to the extent
to which individuals having good functioning control over where,
when and how they work and volunteers online by meeting the
competing demand of both work and family domains. So, work-
family balance is achieved when individual is able to reach a
satisfactory level of involvement between the multiple roles.

Methodology
Case Study: DoktorBudak.cOm (DB)

This study used a case study to explore the experience of doc-
tors volunteering online in one of the most appealing and unique
Health Virtual Community (HVC) in Malaysia; DoktorBudak.com
(DB). A case study using a qualitative approach was used to gen-
erate an in-depth understanding of the experiences of online
volunteers of doctors in managing the border between work and
family. This health virtual community aims at aiding parents and
sharing knowledge with them by creating an online channel to
respond to children’s health-related issues. The members of the
community are volunteers of pediatricians and pediatric-related
specialists who work in the government and private hospitals all
over Malaysia.

DoktorBudak online volunteers offer potential solution to some
problems in the health system in Malaysia, such as the inadequate
number of health promotion workforce, lack of supportive environ-
ment, and the unwillingness of the community to take ownership
of health issues [26].

Data collection and analysis

In this study, three different sources of data were used. Inter-
views were the main source of data collection. Other data sources
were collected from document reviews and observing messages
from social media tools. The primary technique of collecting data
in this study was face-to-face interviewing, in particular semi-
structured interviewing. In addition, the interviews were also
conducted using Skype, telephone and email. The doctors were
recruited based on a purposive and snowball sampling technique.

Overall, the researchers managed to interview seventeen (17)
respondents between February 2017 and December 2017. For
the purpose of data collection, firstly, the head of the researcher
conducted a brief discussion with the co-founder of the DoktorBu-
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dak HVC by phone before the main interview. This pre-interview
with the co-founder was arranged to identify the readiness of
the respondents to participate, studying the sample selection cri-
teria and explaining the purposes for conducting the study to
them.

All data were analyzed through interpretive data analysis
method. This technique allowed the researchers to study the data
(text or language) and reflect on the content to find out some-
thing important or arranged the data into ‘thematic’ responses
[27]. Via transcriptions of the data, the hermeneutic technique was
employed at the fundamental level (the data level) whereby the
researcher coded for themes within and across the data collected
from the interviews, document reviews, and messages from a social
media platform. Qualitative text analysis software, Atlas.ti 8.0 was
used to facilitate the organization of the transcripts and the cod-
ing process where the unit of analysis were either a sentence or
paragraph.

Results

Researchers sought to discover how doctors volunteering online
managed and negotiated the borders between work and family
in order to attain balance and the characteristics of the bor-
der in work-family domain, which is permeability, flexibility, and
blending.

Permeability

According to Clark [28], border permeability refers to the
degree to which a border allows physical, temporal or psycho-
logical aspects of one role or domain to enter another. In terms
of physical permeability, most of the respondents (82%, 14 of 17)
commented that OV activities take place after traditional working
hours in a non-dedicated space at home. One respondent for exam-
ple explained that she did her OV at home and do not allocate any
space at home for her to engage with her OV works:

“Usually I do it on a table, but I don’t have specific room for that”

Furthermore, most of the respondents (59% or 10 out of 17)
expressed that it would be difficult for them to perform the OV
work at the workplace environment as the job demand their con-
centration, even though the OV works did not take much of their
time. For instance, a 43 years old pediatrician found it challenging
to perform his OV works at the workplace:

“I hardly do it while at work as it will be extremely difficult”

In terms of psychological permeability, most of the respondents
(65%) commented that they are able to take care of their work activ-
ities while thinking about other things like running errands, family
matters or unfinished OV tasks. One respondent stated that it is not
a big issue for her to handle work in the hospital and think of other
matter unless something like family issues that diverted her focus.
She commented:

“Erm...yes I can. I don’t think I have faced any problems. It’s just
sometimes, family wise, if there’s someone sick, then I get distracted.
But usually I'm ok with it”.

However, a minority of respondents (35%) indicated that it
would be impossible for them to even think about other things
while at work because it may affect their focus on work. One
respondent commented:

“It may affect our quality of work, erm ... I'm still thinking but the
focus is more towards work”
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Flexibility

Flexibility is the degree that the spatial and temporal bound-
aries are pliable. More flexible boundaries permit roles to be
performed in a various settings (e.g., a remote worker) and at
different times (e.g., a family-run business), whereas less flexible
boundaries restrict when and where a role may be performed (e.g.,
doctors within a hospital setting).

The respondents were asked to describe their job. Here, the
researcher tried to assess the actual place that work, family and OV
activities were conducted. Over half of those interviewed described
in details that their work required them to be in the hospital
physically (e.g. consulting room, ward, doctor’s office) within their
official working hours, involving examining patients in the wards,
conducting ward rounds, seeing patient in the clinic, and per-
forming management tasks. One respondent from private practice
described her daily day as flexible yet exhausting and demanding:

“. .. my work schedule is quite flexible at the moment, because I'm
not working like 9 to 5. Like today my clinic is in the evening ...
So, in the morning after I see patients at ward, then I go back home.
Then, in the evening I started my clinic, so it’s quite flexible. It’s just
can be tiring as well. . .”

In addition, the on-call system (active-call) also requires the
respondents to stay in hospital for at least 24 h until the ‘active-call’
ended. The jobs and the system in the hospital can be challeng-
ing and exhausting especially when respondent is working in a
short-handed department, as pointed out by one respondent

“I cannot completely switch off when I am on standby call which is
on most days of the month, at least 27 days a month in a 30-day
month”.

Even though the job does not allow much flexibility in terms
of being present in the hospital, somehow the respondents still are
able torespond to other emergency cases (e.g. sick family members,
attending to children activities at school) with the permission and
consideration from the head department.

Blending

Blending occurs when both high degree of flexibility and per-
meability is present around the borders [28]. In other words, the
borders of the domains are mixing up. In this part, respondents
were asked “Would you generally say that having to deal with
family and personal-related matters such as OV has been a prob-
lem for you with this job, in particular?” Of the 17 respondents, 14
reported that engagement in multiple roles such as doctor, parent,
spouse and online volunteers member provide respondents with a
great deal of decision about how they want to construct the roles.
Respondents adopt their own life structure to manage the multiple
roles engaged. For example, a male respondent described the OV
work as just another part of responsibilities in his life that can be
managed when he said:

“No, it does not give any problems to me, since OV is flexible and
does not tie me up. . .I can do my OV works after work hours and it
does not involve my work time”

A female respondent with five children also were able to juggle
all roles well given that she has to maintain the roles wisely. She
expressed her feeling as:

“Not exactly, but I must divide it wisely, so not really a problem for

”

me

The mobile technology facilitated to lead the separation and
combination of multiple roles. Many of the respondents (76%) used
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the technologies, be it devices or applications as a way of creating
boundaries between home and work as it can help them in coor-
dinating schedules and juggle all things at the same time. As an
example, one of the respondents discussed how his work-family
arrangement maintains well with the aid of the technologies while
performing the OV activities. He explained:

“A smart phone with social applications is a great help in getting me
doing my OV works. It influences me a lot, but it does not interfere
with my personal interactions with my work and family”.

Discussions and conclusions

With the advent of the ICT such as smartphones and wireless
Internet, permeability of the work and family boundaries for doc-
tors volunteering online has increased as work or family is no longer
restricted to any particular areas (physical) or times (temporal).
Even though the ICT helps them to make their physical, temporal
or psychological permeations particularly as OV easier, however
this permeability is sometimes viewed as distraction or interfer-
ence especially when respondents are at the workplace because
they have little control over the placement of work and non-work
boundaries.

The results of this study suggested that doctors perceived the
physical border at their workplace as less permeable though the ICT
has freed them from the restriction to perform other non-related
work (such as OV works) during working hours. The challenging
characteristics of medical work such as being actively involved with
patients, being on-call and long irregular working hours, however,
has imposed space limitations for other matters (e.g. OV works,
children events) to enter into their workplace.

On the contrary, when doctors were at home, they perceived
their work-family borders as permeable because they can deliber-
ately choose where and when they want to perform their OV works
primarily through the support of ICTs devices (e.g. smartphones,
tablets). This finding confirmed the study of [29], which showed
that the technology which has entrenched individual’s life may
influence the boundary permeability of the work and non-work
activities to be done in the home domain.

The results showed that when doctors volunteering online use
ICTs to perform OV work at home or during working hours, they
perceive their work and family borders as flexible. This stressed the
contradictory role of ICTs as it forms new potentials for autonomy
and invasion. The results also suggested that low flexibility and high
permeability of work/family borders, rather than ICT use at home,
had much stronger influences on increasing work-family conflict
and techno stress (especially techno-invasion).

In terms of temporal flexibility at work, doctors stated that the
having flexible work hours did not secure their time with family
because the high demand and expectation of the work surpassed
other responsibilities. For most doctors, family times and OV work
has to be adjusted around the work schedule. The respondents
explained that the OV works were performed at different domains,
at workplace (e.g. in-between break hour), in the home domain or
after office hours (e.g. while driving back home, over the weekend).

In this study, the doctors used different strategies when it came
to blending, whether to segment or integrate their work and family
domains. Blending ensures that the area around the presupposed
border is no longer exclusive of one domain or the other but it
blends both work and family, creating a borderland, which cannot
be exclusively called either domain. Blending also occurs when a
person uses their personal or family experience in their work or
uses their work experience to enrich their home and can lead to
integration or a sense of wholeness. Most of the doctors were more
satisfied when they integrate and combine their work-family lives
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such as, when they could use their flexible working hours to arrange
family activities.

In conclusion, this study have found issues on work-family
balance and OV. Most importantly this study had used a concep-
tual framework to understand how the embracement of ICTs such
as Internet technology for volunteering affects the negotiation of
work-family boundaries and how doctors volunteering online bal-
ance their work-family balance which are permeable, flexible and
blending.
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