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Abstract Within the rich literature on volunteering, the

topic of volunteer–user interaction and the mechanisms

causing or mitigating inequality in this interaction remain

understudied. Moreover, knowledge on how digitalization

affects voluntary interaction is scarce. Based on a quali-

tative study of a Danish organization that offers virtual

voluntary tutoring, this paper shows how technological and

formal aspects of the organizational context may mitigate

the risk of volunteers engaging in paternalistic, intimacy-

seeking behaviour. First, reliance on information and

communications technology (ICT) and managerial logics

sustains a bounded form of interaction in which solving a

problem is the focal point, while access to personal back-

ground information is limited. Second, the organizational

design suspends sociability as a criterion for differential

treatment of users. Third, anonymous mediated interaction

enables temporal and audio–visual asymmetry, allowing

users to perform ‘digitally sustained impression

management’.

Keywords Third sector organizations � Virtual

volunteering � ICT � Hybridization � Materiality

Introduction

Voluntary social work, defined as unremunerated efforts by

volunteers in response to a social problem or need, has

become a prominent ingredient in the ‘new welfare mix’

(Hustinx, 2010) across welfare states. Central to the

political and public appraisal of voluntary social work are

the democratic, innovative, and interpersonal qualities

routinely associated with the interaction between volun-

teers and beneficiaries (Eliasoph, 2011; Evers & von Essen,

2019). Whereas volunteering en bloc is said to generate

societal cohesion and generalized trust (Putnam, 2000),

interaction between volunteers and beneficiaries is expec-

ted to represent an egalitarian and authentic form of

sociality, free of bureaucratic regulation and paternalistic

authority (Eliasoph, 2009; la Cour, 2019; Villadsen, 2008).

Given the multiple political and public hopes centred on

the interaction between beneficiaries and volunteers,

research into this form of sociality is surprisingly scarce.

Compared to the rich literature on volunteering in gen-

eral (Ma & Konrath, 2018) and the wealth of publications

theorizing and documenting inequality in regard to access

to volunteering (Ma & Konrath, 2018; Wilson & Musick,

1997), the topic of inequality between volunteers and

beneficiaries has been neglected. Moreover, existing

research provides limited empirical support for the popular

belief that such interaction should be particularly egali-

tarian. On the contrary, scholars find that ‘philanthropic

paternalism’ (Salamon & Anheier, 1998) is common in

voluntary social work, as the helping often takes place

according to the volunteers’ schedules, moral aspirations,

and pursuit of authentic and intimate relations with bene-

ficiaries (Carlsen, Doerr, and Toubøl 2020, Conran, 2011;

Eliasoph, 2011; Villadsen, 2008). These studies, however,

represent a tiny area in the vast landscape of third sector
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research (Ma & Konrath, 2018), leaving underexplored the

topic of how intra-organizational and interpersonal

dynamics enable or mitigate inequality. Related to this

knowledge gap, the question of how digitalization impacts

voluntary interaction remains understudied. With

notable exceptions (presented below), scholars occupied

with voluntary work and interaction have concentrated on

face-to-face sociality (Conran, 2011; Eliasoph, 2011; la

Cour, 2019; Quinn & Tomczak, 2021; Villadsen, 2008).

While the digitalization of organizations in the private and

public sectors has been subject to vigorous academic dis-

cussion (Plesner & Husted, 2020), questions such as how

digitalization affects voluntary organizing and inequality in

volunteering remain underexplored.

Focusing on an organization in Denmark that provides

virtual voluntary tutoring, this paper contributes knowledge

on intra-organizational dynamics of inequality in digital-

ized voluntary interaction by investigating the following

question:

How is inequality between volunteers and users sus-

tained or mitigated by the formal and techno-material

aspects of the organizational context?

Based on 18 months of fieldwork, in-depth interviews,

and focus groups with volunteers and staff members, this

paper shows how organizational reliance on information

and communications technology (ICT) in interplay with a

pronounced orientation towards managerial logics miti-

gates the risk of inequality in interaction between volun-

teers and beneficiaries.

After briefly reviewing the existing literature on

inequality in face-to-face and digital interaction between

volunteers and beneficiaries, the theoretical framework is

presented. Then, the details of the case study and methods

are described, after which the analysis is laid out in three

parts. The paper concludes by summarizing the findings

and discussing their academic and practical implications.

The Pursuit of Intimacy and the Production
of Inequality in Voluntary Social Work

As la Cour remarks, the ‘myth of authenticity’ (2019) that

envisions voluntary social work as the antithesis to pater-

nalistic and bureaucratic professional social work has

captivated the minds of many politicians, managers, and

volunteers. Across geographical contexts and fields of

voluntary work targeting at-risk populations, scholars

observe how building authentic, intimate relationships with

beneficiaries constitutes a key motivational factor for vol-

unteers. In the US context, Eliasoph documented how

volunteers at homework cafés were motivated by the

opportunity to ‘become intimate quickly’ with at-risk users

and gain an ‘inspiring, emotionally and morally

transformative and fulfilling experience’ (2011, p. 117).

Among volunteer tourists in the Global South, Conran

observed how volunteers especially valued the ‘intimate

embodied experiences’ in which they ‘got to know the

native population as they really were’ (2011, p. 1460).

Moreover, volunteer managers across different countries

encourage the pursuit of intimate relationships with bene-

ficiaries and instruct volunteers to act like ‘beloved aunties’

(Eliasoph, 2011, p. 11), develop a ‘family-like intimacy’

(Eliasoph, 2009, p. 301), or become like ‘an uncle’ (la

Cour, 2019, p. 7). Coordinators of volunteer tourists rec-

ognize that the experience of ‘feeling their heartbeat’ is

important to volunteers (Conran, 2011, p. 1461), and

managers of shelters for the homeless perceive ‘close and

trustful relationships’ between volunteers and users as

being key to successful rehabilitation (Villadsen, 2008,

p. 183).

Regarding the important matter of inequality in volun-

teering, another transversal finding is, however, that the

pursuit of interpersonal intimacy has a dark side. At the

homework cafés, Eliasoph noted how the episodic

engagement of ‘plug-in volunteers’, combined with the

desire of these volunteers to build ‘morally transformative’

relationships with beneficiaries, had a ‘disastrous effect’

(2011, p. 118). When the task of helping became too dif-

ficult due to the volunteers’ busy schedules, they would

initiate conversations about the private lives of the young

beneficiaries. However, such intimate conversations proved

to be awkward, as the privileged volunteers had difficulty

relating to the beneficiaries’ life worlds. Instead of getting

help, users shared personal background information with a

volunteer who typically left within a few months. In their

quest for intimate, egalitarian, and authentic sociality,

volunteers thus inadvertently end up reproducing the

structural dynamics of inequality, as the interaction takes

place mainly on their terms and according to their sched-

ules and aspirations for morally transformative experi-

ences. Similarly, Conran concluded that ‘the overwhelming

focus on intimacy in volunteer tourism overshadows the

structural inequality that volunteer tourism seeks to

address’ (2011, p. 1467). Such findings corroborate the

general concern regarding ‘philanthropic paternalism’

(Salamon & Anheier, 1998), which denotes the phe-

nomenon in which resourceful volunteers engage in help-

ing on terms that they define. However, as recent studies on

interpersonal inequality in volunteering have focused on

face-to-face interaction, it remains unclear whether virtual

volunteering involves a similar risk of paternalistic inti-

macy-seeking.

To be sure, ICT has long been on the radar of third

sector scholars, and studies abound on how many-to-many

communication enables new ways of connecting, mobi-

lizing, recruiting, and managing civically engaged people
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(Amichai-Hamburger, 2008; Bennett & Segerberg, 2012;

Bernholz, 2017; Brainard & Brinkerhoff, 2004; Eimhjellen,

2019; Piatak et al. 2019). The phenomenon of virtual

volunteering, however, is more recent (Ihm, 2017), and

while the COVID-19 pandemic triggered a host of virtual

volunteering initiatives (Carlsen, Toubøl, and Brincker

2020), the field of online volunteer research remains in its

infancy (Eimhjellen, 2019). At present, the literature is

dominated by descriptive and exploratory studies that

demarcate and map the field (Ackermann and Manatschal

2018; Mukherjee, 2011), supply advice to managers of

virtual volunteers (Cravens, 2000; Dhebar & Stokes, 2008),

or map the motivations and characteristics of volunteers

(Eimhjellen, 2019). Consequently, questions such as how

ICT impacts intra-organizational sensemaking and

inequality in voluntary interaction demand further exami-

nation (Carlsen, Doerr, and Toubøl 2020). To this end,

organization scholars caution against the fallacy of tech-

nological determinism (Plesner & Husted, 2020), by which

digital technologies, impervious to the context in which

they are deployed, are expected to produce certain out-

comes. Thus, while the digitalization of work in the public

and private sectors has been observed to sustain the

supervision, effectivization, and evaluation of work (Or-

likowski & Scott, 2016; Plesner & Husted, 2020), the

ramifications of ICT on voluntary interaction deserve to be

explored with an approach that takes account of organi-

zational contingency. The theoretical framework presented

next is designed to grasp digital voluntary interaction in

interdependency with the organizational and institutional

context.

Theorizing Digital Interaction in Context

Regarding the act of volunteering, Hustinx et al. remarked

how ‘it is imperative to situate these micro-level attributes

in the broader social, structural and cultural context of

volunteering’ (2010, p. 75). The importance of a multi-

level approach that appreciates interpersonal interaction as

embedded in organizational and institutional structures is

transferable to research on virtual voluntary interaction. As

scholars in this field argue, the implementation and

everyday use of ICT depends in part on the organizational

culture and orientation (Eimhjellen, 2014), the ‘embodied

presence’ and material settings of those involved (Gotved,

2006; Knorr-Cetina & Bruegger, 2002, p. 923), and the

temporal structures that connect interactants (Hernes &

Schultz, 2020; Knorr-Cetina & Bruegger, 2002).

To explore inequality in relation to volunteer–user

interaction and understand how the integration of ICT is

interdependent with trends in the organizational and insti-

tutional environment, the analytic framework includes an

interactionist development of the institutional logics per-

spective (ILP). The ILP, as developed by Friedland and

Alford (1991), suggests that organizations respond to

dominant logics in their institutional environment by

integrating certain goals and considering certain manage-

rial techniques and interactional norms as legitimate.

Building on this insight, Hallett and Ventresca (2006)

argue that the external orientation is modified internally, as

the institutional logics are subject to intra-organizational

interaction and sensemaking among organizational inhab-

itants. Accordingly, the following analysis perceives of

volunteer–user interaction as embedded in an organiza-

tional context, which, in turn, is responsive to an institu-

tional environment that promotes certain modes of

organizing.

Regarding the matter of how the technological and

material aspects (techno-material aspects below) of the

organizational context affect interaction, the ILP remains a

valuable yet insufficiently explored framework. In their

foundational text, Friedland and Alford do point to a

dialectic interplay between the ideational and material

aspects of institutional logics (1991, p. 248). However, as

Jones et al. (2013) conclude in a recent review, the vast

majority of studies employing the ILP merely mobilize the

ideational aspects of organizing without addressing the

matter of materiality. Given that organizations are ‘multi-

modal achievements’ (Jones et al. 2017, p. 638) embedded

in and sustained by formal, physical, and technological

structures, it is crucial to appreciate ‘how matter matters’ in

organization studies (Carlile et al. 2013). The analysis

presented next seeks to revive the notion of a dialectic

interplay between the material and ideational or formal

aspect of institutional logics by considering how organi-

zational interaction and sensemaking is enabled and con-

strained by both formal and techno-material spaces and

boundaries.

In addition to the institutional logics perspective,

selected concepts from Goffman’s (1959, 1967) formal

sociological studies are employed to discuss the interper-

sonal dynamics between volunteers and beneficiaries.

Although the Goffmanian concepts relate to face-to-face

co-presence, micro-sociological concepts have previously

proven fruitful for understanding interpersonal face-to-

screen interaction (Knorr-Cetina & Bruegger, 2002).

In the analysis, this theoretical bricolage serves as a

multi-focal lens that is sensitive to the dynamics of

inequality in interpersonal digital interaction yet mindful of

the organizational and institutional contexts informing,

enabling, and restraining such interaction.
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The Case Study of Project Virtual Tutoring

The following analysis is based on data from an 18-month,

in-depth single case study of project virtual tutoring (PVT).

PVT was launched in 2010 by employees at a public library

in a large Danish city to establish a digital, anonymous,

flexible, and voluntary tutoring option for boys with

immigrant backgrounds from socially disadvantaged areas.

This group was targeted because of their high dropout rates

and lack of interest in physical homework cafés, which was

attributed to the physical presence requirement. PVT was

funded by short-term state grants, contingent on PVT’s

meeting several performance goals and providing quarterly

progress reports to a steering committee. In response to

these demands and thanks to persistent efforts by PVT’s

entrepreneurial CEO, the number of call centres increased

from one to five over a four-year period, while the number

of volunteers more than doubled from 70 to 150, along with

more users, more homework sessions, and expanded

opening hours. PVT also formed a strategic partnership

with a private ICT company that provided expertise and

corporate volunteers in exchange for a seat on the steering

committee.

The virtual tutoring was provided by students and cor-

porate volunteers, all of mainly long-term Danish ancestry.

The student volunteers sat together in call centres—rooms

separate from the daily operations of the library and

equipped with computers with integrated cameras and

headsets. The corporate volunteers conducted their virtual

tutoring from locales at their local company division that

were also equipped with computers and headsets. This

paper focuses on the interaction between student volunteers

and pupils, henceforth referred to as ‘users’ according to

PVT practice.

During a shift, student and corporate volunteers logged

in to the same virtual site created especially for PVT. The

tutoring site allowed for mediated (face-to-screen) inter-

actions through an integrated camera, talking using a

microphone, and/or writing by employing an integrated

chat module. To receive tutoring, users accessed the site

from a private computer and logged in with an anonymous

profile. Volunteers logged in with a profile showing their

real first name and the subjects they could help with. Based

on this information, volunteers and users were matched by

a so-called controller, a PVT staff member. On busy nights,

sessions were to last no more than 30 min, and the con-

troller notified volunteers who exceeded this limit. While it

was mandatory for volunteers to leave their camera on

during interactions, users could deselect both camera and

audio.

PVT was strategically selected (Flyvbjerg, 2006) as a

case that would provide in-depth information on how

inequality in volunteer–user interaction is produced or

mitigated by the techno-material and formal aspects of the

organizational context. The wider national context of the

study is Denmark, a Scandinavian welfare state considered

a world leader in digitalization (Eimhjellen, 2019). More-

over, tendencies towards competition, marketization, and

professionalization have been observed to be increasing

within the Danish third sector (Grubb and Henriksen

2019). While insights from the single case study of PVT

cannot be generalized in the statistical sense, they may

nevertheless serve as a point of departure for further studies

on how digitalization and increased competition in inter-

dependency affect intra-organizational sensemaking and

interaction in voluntary organizations.

Methods and Analytic Strategy

The findings presented next are based on a mixture of

qualitative data derived from 18 months of participant

observation, semi-structured interviews, focus groups, and

document analysis. To observe the patterns of verbal and

non-verbal communication across organizational settings

(Luhtakallio & Eliasoph, 2014), I conducted fieldwork

between 2013 and 2014 at three call centres across Den-

mark. I served as a virtual tutor, participated in training

courses, and attended social gatherings for volunteers.

Additionally, I attended seminars, launch events, and other

occasions where PVT presented itself to external audi-

ences. To gain insight into volunteers’ and staff members’

experiences of interacting within a digitalized organization,

I conducted semi-structured interviews with 13 volunteers

and 6 staff members and 3 focus groups with volunteers. A

total of 29 people were interviewed. Interviews lasted

between 45 and 60 min and were transcribed in their

entirety. Finally, analogue and digital organizational doc-

uments, such as project plans and newsletters, were

reviewed to scrutinize PVT’s internal and external story-

telling. The analytic themes presented in the sections below

were developed inductively through a process in which

central patterns identified during fieldwork served as the

basis for vertical and horizontal readings of field notes,

interview transcripts, and organizational documents to

assess their prevalence.

Analysis

As a prelude to the analysis of how volunteer–user inter-

action is shaped by the formal and techno-material spaces

and boundaries of PVT, the next section presents a portrait

of the institutional logics informing the work of PVT.

Approaching digital interaction through the institutional
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environment sustains the pursuit of avoiding technological

determinism when interpreting digital interactions.

Exploring the Hybrid Organization PVT

Across organizational documents, meetings with repre-

sentatives from the steering committee, launch events at

public libraries, and external storytelling on its official

homepage, PVT emerged as an organization oriented

towards several institutional logics. As with most third

sector organizations, PVT was thus an organizational

hybrid (Skelcher & Smith, 2015), responsive to competi-

tion and institutional turbulence in its environment. Like

any small entrepreneurial enterprise, PVT strove to create a

competitive advantage by cultivating a multi-stranded

organizational identity as being civic minded, socially

engaged, and efficient.

Aspirations to the civic logic came across in multiple

ways. A press release published when PVT won an award

for ‘best digitalized welfare project’ highlighted that it was

‘based on the engagement of young people as active digital

citizens and included civil society in innovative ways’. At

meetings with new partners, the CEO stressed how their

online service was unique because of the engagement of

volunteers. Moreover, the large share of satisfied users,

who were quoted on the PVT website, was routinely

attributed to the authentic personal engagement of the

volunteers. Highlighting the engagement of volunteers as

key to the unique service demonstrated how PVT was

conceived and nurtured by a political discourse that casts

volunteers as representatives of an authentic, egalitarian

sociality that benefits users. Moreover, emphasizing the

social commitment of volunteers resonated with the second

key aspiration of PVT: providing a voluntary service that

supplemented public education services by catering to

those falling behind in the established school system.

Finally, PVT aspired to present itself as an efficient,

user-oriented organization. This aim was reflected partic-

ularly well in a status report distributed to all stakeholders,

in which PVT management stated how it intended to

increase opening hours and double the number of weekly

sessions, volunteers, and user profiles over the following

two years. Regarding users and volunteers, the report stated

the following goals: ‘At least 75% [of users] are satisfied

with the help they receive. […] at least 75% [of volunteers]

experience overall satisfaction with their volunteer job’

(PVT status report). Pursuing user satisfaction benchmarks

and other quantifiable performance measures has tradi-

tionally been associated with organizations in the private

sector. In the current institutional environment, which is

characterized by competition over short-term funding,

voluntary organizations have been observed to act in an

increasingly ‘businesslike’ manner and to adapt so-called

managerial logics known from private, market-oriented

organizations (Maier et al. 2016; Shoham et al. 2006). In

adapting a service-minded responsiveness to the demands

of stakeholders and users, implementing managerial tech-

niques known from private corporations (Maier et al. 2016,

p. 70), and perpetually striving for growth, PVT did indeed

act ‘businesslike’.

While PVT thus responded to several institutional log-

ics, among which the market-inspired managerial logic

seemed most prominent, the important question in this

context is how these logics, in interdependency with ICT,

enabled and informed the interaction between users and

volunteers. To this end, spending time among the volun-

teers as a virtual tutor revealed several patterns. Notably, as

indicated by this paper’s title, it turned out that PVT’s

reliance on digital technologies in interdependency with its

orientation towards a managerial logic enabled an efficient,

task-focused, service-minded interaction with limited pos-

sibilities for the type of intimacy-seeking that motivates

volunteers and haunts scholars. The following three ana-

lytic sections each explore one facet of how this bounded

interaction was produced and how it impeded volunteers

from pursuing intimacy on the premises they established.

Avoiding the Background: Interaction Bounded

by Techno-material and Formal Boundaries

This first part of the analysis shows how techno-material,

formal, and temporal boundaries together enabled an

activity-centred form of interaction that allows both parties

to avoid the background of the other and, thus, intimacy.

The most obvious demarcation of a bounded interaction

between users and volunteers was techno-material. Due to

ICT, users could access the tutoring site from private

computers, while volunteers accessed the site using com-

puters in call centres. As the project leader explained

during an interview, this setup was a deliberate managerial

decision to limit potential experiences of stigmatization:

This way of providing a helping hand via an online

platform can be a way to meet them [users] on their

home turf, where they already spend a lot of time.

And it is an anonymous kind of help. It can be a huge

advantage that they don’t have to show up physically

in a homework cafe and ‘flash’ that they need help.

Virtual volunteering allowed users to avoid stigmatizing

gazes from peers and adult supervisors at physical home-

work cafés while also preventing face-to-face interaction

with volunteers. Although the volunteers had a general idea

of the category to which a user belonged (Lamont et al.

2014), the multiple visible cues that indicate socio-eco-

nomic status and other cultural affiliations in face-to-face

interaction (Goffman, 1959) were cloaked.
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Several formal and temporal boundaries contributed to

sustaining a fragmented interaction. Across national divi-

sions and local settings, PVT exposed a pronounced

fondness for formal guidelines that served to standardize

volunteer–user interactions and make them more efficient.

The first place where volunteers encountered these

demarcations was at the mandatory one-day introductory

course that all aspiring volunteers had to attend. In these

courses, the project leaders presented a number of guide-

lines for virtual interaction. One set of rules regarded the

role of the volunteers during virtual interaction:

Aspiring volunteers are instructed to meet the pupils

in an appreciative way, provide ‘help-to-self-help’,

and act and think positively about the users. This

positive attitude shall not, however, be confused with

the role of a ‘parent’ or other caretakers. On the

contrary, the course leader emphasizes, that the role

of the volunteer is strictly academic, limited to the

well-defined assignment that the user presents

(Fieldnotes, introductory course, PVT).

Far from providing instructions to act as ‘beloved aun-

ties’ (Eliasoph, 2011) or develop a ‘close and trustful

relationship’ with users (Villadsen, 2008), volunteers at

PVT were to engage in a positive but not overtly caring

way, focusing on the assignment rather the person pre-

senting it. As additional insurance against excessive emo-

tional and personal engagement, the formal boundaries

extended to the possible attitudes and topics volunteers

were to deal with:

The course leader talks about the possibility of get-

ting ‘unserious’ pupils on the line. They can be rude,

but they may also present the volunteers with per-

sonal problems such as grief or other topics unrelated

to homework. Such pupils should be advised to

consult websites specialized in the relevant issue

(Fieldnotes, introductory course, PVT).

The purpose of the interaction was to solve a specific task,

not build a personal relationship, and the formal and techno-

material boundaries worked together to achieve this end.

The temporal border further assisted in keeping the

interaction activity-focused and non-intimate. Volunteers

and users were repeatedly instructed to limit each session

to a maximum of 30–45 min, depending on the number of

users waiting. To sustain the temporal boundary, users

were instructed to select one well-defined task, while vol-

unteers were instructed to begin each session by setting a

realistic goal. These mutually sustaining instructions

allowed PVT to provide a large number of sessions per

shift, in accordance with their stakeholder agreements.

Volunteers, for their part, perceived of them as a tool that

sustained, rather than compromised, the overall mission of

providing a unique social service through appreciative

tutoring. As the volunteers explained, the temporal

boundary was established out of concern for users waiting

in line. Moreover, the boundary provided a legitimate

reason for ending a session that had gone awry, without

having to place any blame on the user.

Besides their concern for the users, the volunteers’

commitment to the time limit could be attributed to the

circumstance that a managerial logic which encouraged

time-efficient interaction was formally sustained both

through verbal and written guidelines and grounded

materially in the digital and physical spaces framing the

interaction (Jones et al. 2017). In all call centres, the digital

waiting line was projected onto the most visible wall in the

room, ensuring that the number of pupils in line, the time

they had been waiting, and who they were in session with

were visible to all volunteers. Aside from the blue light

from the quivering digital queue, no posters or other aes-

thetic artefacts competed for visual attention in the call

centres, which made inefficient procrastination feel like a

breach of a materially grounded norm of efficient volun-

teering. Moreover, the virtual platform on which the

tutoring was conducted was equipped with a small timer in

the top right corner of each screen that began counting

down at the beginning of a new session, allowing volun-

teers to monitor and discipline themselves to maintain a

focused and efficient interaction. As volunteers typically

participated in an episodic way and rarely spent time

interacting in a manner that would permit new volunteers

to learn from experienced ones, this material grounding of

the time-efficient norm enabled the transmission of cues

about the ‘organizational style’ (Eliasoph, 2011; xii) to new

volunteers, independent of personal interaction (Jones

et al., 2017). In interdependency, the formal and techno-

material aspects of PVT thus sustained the temporal

boundary and the ideal of keeping interactions efficient

while leaving the background out of sight, both literally

and cognitively.

As previous studies have shown that intimate relation-

ships with users is a key motivational factor for volunteers,

I was surprised to learn that the volunteers at PVT accep-

ted, even appreciated, the multiple boundaries that pre-

vented intimate relationships:

IP: I liked being how you were there, but physically

somewhere else than those whom you helped.

Int.: You liked that?

IP: Yes, because the commitment would be different

otherwise. I did not have to engage myself personally.

They did not have to know who I was and vice versa

[…]. The only thing they knew was that I wanted to

help them. I liked that distance. You were free from

personal information.
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Int: Okay… and you liked it that way?

IP: Yes, it made the communication easier with some

of these young people because they did not have to

make excuses for themselves or apologize for how

bad they really were. […]. I could meet them without

being prejudiced in any way. I think this is a huge

advantage for PVT as opposed to the physical tutor-

ing cafes. […] You could engage yourself during the

time you were in a session and put it behind you

afterwards. You did not have to take a personal story

home with you, and I did not want that either. […] I

sat safely behind my screen, and so did they.

Contrary to the volunteer tourists who were attracted by

the possibility of meeting natives at their own homes and

‘feeling their heartbeat’ (Conran, 2011), the PVT volun-

teers found the limited access to users’ backgrounds

appealing:

Int: So, what is your impression of those at the other

end… Is it something you think about?

IP: Well, in the concrete situation, I don’t think about

that at all. What kind of types… Not at all, and I think

it is because the assignment takes up all my focus.

Int: And you liked that, you said?

IP: Yes, I do because … It is not that I don’t like it the

other way, but I like this a lot because I think for

them and for me, the academic is in focus. It gets

things moving, I think.

The establishment of the role as a professional rather

than a caregiving, tutor and the time limit thus worked as

mutually reinforcing demarcations that ‘got things mov-

ing’. Users could not express problems beyond one par-

ticular assignment within 30 min, and those who did could

be politely redirected to the appropriate website.

In sum, the interplay between techno-material, formal,

and temporal boundaries produced an activity-centred

interaction that allowed both parties to avoid intimacy. In

light of studies on the dark side of intimacy-seeking

behaviour among volunteers, one could argue that the

multi-modal, interdependent boundaries served the noble

purpose of grounding an organizational norm of efficient,

impersonal interactions to the benefit of the users. In fact,

the organizational setup enabled both users and volunteers

to avoid intimacy and the potentially intolerable sensation

of intrusion when confronted with the familiar space of

another person (Breviglieri, 2009).

Avoiding Sociality: Suspending Sociability

as Criterion for Getting Help

As a result of an institutional environment characterized by

short-term funding and competition, PVT constantly

entered into partnerships with public and private organi-

zations to increase capacity and secure sustainable funding.

Consequently, a vast network of organizational subdivi-

sions developed, with ICT serving as a facilitating structure

for the complex intra-organizational coordination that PVT

required (Bernholz, 2017). The digital platform enabled

tutoring shifts to be covered by student volunteers in one

part of the country and by corporate volunteers in another.

Both groups could simultaneously access the tutoring site

while the controller supervised the digital interactions from

a distance. Moreover, because the task rather than the

personal relationship was the focus of the digital interac-

tion, volunteers could easily refer users to volunteers with

better qualifications. Users, for their part, were not stuck

with an incompetent volunteer, which was found to be the

case at American homework cafés where users were at the

mercy of the volunteers on a given day (Eliasoph, 2011).

Moreover, the integration of ICT, combined with the

marketized mindset of the management, allowed for longer

opening hours designed to meet the needs of both users and

volunteers.

A third way in which the organizational design assisted

in making the task-based interaction work to the benefit of

the users was the controller in charge of matching volun-

teers and users. A widely observed and criticized tendency

within social work and hybrid workfare programmes is a

phenomenon known as ‘creaming’, which refers to the

selection of clients with the most potential for progress

(Garrow & Hasenfeld, 2014). The creaming phenomenon

has also been observed in voluntary social work. In the case

of Danish homeless shelters, Villadsen (2008) noted that

managers used the sociability and extroverted behaviour of

users as subtle criteria for differential treatment, which

benefitted those showing the most signs of sociability. At

the physical homework cafés, volunteers would ‘run to get

seats next to participants who were easy to help’ while

avoiding those ‘hard to bond with’ (Eliasoph, 2011,

p. 117). At PVT, differential treatment based on physical

appearance, sociability, and other subjective preferences

was prevented by the controller, who matched users and

volunteers strictly according to academic and temporal

criteria. This intermediary function sustained an interaction

that placed the activity—not the personal relationship—at

the centre. The activity-focused relation was further sus-

tained by the ability of users to change their anonymous

profile name. During one session, several volunteers

complained about a user ‘being rude’, as he or she started

writing back in capital letters. As usual, the user interacted

exclusively through the chat function, but as one volunteer

explained, getting answers written in caps lock felt like

being yelled at symbolically. Serving as a tutor myself that

evening, I noted the alias of this user, secretly hoping that

we would not be matched. The next time I took a shift, I
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was matched with someone who used caps lock to ‘yell’,

but as the user went by another alias, it was impossible to

tell whether this was the same person or someone else.

Even the temptation to create positive or negative narra-

tives about anonymous users was thus hampered by the

ease with which they could change aliases.

Avoiding Loss of Face: Digitally Sustained

Impression Management

The third circumstance that limited intimacy-seeking

behaviour, mainly benefitting volunteers, was that users

preferred to communicate without the camera and sound.

While volunteers were obliged to leave their cameras on

unless otherwise agreed upon, surveys conducted by PVT

documented that the most common form of interaction was

chatting without a camera. As studies on mediated com-

munication have shown, meeting on a platform, face-to-

screen instead of face-to-face, limits the possibility of

expressing and exchanging ‘glances, gestures, positioning

and verbal statements’ (Licoppe & Morel, 2012, p. 399),

which Goffman defined as indispensable cues to perform-

ing the interaction ritual in face-to-face co-presence

(1967). In the case of PVT, the possibility of limiting

access to these cues was given exclusively to the users,

which created an asymmetrical audio–visual power balance

to the users’ advantage. Users could control the visual and

audible information they ‘gave off’ (Goffman, 1959, p. 2),

in addition to the information they deliberately communi-

cated over chat. With a slight ICT-based adaptation of the

Goffmanian inventory, it could be argued that users thus

conducted ‘digitally sustained impression management’

(Goffman, 1959, p. 208). Because of the asymmetrical

auditory and visual power balance, users could leave the

interaction temporarily, or permanently, without an

explanation.

Regarding face-to-face interaction and visual percep-

tion, Simmel once remarked: ‘By the same act that the

subject tries to acknowledge the object, it is already at the

mercy of the object. You cannot take with the eyes without

giving at the same time’ (1998 [1908], p. 75). The medi-

ated interaction at PVT challenged this basic rule of

reciprocity in visual perception. Because of the combina-

tion of mediated interaction and formal rules that legiti-

mated the deselection of sound and vision, it was, in fact,

quite possible for users to ‘take with their eyes’ while

refusing visual access to volunteers. This circumstance

arguably gave users an advantageous interactional position

during sessions. Allowing for this audio–visual imbalance

to the advantage of users sustained the notion of PVT as an

organization oriented towards a market-inspired manage-

rial logic that put the needs and favourable ‘reviews’ of

users first. Regarding inequality, it further shifted the

power dynamics towards the users. The interactional

asymmetry, however, frustrated the volunteers, who had to

fulfil the role of a service-minded, positive tutor without

verbal or visual response and without knowing what caused

slow or missing answers. While potentially equalizing the

power balance, the asymmetrical visual, temporal, and

auditory interaction thus seemed to work counter to the

organizational ambition of providing efficient tutoring.

Moreover, it created frustrations among one of the stake-

holder groups that PVT management valued: the volun-

teers. On the one hand, relying on ICT thus enabled PVT to

increase opening hours, reach more users, and frame an

activity-focused, efficient interaction. On the other hand,

the legitimate deselection of the camera and sound by users

hampered communication and, arguably, complicated

tutoring. Such organizational paradoxes are common in

hybrid organizations informed by multiple institutional

logics (Eliasoph, 2011; Skelcher & Smith, 2015) and

resolving them lies beyond the boundaries of this paper. In

the case of PVT, the central finding is that the combination

of ICT and the managerial logic mitigated inequality.

Conclusion and Avenues for Further Research

This paper contributes knowledge on the underexplored

topic of mediated volunteer–user interaction through an in-

depth case study that follows volunteers and users engaged

in online tutoring at PVT, a thoroughly digital organiza-

tion. The research question read as follows:

How is inequality between volunteers and users sus-

tained or mitigated by the formal and techno-material

aspects of the organizational context?

Based on fieldwork, interviews, and document analysis,

the findings indicate three ways in which reliance on ICT in

interdependence with a pronounced orientation towards a

managerial logic produce a bounded, time-efficient form of

interaction. First, the techno-material and formal bound-

aries together sustain a form of interaction that places the

focus on the activity, not personal relations and background

information. Second, the use of third-party matchmaking

and ICT as a facilitating structure prevents sociability from

being used as a criterion for the differential treatment of

users, thereby hampering creaming. Third, the anonymous

mediated interaction combined with a user-oriented orga-

nization enabled an audio–visual asymmetry that favoured

users, allowing them to perform digitally sustained

impression management. These three interconnected

organizational features mitigate the risk of intimacy-seek-

ing behaviour on unequal premises established by

volunteers.

In conjunction with the organizational reliance on ICT

and a marketized orientation towards user satisfaction,
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PVT enabled what we might call ‘volunteering on

demand’: digitally available volunteering tailored to the

schedules and demands of each user. When practicing

volunteering on demand, structurally defined categories

such as ‘resourceful volunteer’ and ‘at-risk beneficiary’ are

overlaid by the roles as ‘service-oriented tutor’ and ‘de-

manding service user’. Not only did the organizational

design thus mitigate the risk of volunteers seeking intimacy

instead of providing help, it also contributed to levelling

the structural inequality at the interpersonal level in

interaction.

While the single case study design proved useful for

providing an in-depth analysis of an underexplored phe-

nomenon (digital voluntary interaction), additional studies

based on complementary methodological designs are nee-

ded to challenge, substantiate, and extend the findings.

Below, I specify the contribution of the paper in regard to

digitalization and volunteering before suggesting three

ways in which future research could complement the lim-

itations of the present study while building on its theoret-

ical and empirical findings.

By reviving the notion of institutional logics as mate-

rially grounded (Jones et al. 2013) and showing how

organizational reliance on ICT and managerial logics

enable an efficient, user-oriented form of volunteering, this

paper contributes knowledge on the underexplored topic of

how ICT affects voluntary social work. Moreover, in

documenting the dialectic interplay between ICT and

organizational efficiency, the paper contributes to the cur-

rent academic debate on the mechanisms contributing to

the rationalization and hybridization of the third sector

(Henriksen et al. 2015; Hwang & Powell, 2009; Maier et al.

2016; Skelcher & Smith, 2015), in which ICT so far has

remained strangely absent in the line-up of usual suspects.

However, by focusing on inequality in volunteer–user

interaction, the paper has explored a mere fraction of the

vast array of topics at the intersection of ICT and voluntary

organizing. At least three topics deserve further attention.

First, the ethical, political, and practical perspectives of

digitalized programmes like PVT should be systematically

investigated. Whereas this analysis focused on how

boundaries mitigate the risk of intimacy-seeking behaviour

to the benefit of the users, an unsettling suspicion could be

that the possibility of avoiding intimacy primarily bene-

fitted the volunteers. From a safe distance, the volunteers

could experience the pleasure of altruism without excessive

personal engagement and without the risk of experiencing

‘long-term emotional weight’ and ‘burnout’ observed

among practitioners in the voluntary penal sector (Quinn &

Tomczak, 2021, p. 85). Perhaps PVT was, in fact, another

case of how middle-class volunteers define the premises of

interaction—only this time with the reverse objective: to

avoid intimacy instead of pursuing it. What if users needed

more care, time, and proximity? Such needs were excluded

by design at PVT, and exploring the experiences of the

users was beyond the scope of this paper. Further studies

on virtual volunteering should look into the ethical aspects

of mediated help and include user perspectives and

experiences.

Second, the fact that the background of the other, both

literally and cognitively, was out of sight during most

sessions could prevent volunteers from developing

curiosity and concern about the structural factors causing

the need for tutoring in the first place. The possibility of

avoiding intimacy may, in other words, be conducive to

‘avoiding politics’ (Eliasoph, 1998), preventing personal

experiences from transitioning into subjects of public

engagement (Thévenot, 2019). Whether fragmented, digital

interaction may sustain or deter civic action in the long run

is another question that merits further study.

Finally, the data presented here reflect interaction within

a Danish organization embedded in a Scandinavian welfare

state. Further studies could explore whether and how the

preferences for distanced interaction vary according to

institutional environment, geographical context and regime

type. Indeed, the overall topic of inequality in volunteering

calls for more comparative studies that seek to grasp how

different ways of organizing, legitimizing, and evaluating

voluntary work produce inequality between various actors

at the intra-organizational level.
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