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Abstract
This study investigates the outcomes of online Service-Learning (SL) in Philip-
pine partner communities, addressing a literature gap on predominantly face-to-
face (f2f) SL. Applying the Conceptual Framework of Community Impacts Arising 
from Service-Learning, it employs a mixed-method convergent design to assess the 
benefits, drawbacks, and influential factors of online SL’s effectiveness (CARE, 
TIP, and FEAR). Data, sourced from 101 survey participants across 46 Commu-
nity Partner Organizations (CPOs) in affiliation with Ateneo de Manila University, 
is complemented by the insights derived from 22 comprehensive interviews with 
key community contact persons. Findings reveal that online SL bolsters CPOs’ 
missions, enhance resources, facilitates knowledge transfer, and yields positive 
outcomes. However, barriers such as Time management challenges, Infrastructure 
and technical hurdles, and Participation obstacles (TIP), along with its consequent 
drawbacks such as difficulty in providing timely and effective Feedback, disparity 
in varying levels of Effort displayed by students, erosion of Authentic relationships 
in prolonged virtual engagements, and Repetitiveness and nonfulfillment concerns 
(FEAR) were identified as challenges. Despite these, Collaborative coordination, 
Active communication, Responsiveness to CPO’s needs, and Engaging online en-
vironment (CARE) were recognized as key enablers. This research highlights the 
significance of examining the outcomes of online SL from the perspective of com-
munity partners, informing best practices for implementation, and cultivating ef-
fective online SL collaborations that can be adapted across various countries with 
similar contexts.
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Introduction

Service-Learning (SL) integrates academic study with community service guided 
by reciprocal relations and systematic reflection (Bringle, 2015; Bringle & Hatcher, 
2009). Online SL is a unique mode of service-learning that takes place in a com-
pletely online environment, enabling students to work with partner communities 
remotely using information and communication technology (ICT) platforms (Marcus 
et al., 2020; Waldner et al., 2012). Owing to the COVID-19 pandemic, online SL has 
become an essential adaptation for higher education institutions (HEIs) worldwide 
(Dapena et al., 2022; Schmidt, 2021). While online SL offers numerous advantages, 
such as improved accessibility and flexibility (Waldner et al., 2012), its outcomes 
on partner communities remain unclear. Outcomes in this study refer to the instan-
taneous benefits or drawbacks of online SL projects on the partner communities 
involved. These outcomes may encompass direct or short-term effects or changes on 
the community partner’s knowledge, attitudes, behaviors, or practices. In the devel-
opment studies literature, these outcomes serve as early indicators of longer-term 
effects, and they are also used to help inform decisions about how to adjust or refine 
an intervention (Belcher & Palenberg, 2018).

In contrast, studies on the various effects of SL on partner communities in face-
to-face (f2f) settings have been well documented, particularly in HEIs in the United 
States of America (USA), where SL originated (Kung & Liu, 2018; Ma & Chan, 
2013). For instance, Driscoll et al. (1996) found that hosting SL students from Port-
land State University had a positive effect on community organizations’ capacity to 
serve beneficiaries, improved social and economic benefits for the organizations, and 
provided new insights about program operations. In another study, Sandy and Hol-
land (2006) investigated the effect of SL projects on 99 communities in California 
that partnered with eight HEIs in their area. Their study reported six benefits of SL 
projects to partner communities, including direct benefits from specific outcomes, 
volunteer work, staff and organizational development, improved management sys-
tems, strengthened links with different groups, and transformational knowledge gen-
eration. Recent studies by Kindred (2020), Towey and Bernstein (2019), and Trager 
(2020) also support these findings among non-profit partner organizations of various 
HEIs in the USA.

In the Philippines, studies on the effect of SL on partner communities are limited, 
and most question the effectiveness of such programs due to project design flaws 
and lack of sustainability (Dela Cruz et al., 2013), student-centric and charity-driven 
approaches (Sampa, 2012), the inability to address the dire socio-economic condi-
tions of partner communities (Miciano, 2006), and limited participation and voice 
of partner communities in project planning (Abenir, 2019). Recommendations have 
been made to address these issues, such as giving enough time for students to get to 
know partner communities and partnering with external agents of change for sus-
tainability (Dela Cruz et al., 2013), implementing development-oriented SL projects 
(Sampa, 2012), addressing socio-economic factors affecting community participation 
in SL programs (Miciano, 2006), and strengthening social capital through commu-
nity organizing to empower partner communities to take ownership of SL initiatives 
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(Abenir, 2019). However, all of these studies were conducted in the context of f2f SL 
engagements.

Therefore, this research aims to address the gap in knowledge concerning the out-
comes of online SL engagements in partner communities, as well as investigate the 
enablers and barriers that influence these outcomes. Gaining insight into these out-
comes is vital for developing online SL programs that empower communities while 
mitigating potential drawbacks. As digital learning and remote collaboration become 
increasingly prevalent, understanding the outcomes of online SL is essential. This 
study can offer valuable guidance for designing inclusive online SL programs that 
cater to community needs and can potentially be adapted across various countries 
with similar contexts.

Navigating the Evolving Landscape of Face-to-Face and Online Service-Learning

The literature on SL has evolved over the years to highlight its transformative poten-
tial for communities. Most existing works, such as those by Kindred (2020), Towey 
and Bernstein (2019), and Trager (2020), focus on the benefits accrued through tradi-
tional, face-to-face (f2f) SL models, examining how these engagements enhance com-
munity capacities, social capital, and well-being. This also supported by Matthews 
(2019) who explored how community partners experience SL in a South African 
university, finding that community partners appreciate the benefits and opportunities 
of SL, such as improving service delivery, developing skills, and building relation-
ships. Matthews (2019) also highlighted that the community partners valued the SL 
partnerships and believed that the presence of students met a need in the community. 
However, these studies primarily limit themselves to f2f settings, leaving a gap in the 
literature concerning online SL engagements.

As the conversation around SL grows, a notable body of work has started to scru-
tinize the relationship dynamics between academic institutions and Community Part-
ner Organizations (CPOs). Mtawa and Fongwa (2022) and Cohen et al. (2023) offer 
a critical perspective by exploring issues of power imbalance, unequal partnerships, 
and the devaluation of community-based knowledge. While these issues are highly 
relevant to understanding the broader impacts of SL, the existing literature is silent 
on how these dynamics translate into online SL.

As for how to do online SL, Faulconer (2021) provides a general guide that can be 
adapted by various academic disciplines for creating effective online SL programs. 
The guide offers a framework that covers planning, student reflection, and assess-
ment. Another model, by Derreth and Wear (2021), focuses on the Critical Online 
Service-Learning (COSL) framework which presents a more community-focused 
perspective, emphasizing action, communication, and social justice. Dumlao (2022) 
adds a noteworthy contribution through the Collaborative Communication Frame-
work (CCF), which outlines a step-by-step approach to ensure effective communi-
cation with community partners in online SL. Although these frameworks brings a 
systematic approach to the online SL discourse, there is still room for empirical test-
ing to further validate its practical efficacy.

When it comes to implementation challenges and barriers in SL, Lau et al. (2021), 
Matthews (2019), Mtawa and Fongwa (2022), and Cohen et al. (2023) have identi-
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fied universal challenges such as mismatched expectations, communication gaps, and 
logistical difficulties inherent in coordinating schedules between the academic and 
community partners. Moreover, Dumlao (2022) and Derreth and Wear (2021) have 
also highlighted some common challenges in online SL, such as technical difficul-
ties and effective communication. The literature also acknowledges the necessity for 
online SL programs to be participatory and learner-centered, a notion emphasized by 
online learning researchers like Martin and Borup (2022) and Rajabalee and Santally 
(2021). Strategies for overcoming online SL challenges include providing needed 
resources to CPOs as pointed out by Jordaan and Mennega (2022). Finally, Hooijberg 
& Watkins (2021) and Tian and Noel (2020) discuss the importance of hybrid inter-
actions and community-building for enhancing the authenticity of relationships in 
online programs. Despite this growing discussion around implementation challenges, 
there is a need to uncover more on barriers specific to online SL, a critical oversight 
considering emerging concerns like ‘Zoom fatigue’ discussed by Bailenson (2021).

In conclusion, despite considerable strides in f2f and online aspects of SL, the 
literature manifests a significant gap concerning the outcomes of online SL engage-
ments on partner communities. This research aims to delve deeply into the specific 
enablers and barriers influencing these outcomes, thereby offering valuable insights 
for developing robust online SL programs. As educational paradigms continue to 
digitalize, it is essential to examine online SL in a nuanced manner to facilitate the 
design of programs that are not only inclusive but also adaptable across different 
cultural and geographical landscapes.

Conceptual Framework

This research adopts the Conceptual Framework of Community Impacts Arising from 
Service-Learning developed by Lau and Snell (2020), as shown in Figure I below.

Fig. 1  The Conceptual Framework of Community Impacts Arising from Service-Learning
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According to Lau and Snell (2020), community partner organizations (CPOs) and 
their beneficiaries are the direct and indirect recipients of service in SL projects. 
Through literature reviews and validation interviews with CPOs in Hong Kong and 
developing countries, three major domains of community impact have been identi-
fied for CPOs: (1) increasing their capacity level; (2) realizing their goals and values; 
and (3) attaining new knowledge and insights. For the end-beneficiaries, who are the 
clients of the CPOs, two major impact domains have been identified: needs fulfill-
ment and enhancement of their quality of life.

In addition to being direct beneficiaries of SL, CPOs may also serve as interme-
diaries in conveying the community impacts of their end-beneficiaries. This frame-
work offers a comprehensive understanding of the potential outcomes of SL on both 
CPOs and their target stakeholders. However, the framework might be criticized 
for oversimplifying intricate community dynamics and the multitude of factors that 
influence the outcomes of SL. This oversimplification could lead to an inadequate 
consideration of the full range of potential community outcomes. To address this 
limitation, this study employed mixed methods to capture the richness and nuance of 
the experiences and feedback from key community contact persons while simultane-
ously quantifying the outcomes of online SL projects. Additionally, the framework 
uses the word “impact,“ which implies long-term effects in development studies lit-
erature, when in fact, the more appropriate term is “outcomes” (Belcher & Palen-
berg, 2018). Therefore, the researchers opted to use the term “outcomes” instead of 
“impact” throughout this study.

Methods

The study utilized a mixed-methods approach with a convergent design, which 
involved collecting and analyzing quantitative and qualitative data, and merging 
them to compare or combine the results (Creswell & Clark, 2018). The researchers 
of this study used this approach to examine the outcomes of online SL engagements 
on partner communities associated with Ateneo de Manila University (Ateneo) in the 
Philippines.

Ateneo was chosen as the research setting because of its longstanding commit-
ment to maintaining community-university partnerships through SL initiatives. For 
instance, Ateneo has a long history of community involvement since the establish-
ment of the Office for Social Concern and Involvement (OSCI) in 1975, which has 
been tasked with creating a positive impact among marginalized communities through 
SL across various academic disciplines (Ateneo de Manila University, 2013). Ateneo 
also pioneered the first SL course in the country, titled “Theory and Practice of Social 
Development,” or Economics 177 in 1975 (Sescon & Tuaño, 2012), and is commit-
ted to using SL to enable students to be persons for and with others (Loyola Schools, 
Ateneo de Manila University, 2020). In the Ateneo, a comprehensive SL experience 
is facilitated by integrating SL courses taken by junior college students, such as the 
National Service Training Program (NSTP) 12 course named Bigkis, managed by 
formators or student affairs professionals, and the Social Science 13 (SocSc 13) 
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course, titled “The Economy, Society, and Sustainable Development,“ taught mostly 
by faculty members from the School of Social Sciences in the University.

For the quantitative part of the study, the target research respondents were key 
contact persons from CPOs who have SL engagements with Ateneo under the collab-
oration of Bigkis and SocSc 13 courses. For the qualitative part, a minimum of 20 key 
contact persons from various types of CPOs, such as government, non-government 
organizations (NGOs), faith-based organizations (FBOs), people’s organizations 
(POs), etc., were targeted as respondents. Research respondents were specifically 
those who completed SL engagements spanning the second semester of School Year 
(SY) 2021–2022 and the first semester of SY 2022–2023.

Data collection in this study comprised online surveys and in-depth online inter-
views, employing two primary research instruments: the Community Impact Feed-
back Questionnaire (CIFQ) and Community Organization Interview Questions 
(COIQ). The CIFQ by Lau and Snell (2021) is a validated tool for assessing perceived 
SL project outcomes soon after SL project completion. The COIQ, adapted from Bar-
rientos (2010), garnered qualitative feedback on SL outcomes, complementing CIFQ 
data. Both instruments, available in Filipino following validation by a professional 
translator, catered to key informants preferring to respond in Filipino.

The study received ethical clearance from the University Research Ethics Office. 
Participants were briefed on the study, their rights, and procedures. With permis-
sion, online interviews were recorded, transcribed, and analyzed using the Constant 
Comparative Method (Glaser & Strauss, 2017). To validate the findings, a series of 
forums were held with Ateneo’s partner communities and other relevant stakeholders 
from May to July 2023. These forums aimed to gather feedback and refine the inter-
pretation of the qualitative data. The quantitative data underwent evaluation through 
descriptive statistics, with the median serving as a key measure for Likert scores. 
Participant quotes are included in the study; a professional translator translated these 
from Filipino to English as needed, catering to key informants who preferred to 
respond in Filipino. The overarching goal of the study was to deepen the understand-
ing of the research problem by merging qualitative and quantitative findings.

Results

Demographic Profile of Research Participants

The quantitative part of the study involved 101 out of the targeted 129 key con-
tact persons who responded to the online survey, representing 46 out of 51 Ateneo 
CPOs. Of these respondents, 26% (n = 26) were from government organizations, such 
as government agencies and public schools, while the remaining 74% (n = 75) were 
from private organizations, such as NGOs, POs, faith-based organizations, coopera-
tives, and social enterprises. More than half (61%, n = 62) of the CPOs had prior SL 
partnerships with Ateneo before SY 2021–2022, while the remaining 39% started SL 
partnerships with Ateneo at the start of SY 2021–2022.

Most online SL projects reported in the survey were direct services (n = 63), such 
as online training, tutorials, and workshops, followed by research services, such 
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as needs assessments, community/organizational profiling, and feasibility studies 
(n = 47). Indirect services, such as creating websites, videos, and educational materi-
als (n = 42), and advocacy campaigns were also conducted (n = 42).

Survey respondents identified ICT upgrade and development (n = 53), educational 
support and assistance (n = 43), leadership and organizational development (n = 38), 
employment and livelihood development (n = 33), and health and wellness develop-
ment (n = 28) as the top five needs addressed through online SL projects.

In the qualitative portion of the study, a total of 22 participants were interviewed, 
consisting of 15 females and 7 males. 12 of the interviewees represented NGO part-
ners, 2 represented government agency partners, 2 represented public school partners, 
1 socio-civic partner, 1 private educational institution, 2 FBOs, and 2 represented PO 
partners.

The two interview groups, each comprising 11 respondents from the January-May 
2022 and August-December 2022 batches, highlighted the diverse advantages offered 
by online Service-Learning (SL) projects. These benefits were distributed across var-
ious domains, including educational enrichment through computer literacy programs, 
academic tutorials, and the production of educational resources. Financial literacy 
was further fostered through the revision of financial literacy modules. In terms of 
health and wellbeing, the SL projects facilitated COVID-19 health education and 
mental health services, demonstrating their applicability in health advocacy. Business 
development also saw notable advancements through the digitization of business pro-
cesses, the implementation of operations management systems, and the execution of 
capacity-building workshops. Lastly, creative pursuits were also supported, reflected 
in the creation of promotional and literary materials.

Benefits to Partner Communities

The results of the Community Impact Feedback Questionnaire (CIFQ) administered 
from January to December 2022 are summarized in Table 1. Focusing on the achieve-
ment of project goals, Part I of the table shows that online SL projects have effectively 
furthered the missions of the CPOs. Self-reported scores on a scale from one (low-
est impact extent) to 10 (highest impact extent) reveal that these projects not only 
advanced the mission of the participating organizations (N = 100, Mdn = 8), but also 
delivered valuable outputs (N = 100, Mdn = 8), improved service quality (N = 100, 
Mdn = 8), enhanced the organization’s image (N = 99, Mdn = 8), and increased their 
client reach (N = 99, Mdn = 8). This is further supported by an interview respondent 
who stated that the projects raised their organization’s ability and capacity:

“The support and help provided by the students are a great addition for us; what 
we couldn’t handle we were able to manage and we were given assistance with 
what we found difficult. That’s why I think that’s the significant impact. Our 
ability is raised, our capacity is increased because of the help and support of 
the students and formators. (NGO Partner, Female Interview Respondent #7).”

Additionally, the results presented in Part II of Table I show that online SL projects 
have generally enhanced the resources of partner organizations. Specifically, these 
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Table 1  Results of the Community Impact Feedback Questionnaire (CIFQ) from January until December 
2022
I. Achieving project goals to further the CPO’s 
mission

N (NA) Mdn 
(MAD)

Min Max Interpretation

1. Advanced organization’s mission 100 (1) 8 (1) 4 10 To a Much 
Extent

2. Provided helpful outputs for the organization 100 (1) 8 (1) 2 10 To a Much 
Extent

3. Enhanced organization’s service quality 100 (1) 8 (1) 3 10 To a Much 
Extent

4. Helped promote organization’s image 99 (2) 8 (1) 4 10 To a Much 
Extent

5. Enabled organization to serve more clients 99 (2) 8 (1) 2 10 To a Much 
Extent

II. Augmenting resources of the CPO N (NA) Mdn 
(MAD)

Min Max Interpreta-
tion

1. Created economic benefits for the organization 82 (19) 7 (2) 1 10 To an Extent
2. Provide extra human resources for the 
organization

85 (16) 8 (2) 5 10 To a Much 
Extent

3. Been worth the effort that the organization put 
into it

93 (8) 8 (1) 4 10 To a Much 
Extent

4. Helped promote positive work culture in the 
organization

92 (9) 8 (1) 4 10 To a Much 
Extent

5. Expanded the organization’s network 92 (9) 8 (2) 1.00 10 To a Much 
Extent

III. Acquiring knowledge, insights, ideas, and 
technique

N (NA) Mdn 
(MAD)

Min Max Interpreta-
tion

1. Inspired the organization with new ideas, in-
sights, and/or strategies

100 (1) 8 (2) 4 10 To a Much 
Extent

2. Stimulated the organization to review work 
practices

95 (6) 8 (1) 4 10 To a Much 
Extent

3. Transferred new knowledge from the university 
to the organization

99 (2) 8 (1) 3 10 To a Much 
Extent

4. Enabled the organization to gain new experiences 100 (1) 8 (1) 4 10 To a Much 
Extent

5. Helped enhanced the organization’s work 
techniques

95 (6) 8 (1) 2 10 To a Much 
Extent

IV. Impact for service recipients N (NA) Mdn 
(MAD)

Min Max Interpreta-
tion

1. Brought benefits to service recipients 96 (5) 8 (1) 1 10 To a Much 
Extent

2. Improved the well-being of service recipients 94 (6) 8 (2) 4 10 To a Much 
Extent

V. Overall Assessment N(NA) Mdn 
(MAD)

Min Max Interpreta-
tion

1. SL project created positive impact for the 
organization

100 (1) 9 (1) 5 10 Strongly 
Agree

2. SL project made the organization want to con-
tinue with SL partnerships in the future

100 (1) 9 (1) 6 10 Strongly 
Agree

3. Will recommend collaboration in SL to other 
community organizations

100 (1) 10
(0)

6 10 Very Strong-
ly Agree

Note. N stands for the total number of CIFQ respondents while NA refers to the total number of CIFQ 
respondents who found the item in the questionnaire not applicable in their situation. The Mdn refers to 
median scores while MAD refers to the median absolute deviation scores
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projects have somehow generated tangible economic benefits (N = 82, Median = 7). 
However, they contributed much on human resources (N = 85, Median = 8), valuable 
return on effort (N = 93, Median = 8), and positive work culture (N = 92, Median = 8). 
In terms of networking, the survey respondents noted that these projects assisted 
them in expanding their network (N = 92, Median = 8). One interviewee reported that 
these projects saved production costs and helped expedite the video-making process 
necessary for their organization and the communities they serve:

“The three videos they made were very helpful: the AVP about COVID, the one 
about advocacy on violence against women and children, and the Church and 
Community Mobilization. If we were to make those ourselves, it would take 
quite a while to conceptualize and produce so it helped us to speed up the pro-
cess. We saved on the production cost, hiring consultants, and content creators. 
(NGO Partner, Male Interview Respondent #2).”

Online SL projects also played a significant role in aiding organizations to acquire 
knowledge, insights, ideas, and techniques, as indicated in Part III of Table I. Specifi-
cally, these projects inspired new ideas and strategies within organizations (N = 99, 
Mdn = 8), prompted them to reevaluate their work practices (N = 95, Mdn = 8), facili-
tated the acquisition of new knowledge from the University (N = 99, Mdn = 8), pro-
vided opportunities for gaining new experiences (N = 100, Mdn = 8), and improved 
their work techniques (N = 95, Mdn = 8). An interview respondent expressed that 
because of the SL projects, their self-confidence grew and that they realized there is 
a big opportunity to compete and grow in the field of e-commerce:

“I was inspired and my self-confidence grew, knowing that we could keep up 
with outside markets because before, it seemed like we could only sell to the 
[local] community. I realized that there is still a big opportunity to compete and 
grow in the field of e-commerce, especially since everything is mostly online 
now and there are a lot of orders and this boosted our belief and confidence. (PO 
Partner, Female Interview Respondent #9).”

Furthermore, the quantitative findings reveal that online SL projects notably 
improved the well-being of CPOs’ service recipients (N = 96, Mdn = 8) and enhanced 
their overall well-being (N = 94, Mdn = 8), as shown in Part IV of Table I. The quali-
tative findings also suggest that online SL cultivated serendipitous connections and 
relationships. One interviewee shared their experience on how online SL projects 
helped address the social and emotional needs of their service recipients, especially 
during the pandemic:

“Surely, the reason why they had the session was to also help our learners cope 
with the [COVID-19] pandemic. These are the things that became tangible for 
the kids because they were able to meet other people not just within their homes 
or classrooms. They were able to interact with other people who could be their 
friends and who could help them with new learnings such as the different ways 
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of teaching done by the students. (NGO Partner, Female Interview Respondent 
#4).”

Finally, the survey respondents strongly agree that online SL projects have had a pos-
itive impact on their organizations (N = 100, Mdn = 9) and that they intend to continue 
their SL partnerships with Ateneo (N = 100, Mdn = 9), as shown in Part V of Table 
I. They also very strongly recommend collaborating on SL projects with Ateneo to 
other community organizations (N = 100, Mdn = 10). These findings are supported by 
an interviewee who expressed gratitude for Ateneo’s trust in their community as a 
venue for learning and exchanging knowledge between students and the community:

“I guess what I can say is that ‘Maalab ang Talab ng Bigkis’ (The Intense Impact 
of Bigkis) would be an appropriate title for us. From our partner organizations 
to our community partners, we are very thankful for the trust that Ateneo gave 
us to make our community a venue for learning and exchanging knowledge 
among the community and students, in terms of facilitating our community 
development work. (NGO Partner, Male Interview Respondent #2).”

Enablers of Optimal Online Service-Learning Experience

A CCM analysis of the 22 interview transcripts revealed four key enablers essential 
for positive online engagement experiences for CPOs. These have been embodied in 
the acronym CARE, which stands for Collaborative coordination, Active commu-
nication, Responsiveness to CPO’s needs, and Engaging online environment, which 
are discussed below.

Collaborative coordination, signifies careful management of online resources and 
schedules, demanding close collaboration, flexibility, and proactive problem-solving 
among campus stakeholders and CPOs. One interviewee, for example, highlighted 
the importance of choosing an appropriate time and receiving timely reminders:

“It’s good because we are the ones who choose our available time. They did not 
impose their own schedule on us. They also asked us if we are available at a 
certain time, what time works for us. That is a good thing because they ask what 
is suitable for us and this is important for us. Sometimes, we are embarrassed 
because we would give the time but were the ones who were late or forgot. But 
they always reminded us [about the meetings] so that we didn’t forget. (NGO 
Partner, Female Interview Respondent #9).”

The second enabler, Active communication, encapsulates the need for clear, timely 
dialogue that cultivates trust and understanding, setting the stage to maintain fruit-
ful relationships and expectations among the different stakeholders of online SL. As 
evidence of this, one interview respondent appreciated Ateneo SL program’s smooth 
interaction and communication which resolves any uncertainties by ensuring every-
one’s expectations are aligned:
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“Everything went smoothly. The formators were quick to respond and if there 
were ever any clarifications needed, we would facilitate discussions with the 
professors of the classes. While the formators were assigned to each class, it 
did not necessarily mean that they were experts in those particular courses. So, 
if they were not clear about something or could not answer our questions, we 
would typically facilitate and engage with the professors in online discussions. 
This way, we could align our expectations with our organization and what the 
students or the class could deliver. (NGO Partner, Female Interview Respon-
dent #12).”

Responsiveness to CPO’s needs, the third enabler, highlights the importance of 
tailoring online services to meet CPOs’ practical requirements. It promotes needs 
assessment, targeted training, resource support, and sustainability to enable full and 
effective CPO engagement in online activities. This includes providing communica-
tion and/or food allowances to ensure their full engagement in online activities. One 
interviewee noted that OSCI goes beyond providing data allowance by offering a 
small meal allowance to their partners:

“We have exploratory conversations with the formators even before the orienta-
tion to establish connections and identify the needs of our community partners. 
We also consult with our community partners to ensure that scheduling our 
activities will not disrupt their household or work activities. If there is a need, 
we provide meal or data allowance from OSCI which is a big help for them. 
(NGO Partner, Male Interview Respondent #2).”

Finally, the fourth enabler, an Engaging online environment, pertains to a vibrant, 
interactive, and impactful virtual learning space that stimulates active participation 
from all stakeholders. This also highlights the importance of active involvement from 
formators/faculty members to promote engagement and students to organize inter-
active sessions for CPOs. One interviewee noted the positive impact of online SL 
engagements with their urban poor youth learners, with emphasis on the enjoyment 
their learners derived from the fun and playful interactions with the Ateneo students:

“I think they’re [urban poor youth learners] happy. They learned a lot and they 
also enjoyed the activities conducted by the Ateneo students – you know, their 
icebreakers and stuff, so they were having fun. For me, that was one of the 
major positives about their engagement with the Ateneo students. Because you 
know, they’re so young but their life is already full of stress. So, the play-
ful interactions with the [Ateneo] students, they enjoyed that. (FBO Partner, 
Female Interview Respondent #14).”

Barriers that Lead to Drawbacks in an Online Service-Learning Engagement

Although the median scores of the CIFQ survey are generally high, there are some 
items in Table I with extremely low scores of one such as the online SL’s effect 
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on creating economic benefits, expanding the organization’s network, and providing 
benefits to service recipients to name a few. Despite their outlier status, these low 
scores warrant closer investigation to discern the underlying reasons for such dis-
satisfaction. Subsequently, a detailed CCM analysis of the 22 interview transcripts 
unveiled three principal barriers that impede effective and efficient online SL engage-
ments. These barriers, given the acronym TIP (Time management, Infrastructure, and 
Participation challenges), while expectedly magnified during online learning con-
texts, were brought up significantly by the parties interviewed in this study.

Time management challenges emerged as a key deterrent. Delays and difficulties 
in meeting expectations and deadlines stemmed from bureaucratic delays within the 
CPO, the crowded workload and demanding schedule of the CPO representatives, 
and coordination delays on the part of campus stakeholders. The constrained schedul-
ing of engagement opportunities for CPOs and periodic schedule conflicts between 
CPOs and students amplified these challenges. An interviewee explained that this 
made communication difficult, and expressed they wanted some online SL engage-
ment opportunities to be rescheduled:

“Of course there were workers who will attend and there would be some chal-
lenges. They would ask, ‘How can I go there?,’ something like that. So those 
were some of the problems that we encountered. Maybe we did not immedi-
ately realize that there were already set days [for the online SL engagement] 
but [turned out to be] in conflict with our immediate concerns. So maybe there 
were times [when I would think], ‘I hope it’s not on that day; I hope it’s moved 
to another week.’ (NGO Partner, Female Interview Respondent #7).”

Infrastructure and technical hurdles were the second key barrier. These included 
fluctuating internet connectivity, limited access to appropriate smart communication 
tools, inconsistent electrical power supply, and limited knowledge and skills in the 
use of ICT by the CPO. An interviewee attested to the disruption caused by the inter-
net connection, stating that it posed a significant challenge for their learners:

“The internet connection became more of a challenge for our learners than for 
the Ateneo students. If I am not mistaken, our students would lose their con-
nection every now and then because there were also learners who wanted to 
attend… There were also internet connection problems because of their loca-
tion. (Public School Partner, Female Interview Respondent #1).”

The final hurdle concerns Participation obstacles. From the CPOs’ perspective, this 
encompasses the lack of physical space to hold hybrid sessions, inconsistent atten-
dance of target participants, and initial apprehension or unease. One interviewee 
shared their initial hesitancy to participate, feeling shy due to being in the company 
of Atenistas (the colloquial term for students and alumni from Ateneo). They men-
tioned that some of their older adult participants expressed a preference to withdraw 
from participation altogether:

1 3



CARE-full Online Service-Learning in the Digital Age: Overcoming TIP…

“We were really shy at first because they were Atenistas. The seniors who were 
with us were really shy in the beginning. They said, ‘Let’s not join them because 
it’s embarrassing… Let’s not attend and just send the kids [from the commu-
nity]. It’s embarrassing for the Ateneo students because they’re just going to be 
annoyed with us.’ (PO Partner, Female Interview Respondent #9).”

The barriers encapsulated by the acronym TIP have indeed resulted in drawbacks in 
online SL engagement for some CPOs, as evidenced by the lower scores given by 
some survey respondents for select items in Table I, with scores ranging from one to 
five. These drawbacks appear in the column for minimum scores. A third acronym, 
FEAR, captures these drawbacks, specifically focusing on difficulty in providing 
timely and effective Feedback, disparity in varying levels of Effort displayed by stu-
dents, erosion of Authentic relationships in prolonged virtual engagements, and con-
cerns about Repetitiveness and nonfulfillment.

The difficulty in providing timely and effective Feedback was one of the prominent 
challenges faced by CPOs. This challenge stemmed from the difficulty in effectively 
supervising and supporting students in online settings, often due to the large number 
of student groups and the hectic schedules of community key contact persons. One 
interviewee elaborated on this issue:

“It’s difficult to check all the different groups with their different outputs and 
line of work. They [students] also require different people from our end. So if 
one person is not available, they will not be able to receive comments from that 
person since they have a different job to do. Most of the time it goes through me 
but even I have work that needs to be prioritized. (Government Agency Partner, 
Male Interview Respondent #3).”

Additionally, the disparity in varying levels of Effort displayed by students highlight 
the concerns among some CPOs, who worry that they cannot match the high-quality 
lessons that students deliver to their service recipients:

“Sometimes I realize that your [Ateneo] students are putting a lot of effort in the 
preparation which is like over preparing in the actual teaching context because 
the teacher cannot replicate everything that they are doing. We [teachers] cannot 
always introduce the lesson or session with some fun activity. And we may not 
be able to do what they are doing about having a gimmick per lesson because 
it is more important on our part to follow the structure and flow of the lesson. 
(Public School Partner, Female Interview Respondent #6).”

Another significant drawback involved the erosion of Authentic relationships in pro-
longed virtual engagements, which led to decreased enthusiasm and participation 
levels in online SL engagements over time. While some CPOs initially showed eager-
ness to engage in virtual collaborations and to establish authentic relationships with 
students, the novelty of online interaction faded as the pandemic extended into its 
third year, resulting in what many now call ‘Zoom fatigue’:
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“One of the biggest challenges would be the limitations of the engagement 
and the interactions we can foster on an online platform, especially after three 
years into the pandemic. The problem is that our leaders are experiencing 
Zoom fatigue. In the beginning, they were excited but by 2022, we noticed a 
decrease in community members’ participation via Zoom. They were no longer 
as active as in the past years, probably because they were experiencing technol-
ogy fatigue or Zoom fatigue. (NGO Partner, Male Interview Respondent #16).”

Finally, there were the Repetitiveness and nonfulfillment concerns. One mentioned 
that online engagement of students with CPOs seemed repetitive and not maximized 
for productive endeavors. This, coupled with the limitation of time for other equally 
important tasks, made CPOs feel unfulfilled in their role, prompting them to question 
the value of online interactions:

“In the three sessions that were conducted, the participants thought that it was 
a training or knowledge-sharing session. What happened on the first day of the 
first session was a whole interview… Then, during the second session, most of 
the time was consumed before the actual training session. Honestly speaking, 
the questions were just repeated over and over during the interview. (Govern-
ment Agency Partner, Female Interview Respondent #11).”

Discussion

Positive Partner Community Outcomes of Online SL Projects

The quantitative data analysis demonstrates that online SL projects resulted in sig-
nificant and positive partner community outcomes by supporting their missions, 
enhancing service quality, bolstering their image, and augmenting service deliv-
ery capabilities. Additionally, online SL projects yielded some economic benefits, 
enhanced human resources, and fostered a positive work culture. These projects also 
improved the well-being of CPOs’ target stakeholders and strengthened their con-
nections and relationships. Survey respondents strongly agreed that online SL proj-
ects have had a positive influence on their organizations and expressed a desire to 
continue their partnerships with Ateneo. They also recommended collaboration with 
other community organizations.

These findings corroborate the qualitative data, which highlight the enhanced abil-
ities, capacities, and work techniques that CPOs experienced, as well as the valuable 
learning opportunities for both service recipients and students during online sessions. 
The key conclusions of the study indicate that SL positively impacts both CPOs and 
end-beneficiaries in areas such as capacity building, organizational learning, net-
working, empowerment, social capital, and well-being.

The findings of this study confirm the value and potential of online SL to benefit 
partner communities. This contrasts some of the prevailing issues in f2f SL, where 
power dynamics between academic institutions and CPOs have resulted in unequal 
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partnerships, lack of mutual benefit, and devaluation of CPOs’ knowledge (Mtawa & 
Fongwa, 2022). The results reveal that online SL experiences share similarities with 
f2f SL in terms of positive community impacts, as shown in previous literature (Kin-
dred, 2020; Matthews, 2019; Towey & Bernstein, 2019; Trager, 2020). The research 
findings also validate, even in an online SL setting, the conceptual framework of Lau 
et al. (2021) that divided the immediate impacts of SL into two categories: those that 
affect the CPOs, the groups providing the service opportunities for the students; and 
those that affect the end-beneficiaries, who are the recipients of the service from the 
students.

Facilitating Optimal Engagement in Online SL to Ensure Benefits for Partner 
Communities (CARE)

This study explored four major enablers, embodied in the acronym CARE, that opti-
mized the online engagement experience for all stakeholders to ensure that online SL 
engagements benefited not only students and faculty members but the CPOs as well. 
The enablers include (1) Collaborative coordination; (2) Active communication; (3) 
Responsiveness to CPO needs; and an (4) Engaging online environment.

For Collaborative coordination, the first enabler, the program allowed CPOs to 
select their own time slots and sends them regular reminders. This approach respects 
the CPOs’ preferences and needs while fostering a sense of commitment and account-
ability among them. This aligns with research emphasizing that online engagement 
programs should adopt a participatory, learner-centered approach to empower partici-
pants and enhance their motivation and engagement (Martin & Borup, 2022; Raja-
balee & Santally, 2021). The findings also suggest that online SL programs need the 
flexibility to adapt to challenges such as technical issues and scheduling conflicts. 
Campus stakeholders and CPOs must proactively address these issues and communi-
cate effectively to ensure a positive online engagement experience (Dumlao, 2022).

For Active communication, the second enabler, the study found that regular, timely 
feedback and evaluation are essential for monitoring and improving the quality of 
online SL. Clear, effective communication in online SL can foster mutual understand-
ing, respect, and social justice through active stakeholder support (Derreth & Wear, 
2021).

With regard to the third enabler, Responsiveness to CPO needs, the study high-
lighted how online SL needs to be aligned with the CPOs’ goals, expectations, and 
capacities. These were achieved thorough needs assessment, providing adequate 
training and support, and ensuring the relevance and sustainability of the online ser-
vice are some ways to achieve this alignment (Derreth & Wear, 2021; Dumlao, 2022).

Finally, for the fourth enabler, having an Engaging online environment highlighted 
that online SL must utilize various online strategies, such as active and involved for-
mators/faculty, engaging sessions for CPOs, and recorded sessions for asynchronous 
learning. By creating an energetic and productive online learning atmosphere, online 
SL can increase the interest and involvement of the stakeholders.
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Barriers that lead to Drawbacks in an Online Service-Learning Engagement (TIP 
and FEAR)

This study identifies barriers that hinder effective online SL, captured by the acro-
nym TIP. These barriers include (1) Time management challenges, stemming from 
bureaucratic delays, heavy workloads, and coordination issues; (2) Infrastructural 
and technical problems, such as unreliable internet connectivity, limited access to 
smart devices, inconsistent power supply, and inadequate ICT skills; and (3) Par-
ticipation obstacles, like inadequate physical space for hybrid setups, inconsistent 
attendance, and CPOs’ reservations or concerns.

Subsequently, TIP barriers induced drawbacks in online SL as encapsulated by the 
acronym FEAR. These drawbacks include (1) difficulty in offering timely and effec-
tive Feedback, particularly when supervising large student groups or juggling the 
busy schedules of CPOs; (2) a disparity in varying levels of Effort by students, raising 
doubts among CPOs in their ability to replicate the quality of lessons delivered by 
students; (3) the erosion of Authentic relationships over prolonged virtual engage-
ments, as evidenced by waning enthusiasm and participation levels among CPOs 
experiencing ‘Zoom fatigue’; and (4) concerns about Repetitiveness and nonfulfill-
ment, which spotlight CPOs’ dissatisfaction and growing doubts about the value of 
seemingly repetitive online interactions.

These barriers and drawbacks resonate well with the challenges faced with SL 
even in a f2f setting. In f2f SL, studies have pointed out common limitations like 
mismatched or unrealistic expectations, power imbalances or unequal relationships, 
communication gaps, and a lack of sustainability (Lau et al., 2021; Matthews, 2019; 
Mtawa & Fongwa, 2022). One particular challenge is coordinating schedules between 
universities and CPOs, an issue exacerbated by differing community workflows and 
academic timelines (Cohen et al., 2023).

For online SL, Dumlao (2022) emphasizes issues such as technical difficulties, time 
constraints, cultural differences, and conflicting expectations. Zoom fatigue, a term 
coined to describe the exhaustion and disconnection stemming from extended video 
conferencing, is also increasingly prevalent in online learning settings (Bailenson, 
2021). To mitigate Zoom fatigue, Bailenson (2021) recommends strategies such as 
taking frequent breaks, engaging in relaxing activities, and reducing camera use 
when possible.

To overcome the barriers and drawbacks in online SL, the study’s proponents 
stress the need to focus intently on the four key enablers—Collaborative coordina-
tion, Active communication, Responsiveness to CPO needs, and an Engaging online 
environment—identified in this study. HEIs can support CPOs by providing financial 
assistance or needed devices and internet access to those in need or by collaborating 
with communities to create physical spaces for hybrid sessions (Jordaan & Mennega, 
2022). Furthermore, integrating additional opportunities for hybrid interactions and 
community-building activities into SL programs, such as virtual cultural exchanges 
and face-to-face social events, can foster authentic relationships, as Hooijberg & 
Watkins (2021) and Tian and Noel (2020) have previously noted. By implementing 
these strategies, CPOs can surmount the challenges of online SL, thereby enhancing 
the programs’ effectiveness and efficiency.
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Conclusion

This study provides valuable insights into the partner community outcomes of online 
SL projects in the context of higher education institutions (HEIs) in the Philippines, 
focusing on the application of the Conceptual Framework of Community Impacts 
Arising from Service-Learning by Lau and Snell (2020). Using a mixed-method con-
vergent design, the findings confirm that online SL projects yield positive outcomes 
for partner communities, significantly contributing to their missions, service quality, 
image, and ability to deliver services. Furthermore, these projects enhance CPOs’ 
resources by providing economic benefits, human resources, and promoting a posi-
tive work culture. Notably, target stakeholders of CPOs also benefit from online SL 
projects as it boosts their well-being and establishes meaningful connections with 
others.

The study not only unveils both positive outcomes but also barriers to effective 
online SL, such as issues of Time management, Infrastructural and technical hurdles, 
and obstacles to Participation (TIP). These barriers create drawbacks for some CPOs, 
such as difficulty in providing timely and effective Feedback, the disparity in varying 
levels of Effort displayed by students, erosion of Authentic relationships in prolonged 
virtual engagements, and feelings of Repetitiveness and nonfulfillment (FEAR). It 
is therefore essential to address TIP issues and focus on giving CARE (Collabora-
tive coordination, Active communication, Responsiveness to CPO’s needs, Engaging 
online environment), that hope to minimize FEAR, ensuring that all stakeholders 
benefit from online SL engagements.

While the study provides insights into the partner community outcomes of online 
SL projects, it is important to acknowledge its limitations. The study relies on self-
reported data and interviews from CPOs within Ateneo which may not be generaliz-
able to the broader population of community stakeholders in the Philippines’ online 
SL context. Furthermore, the study only covers partner community outcomes of 
online SL projects; future research should feature longitudinal studies to examine 
their long-term and sustainable impact. Finally, this study only covers data from SL 
projects implemented between January and December 2022, so a follow-up study is 
strongly recommended to examine any trends, changes, or differences in outcome of 
online SL on partner communities over a longer period.

Despite these limitations, the study has implications for practice and policy in the 
field of online SL. It provides evidence-based guidance and suggestions for instruc-
tors, students, and partner communities involved in online SL projects, highlighting 
the benefits and drawbacks of online SL and offering strategies for overcoming draw-
backs while maximizing benefits. The study also suggests that online SL can be valu-
able in fostering community development among partner communities, especially in 
the digital age of the 21st century. Thus, the study calls for more collaboration and 
communication among online SL stakeholders, as well as more research and evalua-
tion of online SL projects, to ensure optimal quality and effectiveness.
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