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Abstract 

The paper examines the status of volunteer tourism by providing an analysis of its conceptualization, development, 

cross-cultural misunderstanding and impacts on host society. Findings indicate the requirement of sustainable 

approach in order to maximize positive and minimize negative impacts on community. Existence of cross-cultural 

misunderstanding in volunteer tourism to be addressed adequately, research related to influences on host should be 

initiated and focused for development of impact measurement tools are some of the key findings of this paper. 
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Volunteer tourism is a rapidly expending 

dimension of tourism industry and same is true 

not only for developed but also for developing 

countries (Young (2008).  The growth of 

volunteer tourism has been witnessed by number 

of researchers (Callanan & Thomas, 2005; 

Raymond & Hall, 2008; Söderman & Snead, 

2008; Wickens, 2010). Nestora, Yeung, & 

Calderon, (2009) found that this development in 

traffic is a result of improvement in disposable 

income of middle class, desire to enjoy more 

unusual travelling and reduction in barriers in 

international travelling.  Literature suggests that 

research on volunteer tourism has grown rapidly 

between 2001 and 2010.  The studies (Broad, 

2003; Brown, 2005; Brown & Morrison, 2003; 

Campbell & Smith, 2006; Clifton & Benson, 

2006; Galley & Clifton, 2004; Higgins-

Desbiolles, 2003; Holmes & Smith, 2009; Lyons, 

2003; Lyons & Wearing, 2008; McGehee & 

Andereck, 2008; 2009; McGehee & Santos, 2005; 

McIntosh & Zahra, 2005; Mustonen, 2005; 

Raymond & Hall, 2008; Singh, 2002, 2004; 

Stoddart & Rogerson, 2004) are quite helpful to 

support the existence of volunteer tourism.  The 

expansion of volunteer tourism also followed the 

four phase of development like mainstream 

tourism ((Jafari, 2001). Advocacy being first 

phase defines the process and highlights its 

contribution with a discussion of few negative 

impacts (Broad, 2003; Broad & Jenkins, 2008; 

Brown & Morrison, 2003; McGehee, 2002; 

Stoddart & Rogerson, 2004). Brown (2003), 

Conran (2011), Palacios (2010) , Sin (2009) and  

Guttentag (2009)  revealed that self development, 

participation in community development and 

cultural interaction with host community were 

some of the major motivations of volunteer 
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tourists at this stage.  The second phase of 

development i.e. cautionary emerged with 

exploration of some negative effects.  Dependency 

on developed word and exploration of host 

country were some of the issues studies by 

researchers (Caton & Santos, 2009; Guttentag, 

2009; Vrasti, 2013, Palacios, 2010; 

Theerapappisit, 2009).  The third phase of 

adaptancy which is continued till date investigated 

the strategies to maximize positive impact and to 

reduce negative impacts (Benson & Blackman, 

2011; Broad, 2003; Coghlan & Gooch, 2011; 

Ledwith, 2005; Sin, 2010; Theerapappisit, 2009; 

Wickens, 2010). This phase of development 

requires more empirical research statistically 

tested by advanced techniques. Fourth phase i.e. 

scientific in nature is based an examination of 

process in systematic way with inclusion of 

structured, trans-disciplinary, multidisciplinary 

transnational approaches. For macro-analysis of 

empirical data use of various methodological 

approaches is another characteristic of this phase 

and same has been witnessed by a number of 

studies (McGehee, 2002; McGehee & Norman, 

2002; Wearing, 2001, 2002, 2003, 2004; Wearing 

& Neil, 2000, 2003; Weiler & Richins, 1995). 

Significant role in development of host civil 

society and de-comodification of its products 

promise bright future for its development. 

 

Impacts of volunteer tourism on community 

 Locals get comparatively less chance to be 

included in process of volunteer tourism because 

of economic, socio-cultural and languages 

problems (McGehee & Andereck, 2008).  

Sometimes locals do not have full understanding 

of programs initiated by guest country.  

Researcher have also focused objectives of their 

studies on tourists’ demographic and 

psychographic characteristics (Holmes, Smith, 

Lockstone-Binney, & Baum, 2010; Uriely & 

Reichel, 2000; Uriely et al., 2003) because these 

factors effects habit of sparing time for these 

activities. McGehee & Andereck,(2009) studied 

about resident’s benefits from volunteer tourism 

and found that individual benefits of locals 

decides their level of participation in activities of 

volunteer tourism. 

 Like any other form of tourism, volunteer 

tourism also creates a number of benefits like. 

employment generation, foreign exchange 

earnings, revenue  generation for governance at 

every level improvement in handicraft and 

handloom industries, improvement in 

infrastructure, exposure of outer-world among 

locals, improvement in literacy rate, awareness 

about conservation of heritage and environment.  

Volunteer tourism also creates some negative 

impacts on host community such as over 

dependency on volunteer tourists (Guttentag 

2009), underestimation of locals’ dignity and use 

of local resources beyond carrying capacity 

(Devereux, 2008; Guttentag, 2009; McGehee & 

Andereck, 2008; Palacios, 2010; Raymond & 

Hall, 2008; Simpson, 2004; Sin, 2009).  The 

difference between the orientation of host and 

volunteer tourist sending Organizations can effect 

tourist attitude and direct him/her to act as a 

worker of commodified setting (Raymond & Hall, 

(2008). Simpson (2004) also advocates that 

tourists’ strong orientation towards their native 

country’s development strategy can undermine the 
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functioning and work done by local NGO (Non 

Government Organization).  Negative effects of 

volunteer tourism on child refuge in California 

have been discussed in depth by Tomazos and 

Butler (2010). 

 

Misunderstanding about Volunteer Tourism 

 Volunteer tourism develops feelings of 

global citizenship in host as well as in guest 

community (Crabtree, 1998; McGehee, 2002; 

McGehee & Santos, 2005) and it improves 

cultural understanding in world (Broad, 2003; 

Brown & Lehto, 2005; Clifton & Benson, 2006; 

Lewis, 2005; Wearing, 2001).  Reconciliation 

tourism seems synonymous of volunteer tourism 

in a study conducted by Higgins-Desbiolles, 

(2003).The president and CEO of reputed Global 

volunteers unit stated that ‘Volunteer service 

engenders hope and friendship, both of which are 

critical to waging peace . . . The more people 

volunteer all over the world and make friends with 

local people, the more peaceful the world will be’ 

(Morrison (2003). United Planet, (2007).also 

stated that their agenda as ‘to foster cross-cultural 

understanding and friendship, support 

communities in need, and promote social & 

economic prosperity among cultures in order to 

unite the world in a community beyond borders’.  

But Simpson (2004; (2005b) noted some feeling 

or sense of “others” among volunteer tourist for 

host community.  This sense can travel through 

promotional material or by lack of active and 

desired level of participation (Griffin, 2004; 

Simpson, 2005b). Further functioning of volunteer 

tourist never guarantees his or her understanding 

about host culture. According to Simpson 

(2005b), the process also provides an opportunity 

to confirm tourists’ perceived images about host 

society.  Tourists coming from developed world 

sometime seem unable to create genuine 

awareness in host community.  The statement of a 

volunteer tourist recorded in a study conducted by 

Simpson, (2005b) follow as ‘They don’t have 

TV’s but it doesn’t bother them because they 

don’t expect one’ and confirm above mentioned 

misunderstanding.  Arranged interaction with 

‘others’ (i.e. host) do not guarantee mutual 

understanding, respect and long term relationship.  

The stereotypes of observer’s mind that “seeing 

equates to knowing” strengthened the previously 

perceived assumptions (Griffin, 2004) and leaves 

a very small option to challenge the situation.  

This assumption also works in process of host and 

guest interaction. 

 

Need of indicator identification for impact 

assessment 

 Indicators make information manageable, 

help in decision making process and simplify the 

complex phenomena (Budruk & Phillips, 2011; 

Miller & Twining- Ward, 2005; Sirakaya, Jamal, 

& Choi, 2001; WTO, 2004). The WTO (2004) 

described the indicators as “measures of the 

existence or severity of current issues, signals of 

upcoming situations or problems, measures of risk 

and potential need for action, and means to 

identify and measure the results of our actions”.  

Indicators are very important for understanding of 

the relationship between poverty, economic 

benefits and environmental conservations in order 

to estimate and monitor socio-cultural, 

environmental and economic condition of host 
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community (Miller & Twining-Ward, 2005). 

These should be logical framed in measuring 

scales so that unrelated variables can be reduced 

(Miller & Twining-Ward, 2005; Reed, Fraser, & 

Dougill, 2005).  Furthermore interrelation 

between these indicators should be given due care 

and should be considered in all-inclusive manner 

instead of individualist approach (Miller and 

Twining-Ward, 2005). Schianetz and Kavanagh 

(2008) also suggested that identification of 

indicators should take natural and social system as 

non-linear and interdependent.  Extensive 

literature indicates that a comprehensive approach 

should be adopted which can cover all elements of 

system with its sustainability for identification of 

impact indicators. 

 

Conclusion 

 The paper attained its objective by 

providing a detailed description of the issues of 

volunteer tourism and its development.  The 

findings indicate the evolution of volunteer 

tourism has been witnessed a rapid growth in last 

decade.  Misunderstanding of its impacts are 

because of cultural differences and can be checked 

by creating and spreading awareness about the 

objectives of volunteer programs in order to avoid 

any issue or challenge in the way of development.  

Like any other form of tourism, volunteer tourism 

also showed its positive and negative impacts on 

host community.  Analysis of secondary sources 

indicates a need to maximize its benefits and to 

minimize the adverse impacts.  Furthermore, need 

of indicator identification for impact assessment 

was also discussed and requirement was felt for 

accurate measurement of intensity. 
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