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10 Volunteer Tourism

Stephen Wearing, Kevin Lyons and Suzanne Leigh Snead

Rationale 
The aim of this chapter is to provide students with a critical understanding of the phe-
nomenon of volunteer tourism. It will consider how volunteer tourism occurs in diverse 
community settings with a particular emphasis upon international contexts. It emphasises 
the potential volunteer tourism has as a transformative form of sustainable tourism that 
extends beyond the finite limits of a particular volunteering experience. In this chapter, 
students will develop a foundational understanding of how this transformation is best 
realised, and ultimately aims to lead both volunteer tourists and host communities toward 
responsible and continuing participation in local and global development. 

This chapter begins by defining volunteer tourism and providing students with an 
understanding of its development and progression. Particular attention is paid to the way 
volunteer tourism has been conceptualised as an alternative form of sustainable tourism 
that is grounded in philanthropic and altruistic ideologies. It also critiques this viewpoint 
and encourages students to look at volunteer tourism as a reciprocal relationship between 
host communities and volunteer tourists. This reciprocity is explored by considering the 
needs of the host community by examining the principles of community planning that 
underpin quality volunteer tourism projects with particular emphasis upon the strengths 
and weaknesses of community development processes. The chapter then examines the 
needs of volunteer tourists, particularly those who are young adults. While volunteer 
tourism is increasingly being undertaken by a diverse range of individuals, its value as 
an educational tool for students studying sustainable tourism cannot be overstated. This 
chapter explores how hands-on volunteer tourism community work allows students to gain 
invaluable personal and career experience, as well as build powerful life and job skills that 
can be applied towards future community-building initiatives. This chapter also examines 
the principles of leadership and group dynamics that underpin successful volunteer 
tourism ventures. 

Learning outcomes

On completion of this chapter the student should be able to: 

Articulate what is meant by volunteer tourism and how it relates to sustainable tourism
Describe the development of volunteer tourism and the factors that have contributed 
to its proliferation
Describe who the major stakeholders are in volunteer tourism and the roles they 
contribute, as well as the benefits for each
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Critically discuss cross-cultural issues and contested meaning within volunteer tourism 
philosophies and behaviour
Critically explain how volunteer tourism relates to the concept of community planning 
and community development
Explain how clear ethical standards, leadership and community involvement are 
important components of successful volunteer tourism programmes.
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