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Abstract 

Volunteer tourism is considered an alternative form of tourism (Wearing, 2001), which 

focuses on the possibilities of a more sustainable development. Drawing on research in 

Ulaanbaatar, the capital city of Mongolia and a fast growing volunteer tourism 

destination, this paper challenges some premises of the conventional belief that 

volunteer tourism is a form of sustainable tourism. Using qualitative interviews with 

different volunteer tourism stakeholders, this paper examines volunteer tourism 

practices through the sustainability trinity framework (economy, culture and 

environment) and also extends the discussion to ethics of care by proposing the 

sustainability triangular pyramid. In doing so, this paper suggests the input of care can 

potentially strengthen the three pillars in the sustainability trinity, which might in turn 

help to build a more resilient future for the individuals and host communities in 

volunteer tourism as a whole.  
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Introduction 

The United Nations proclaimed 2017 as the International Year of Sustainable Tourism 

for Development. In a press release, UN World Tourism Organization Secretary-

General, Taleb Rifai sees the declaration as ‘a unique opportunity to advance the 

contribution of the tourism sector to the three pillars of sustainability – economic, social 

and environmental’ (UNWTO, 2016).  The rapid development of mass tourism in the 

last few decades has caused social, cultural and environmental degradation, uneven 

distribution of financial gains, the promotion of neo-colonialism, and the spread of 

diseases (Mowforth & Munt, 2015). It seems that mainstream tourism, along with other 

sectors and the economy as a whole, is far from sustainable (Buckley, 2012). Some 

believe alternative forms, including volunteer tourism, can address these problems 

(Brown & Morrison, 2003; Callanan & Thomas, 2005) and may be a more sustainable 

form of tourism. 

 

The ‘sustainability trinity - economy, culture and environment’ (Farrell, 1999) is seen 

as an important indicator for successful tourism development as it stresses the 

comprehensive betterment of society and ensures the industry’s continual growth in a 

long run. In the context of volunteer tourism, the three pillars in the trinity can be 

strengthened by the inputs of care from international volunteers and local residents. In 
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fact, care is not only a moral value, it is also a practice in everyday life. Advocates for 

ethics of care see the importance of care beyond ‘family ethics’ and argue that care 

should not be confined to the private sphere due to the important social implications of 

care. It is believed that ‘when its social and political implications are understood, it is 

a radical ethic calling for a profound restructuring of society, and it has the resources 

for dealing with power and violence’ (Held, 2006:19). That is, care has the potential to 

reconstruct our society as it builds concern and mutual responsiveness on both the 

personal and the wider social level, thereby it could possibly contribute to a more 

sustainable economic, social and environmental development.  

 

Existing literature on volunteer tourism concentrates overwhelmingly on the ethical and 

cultural aspects, such as the motivations of individual volunteers and host-guest 

relationships (Brown, 2005; Conran, 2011; Raymond & Hall, 2008). In contrast, studies 

that assess actual practices in volunteer tourism are limited. Taplin et al. (2014) propose 

a framework for volunteer tourism programme monitoring and evaluation, which 

includes contextual influences and monitoring and evaluation processes. This serves as 

a basis for us to evaluate volunteer tourism practices, but it fails to suggest a common 

ground to evaluate volunteer tourism programmes. Gilfillan (2015) further provides 

some assessment criteria for volunteer tourism programmes, including providing skills 
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that are not available locally, forming part of a broader development programme, 

prioritizing benefits to the community, and ensuring projects are initiated and driven by 

the community, which are important elements that would contribute to effective 

volunteer tourism programmes. However, they do not ensure the sustainable 

development of host communities in the long run. As such, this paper attempts to look 

at the roles that volunteer tourism plays as a sustainable form of tourism, particularly 

in the context of sustainability trinity. In this respect, Benson (2010:241) comments that 

‘most case examples have been undertaken by focusing on a single dimension of impact 

evaluation’. Moreover, previous studies tend to have a narrow focus on a single group 

of stakeholders, giving an unbalanced understanding of the sustainability practices in 

volunteer tourism. Therefore, this study is a response to a call for: 1) a holistic approach 

that ‘incorporates different stakeholders’ views by drawing on more sources of 

knowledge and insights’ (Yuksel et. al., 1999:359); 2) an evaluation of the ‘combined 

social, economic and environmental contributions [made by] volunteer tourism’. 

(Benson 2010:242); and 3) an embodiment of ethics of care in sustainability issues.  

 

More specifically, this paper offers a timely review of sustainability issues in volunteer 

tourism. It examines volunteer tourism practices not only through the framework of the 

sustainability trinity, but also extends the discussion to ethics of care and sustainability. 
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Drawing on preliminary findings from in-depth interviews with volunteer tourism 

stakeholders in Ulaanbaatar, we question some premises of the conventional belief that 

volunteer tourism is a form of sustainable tourism. 

 

Sustainable tourism development  

The importance of sustainable development has been emphasized in a wide range of 

disciplines over the last few decades. According to the World Tourism Organization 

(2005:11), sustainability principles refer to the ‘environmental, economic, and socio-

cultural aspects of tourism development, and a suitable balance must be established 

between these three dimensions to guarantee its long-term sustainability’. This line of 

thought is consistent with the sustainability trinity proposed by Farrell in 1999, which 

highlights the needs for a balance in economic, socio-cultural and environmental 

development as a whole.  

 

The sustainability trinity serves as an important indicator to ensure tourism can be 

developed and sustained in the long run. In fact, the input of care from tourism 

stakeholders has the potential to strengthen the three elements in the sustainability 

trinity. Tronto (1993:103) explains care includes ‘everything that we do to maintain, 

continue, and repair our world so that we can live in it as well as possible and care can 
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be enacted for objects and for the environment as well as for other persons’. Held (2006) 

also suggests the central concerns of a caring policy is to take responsibility for the 

wellbeing of the global environment. Care allows us to pay attention to and repair the 

environment that we live in, hence it is more likely for us to conserve natural heritage 

and biodiversity. Besides environmental concerns, ethics of care addresses the unequal 

relations among gender, racial, class, ethnic, religious, national, or cultural groups. 

Unlike dominant moral theories, ethics of care advocate the caring relations in which 

the interests of self and other are mingled, suggesting a higher level of respect and 

acceptance to cultural diversity. In addition, care is not only a reproductive practice, it 

is also a transformative process as it provides a new perspective for us with ever more 

advanced understandings of cultures and societies, therefore allowing us to respect 

other cultures and embrace the diversities. For economic sustainability, ethics of care 

takes into account the interests of all stakeholders instead of pursing profit 

maximization. Held (2006) explains that actual markets often include significant kinds 

of care, for instance of employers for employees, of employees for customers and so 

on. It also seeks fair distributions of power and of the benefits of economic activity. As 

such, care ensures long-term economic operations that provides a fair distribution of 

socio-economic benefits to all stakeholders.  
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Sustainability is critically important for the future of human beings, yet there is limited 

research on tourism and sustainability (Buckley, 2012). As Hunter (2002:12) criticizes, 

‘many studies in the tourism literature that incorporate an attempt to define sustainable 

tourism do not venture beyond the rhetoric of balance and the underlying rationale for 

policy formulation’. In order to develop tourism in a sustainable way, there is an urgent 

need to expand from theoretical frameworks and conceptual discussion to the 

evaluation of actual practices. 

 

Volunteer Tourism and Sustainability  

Framed as an alternative form of tourism that causes less harm to the society, volunteer 

tourism ‘can be viewed as a development strategy leading to sustainable development 

and centring the convergence of natural resource qualities, locals and visitors that all 

benefit from tourism activity’ (Wearing, 2001:12). However, the intersection between 

sustainability and volunteer tourism practices has been under-researched. For instance, 

McIntosh and Zahra (2007) attempt to discuss volunteer tourism and sustainable 

practices, but solely focus on the cultural aspect and fail to provide an inclusive 

understanding of the issue. Ooi and Laing (2010) further explore sustainability in 

backpacking tourism and volunteer tourism, but the idea that ‘inclusion of volunteer 

tourism within the backpacker experience may facilitate sustainability’ (2010:201) only 
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concentrates on socio-cultural dimensions; how volunteer tourism can be practiced 

sustainably has yet to be addressed. 

The holistic approach of sustainability includes not only the balance of socio-cultural, 

economic and environmental aspects, but also considers the perspectives of all 

stakeholders involved. In fact, volunteer tourism literature has given less attention to 

the host, either individually or as a community (Wearing & McGehee, 2013). However, 

when it comes to the topic of sustainability, it is essential to include views of all 

stakeholders, especially local residents from host communities who need to support 

themselves with the availability of resources (Richards & Hall, 2003).  

 

As ‘sustainable’ includes ‘meet[ing] the needs of the present without compromising the 

ability of future generations to meet their own needs’ (The United Nations, 2016), there 

is a need for continuous development. Volunteer tourism has been criticized for its short 

life span and lack of continuity as most of them are project-based without long term 

objectives and planning (Guttentag, 2011). Even though the work of volunteers can 

provide short-term benefits to the local community, the lack of commitment and 

continuous effort from volunteers might hinder local development in the long run. 

Hence, achieving the balance outlined in the sustainability trinity might not be sufficient 

for volunteer tourism development; establishing long-term relationships and 
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partnerships between volunteers and local residents may be another important key to 

success, and care is often involved in such cases.  

 

Care as a practice in volunteer tourism  

Care can be interpreted as a value and practice (Edwards & Mauthner, 2002; Tronto, 

1993). Care for distant others can be regarded as a general moral value (Tronto, 1987) 

and it has been discussed in volunteer tourism literature, particularly in understanding 

the altruistic motivations of volunteers (Proyrungroj, 2017; Tomazos & Butler, 2010). 

Care as a practice has seldom been covered in volunteer tourism literature, and the 

intersection between care practices and sustainability in volunteer tourism has yet to be 

explored. As such, this research aims to position care as a practice, particularly focusing 

on the caring relations between different stakeholders in volunteer tourism.  

 

The nature of volunteer tourism differs from other forms of tourism. The motivations 

of volunteers are not limited to the quest for travel or self-interests, but also involve a 

degree of altruism to help local people in host communities and improve their wellbeing 

(Lyons et al., 2012; McGehee, 2014). Kittay et al. (2005:453) argue that ‘the 

significance of connection, attentiveness and responsiveness to the needs of another, 

are as important as justice-based moral conceptions such as rights, impartiality, and 
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autonomy, grounded in reason’. In this sense, the caring relations between volunteers 

and local residents can be central to the wellbeing and sustainability of the host 

community.  

 

The ethics of care have several implications for the practices in volunteer tourism. To 

begin with, the ethics of care sits in between the two extremes of ‘selfish individuals’ 

and ‘humanity’, seeing ‘the interests of caregivers and care receivers as importantly 

intertwined rather than as simply competing’ (Held, 2006:15). It does not require the 

care givers to be totally altruistic, but allows a combination of interests between the self 

and others, thus it is possible for volunteers to have both altruistic and egoistic motives 

in volunteer tourism. Secondly, it is important to differentiate the term ‘care for’ and 

‘care with’ in order to understand the reciprocal commitment on volunteer tourism. 

‘Care for’ simply denotes engaging in the work of caring or taking care of someone, 

and the caregiver is the active party who participates in the act of care. By contrast, 

‘care with’ decentres the caregiver, suggesting the care receiver co-creates care relations, 

practices and spaces, which rely on communication, dialogue, mutuality and 

expressions of solidarity. Care receivers can sustain the caring relations by 

responsiveness, which could be as simple as a smile. In the case of volunteer tourism, 

volunteers do not only care for the community, they are co-creating care relationships 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/reciprocal
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with the locals in host communities, thereby it is important for us to pay close attention 

to the volunteers’ feelings, needs, desires, and thoughts , and that requires a skill in 

understanding the situation from that persons’ point of view (Noddings, 1986).  

 

This also points to another important element in care ethics, which is the attentiveness 

to the needs of care receivers. When participants are more distant, it is crucial to be 

attentive, respond to their needs and understand situations from their perspectives 

(Lugones, 1991). Volunteer tourism has been challenged for neglecting locals’ desires. 

For example, Guttentag (2009) points out that volunteers often assume they are experts 

in host communities without appreciating the experience and efforts of the local people. 

Therefore, attentiveness between volunteers and the host community should be 

encouraged as it allows a greater level of understanding and more effective ways to 

improve host communities, potentially pointing to a more sustainable future.  

 

Sustainability triangular pyramid  

[Figure 1 here] 

This paper proposes a sustainability triangular pyramid (Figure 1) for volunteer tourism, 

which is an extension of the sustainability trinity (economy, culture and environment) 
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suggested by Farrell (1999). Care acts as a pivotal element that potentially strengthen 

the three pillars in the sustainability trinity. With the base of sustainability trinity, the 

pyramid model maintains a balance in economic, cultural and environmental aspects 

for continuous development in the host community, and they are fostered and enhanced 

by another important factor at the apex, which is care. By incorporating care into the 

sustainability trinity framework, volunteer tourism stakeholders, including 

international volunteers and local participants, can pay attention not only to the needs 

of each other, but also to the long-term wellbeing of the society and environment that 

they are living in, thus contributing to sustainable development.  

 

Methodology 

This study aims to understand the impacts of volunteer tourism from the perspectives 

of different stakeholders through the context of the sustainability triangular pyramid. In 

addition, it explores the possible intersections between care practices and sustainability 

in volunteer tourism. This is done through ethnographic approaches including field 

observations and detailed qualitative analysis. More specifically, a combination of 

participant observation and semi-structured interviews was used. 
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The research involved a three-month fieldwork at three volunteer tourism sites focusing 

on childcare, education and rural development. Two of them are located in Altanbulag 

and one of them is in Gachuurt, which are situated in the rural area approximately 30km 

from Ulaanbaatar, the capital city of Mongolia. The three sites, home to the major 

hosting organizations of volunteer tourism programmes in the country, have hosted 

more than 3,000 international volunteers in the past decade. Semi-structured in-depth 

interviews were conducted with 14 international volunteers, 11 representatives from 

hosting organizations and NGOs, and 10 local residents from the host communities 

regarding the issues of sustainability and ethics of care in volunteer tourism activities 

to ensure a balance of views. The interviews included open-ended questions about the 

perceived economic, socio-cultural and environmental impacts brought by volunteer 

tourism, as well as the practice of care between volunteers and local residents. With the 

consent of the respondents, the interviews were digitally recorded to aid documentation. 

To protect the interests of the respondents, their names and organizations were not 

quoted in the research. The data were then transcribed and analyzed using a 

conventional content-analysis methodology. We did not use preconceived categories in 

analysing the data, and instead allowed new insights to emerge. As Hsieh and Shannon 

(2005: 1279-1280) comment, the advantage of using a content-analysis methodology is 

to ‘gain direct information from study participants without imposing preconceived 
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categories or theoretical perspectives’. This way, researchers could better reflect the 

realities of the data.  

Findings 

The potential to develop local economy and enhance residents’ quality of life 

One primary concern with mass tourism is the lack of financial and vocations benefits 

to the host communities and this can be addressed by volunteer tourism (Wearing, 

2001). In the cases we examined, local drivers and cooks are hired for running 

volunteering projects; volunteers stay in small-scale guesthouses or Gers (traditional 

Mongolian tents) operated by the locals, and they also visit shops in local communities 

and purchase local products, which constitutes direct spending for the local economy. 

One respondent in the local community explained, 

‘There are a lot of international volunteers coming every summer… they like to bring 

local kids to visit our shop that is far from the city here, and we do not have other 

foreign visitors besides them.’  

 

Furthermore, the project sites are usually located around the local communities in the 

suburbs that are not developed as tourist destinations. Thus, volunteers’ spending can 

directly penetrate into the host communities and stimulate local economic growth. As 

Goodwin (2008:60) notes, ‘in order to maximize household benefits and to avoid 
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creating dependency, it is important that tourism is used as a livelihood diversification’. 

Selling local products to volunteer tourists provides another source of income for local 

residents and could contribute to economic sustainability in the long run. This example 

suggests that instead of staying at luxury international hotels with greater comfort, 

volunteers are willing to live with the locals and experience their traditional way of life. 

It suggests volunteers’ care and respect for the host communities, which could 

contribute positively to the local development and economy, including a more 

sustainable livelihood for the locals.  

 

Besides volunteers’ direct spending benefiting the local economy of host communities, 

their financial support also enhances residents’ quality of life. There is a growing trend 

for economic development to incorporate the term ‘quality of life’ (O'Sullivan & 

Jackson, 2002). Arguably, economic development can be achieved by improving 

lifestyles and providing opportunities for the local community. A local children centre 

agreed that,  

‘We do benefit from the arrival of volunteer groups – they usually bring us a lot of 

financial support and resources. We are planning to build a vocational skills training 

centre, which is to be shared with the local community here in the village. We hope 

to provide vocational training, such as mechanics, sewing, health and beauty so as to 
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equip local teenagers with different skills and increase their chance of employment 

in the future’.  

The building of a training centre fosters an ‘immediate connection between tourists’ 

activities and the benefits of local residents’ (Weaver, 2006:45), and can potentially 

enhance the quality of life in the host community while also achieving economic 

sustainability. This would not have been possible without volunteers’ care and financial 

contribution.  

 

The lack of continuous economic inputs and over-reliance on foreign support  

Without doubt, the coming of volunteers may bring in extra revenue to the host 

community and it is believed to enhance local’s quality of life. Yet this may not yield 

economic sustainability in the long run, as the contributions vary depending on the 

number of international volunteers and their level of support and are hence not 

consistent economic inputs. A leader from the local hosting organization explained, ‘We 

organize summer kids camp each year, all the running costs are supported by the 

international volunteers. Our local kids do not need to contribute financially to join the 

camps’. Volunteers also claimed that they spent ‘more money’ during volunteering than 

conventional tourism trips. While volunteers financially support local children to 

participate in summer activities, it also creates reliance on foreign support and the 
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project itself might not be sustainable without the help of international volunteers.  

 

Another example in this research involves organic farming and rural development. 

International volunteers not only provided skills and labour to local farms, but also 

helped with the distribution of farm produces to the neighbourhood. A member in the 

local organization explained,    

  ‘Just in this summer, we have harvested 20kg of potatoes and distributed to families    

  in need. The poor people can survive in the harsh winter because of these… It would  

  not have been possible without the help of volunteers,’  

 

Yet, the over-reliance on foreign support in volunteer tourism has been of great concern 

to some scholars. Van Engen (2000:21) criticizes that ‘short-term mission groups 

always do work that could be done (and usually done better) by people of the country 

they visit’, Wearing (2001:51) adds that ‘volunteers can reiterate the ethos of the expert, 

thus promoting deference in the local community to outside knowledge, therefore 

contributing to the curtailment of self-sufficiency’. In the cases we observed, volunteer 

tourism provides short-term economic benefits to the host community and improves 

their standard of living, but this practice is far from sustainable since it is not achieved 

or run by the locals on a long term basis, and lacks manpower to continue projects once 
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volunteers are gone. It also undercuts competing local labourers and disrupts local 

economies by promoting a cycle of dependency in a broader sense. Hence, over-reliance 

on foreign support is one of the major issues hindering sustainable development in 

communities.  

 

The spread of Mongolian culture and understanding of cultural norms  

Mongolia is a popular volunteer tourism destination not only due to its proximity to 

nature and beautiful landscapes, but also its long history and rich culture. As Richards 

and Hall (2003:4) note, tourists ‘travel partly to consume difference [and] to see how 

other societies live’, pointing to the importance of cultural exchange and understanding 

in tourism. Most of the volunteer tourism sites in Mongolia are located in the 

countryside, which enable volunteers to experience living in Gers with very basic 

facilities. One of the volunteers shared, 

  ‘Here you get to see how people live without luxury, you can see their farming 

methods, skinny and neglected kids, and you can meet real people. Here they do not 

make it pretty for you and you can see the real Mongolia.’  
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While there have been implicit assumptions for tourism destination in developing 

countries that the ‘locals are pre-modern, primitive, poor and technologically backward, 

whereas tourists from the west are modern, wealthy, sophisticated, and technologically 

advanced’ (Wearing & McGehee, 2013:40), it is found that volunteer tourism inspires 

positive cultural changes and often facilitates cultural exchange. In the cases we 

examined, local people acknowledge the cultural awareness of volunteers. A 

Mongolian respondent shared, ‘before they came, volunteers read a lot of information 

and asked a lot of questions about the community, they are not ignorant…’ Other 

respondents told us that volunteers do not only share their own cultures, but also show 

respect and are keen to learn the local culture.  

 

Besides the lifestyle and daily experience of Mongolians, volunteers also gain a better 

understanding of the cultural norms and values in the Mongolian society. A 

representative from a local NGO shared,  

‘Volunteer tourism enables the participants to see the world and explore its beauty 

from the sites, not from TV or other resources. By contacting, living, working with 

folks in grass roots level, people will understand tolerance, peace, cultural dialogue, 

non-discrimination, empathy and even love.’  
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Through caring for the locals, volunteers learn to respect their cultures and traditional 

values. They accept the differences in their cultural norms and try their best to 

assimilate into their society, which is one of the ways to ensure the local cultures can 

be developed sustainably. One of them explained,  

‘Mongolian people do things freely in terms of time. Not being punctual means 

disorganizing for us, but they don’t feel the same... at first I could not understand that 

but now I have adapted to it already.’  

Working with people in different cultures often leads to misunderstandings and 

conflicts, but volunteer tourism offers a chance for volunteers to gain an in-depth 

understanding of and respect for the cultural norms and values in host communities. Oh 

et al. (2005) explain that cultural acceptance leads to a long-term commitment of 

stakeholders and a strengthened sense of community. It is therefore vital to consider the 

diversity of cultural values in volunteer tourism as it helps to sustain the cultures of 

indigenous or minority groups.  

 

Limited involvement in the community 

The coming together of volunteers and local communities does foster cultural exchange 

and understanding. However, not all projects involve local communities. For example, 
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only one of the local NGOs states that more than 200 people in the local community 

have been involved and benefited from the help of international volunteers. The other 

projects are smaller in scale, and there are limited interactions and involvement of local 

residents. A local volunteering organization exclaimed, ‘now we don’t have much 

connection with the community… in the Mongolian culture we are not involved in the 

neighbourhood’. In fact, volunteer tourism does have the potential to introduce positive 

energies to boost the local economy, but it must involve local residents, benefit society 

as a whole and evenly distribute the economic benefits amongst members in the host 

communities. Only then will the development be truly sustainable. 

 

Involvement and empowerment of local communities are important in shaping a 

sustainable future. Sharpley (2000:12) points out that ‘the emphasis on community 

involvement in the planning, development and control of tourism is a linchpin of 

sustainable tourism development strategies’. In short, social development can only be 

achieved when priority is given to satisfy the needs of local communities over the goals 

of the tourism industry. However, it is difficult to involve and empower the locals in 

sustainable tourism development, particularly in developing countries (Tosun, 2000) as 

the concerted effort of local communities is often insufficient to influence tourism 

planning and development. In the cases we studied, local communities’ understanding 
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and involvement in volunteer tourism are minimal, hence their views in sustainable 

development are often neglected.  

 

Initiating environmental programmes  

As the ideals of volunteer tourism are based on making positive contributions to the 

community, it is also assumed that it would not give rise to environmental degradation.  

(Wearing, 2004). While this research does not include environmental projects, some 

volunteers also took initiative in conserving the environment, which is sometimes part 

of other volunteer tourism programmes. For instance, some volunteers taught recycling 

and environmental-friendly practices to local children, in hope of educating them about 

the needs to protect the environment. A volunteer shared, ‘besides teaching and taking 

care of the kids, I also pick up rubbish and composite of animals around this area. I 

want to be a role model for them.’ This example demonstrates that volunteers’ sphere 

of care is not limited to personal domains; their attention and efforts can also extend to 

the environment that they live in. With their concerns for the natural resources and 

habitat, volunteers understand the importance of a long term viable environment for the 

host communities. Local participants from the host community also acknowledged the 
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contribution of volunteers in protecting the natural environment, as one of them 

explained,  

‘Volunteers who came last year helped to clean the river as they wanted to help with 

the environment. Volunteers always want to help and improve our community, so I 

think they would not cause any damage to the environment.’  

Volunteer tourism is often linked to eco-tourism as some programmes combine 

volunteering and nature conservation. It is believed that through devoting time and 

resources to the projects, volunteers may develop more environmentally-aware 

attitudes, which would help to sustain long-term support for conservation programmes 

(Coghlan, 2006).  

 

Environmental education is needed for sustainable development in host communities.  

Sund (2016:788) suggests the importance of environmental and sustainability education 

by explaining it ‘empowers people to take responsibility for the present and future well-

being of human beings and for the planet and to shape a sustainable future’. In the 

context of volunteer tourism, most destinations are currently found in the Global South 

that prioritise economic concerns; local residents’ environmental awareness might not 

be sufficient. As such, volunteers as outsiders of the community, can take this 
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opportunity to share their knowledge and environmental protection practices as well as 

inspire the locals to conserve their environment. 

 

Passive environmental protection 

Despite the presence of environmental protection initiatives, there were volunteers who 

tended to show inadequate concern for the natural environment that they were working 

in. One of them sighed, ‘honestly we don’t protect the environment here…we just built 

mini landfills and most of the time people left garbage on the ground, you can’t change 

anything.’ Some of them believed that ‘environmental protection is not a priority in this 

place, as people are still struggling to make a living’. At the current stage, 

environmental practices in volunteer tourism are far from sustainable. Even though 

volunteer tourism is usually small in scale, the influx of volunteers to the local 

community does bring a lot of pollution and add extra burden to the fragile environment 

and natural habitat. It is also important to note that worldwide NGOs and host 

organizations do not often emphasize environmental protection. A representative from 

a local children centre also claimed that ‘there are no structured environmental 

protection schemes and recycling is not popular here’. Without the support from local 

communities, environmental conservation is hard to become a reality. Matthews (2008) 

points out that environmentalism has to be considered within the context of a host 
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community’s needs and desires. The lack of widespread local support for environmental 

conservation hinders its development, thereby pointing to the necessity of a new 

approach that can accommodate the needs of the locals, such as to provide poachers 

with alternate forms of income that would ideally be associated with conservation. 

Therefore, it is important for different stakeholders in volunteer tourism to work 

together on environmental conservation and to build a resilient environment for the 

future.  

 

The importance of Care in sustainability  

Given the unique nature of volunteer tourism, international volunteers and host 

communities can form a relationship that is beyond the traditional supplier-consumer 

relationship found in mass tourism. Friendships and intimacy are often evoked and 

cultivated between them, which have been described as the most memorable aspects in 

volunteer tourism experiences (Conran, 2011). As such, care can be seen as an 

important element in fostering long-term relations, development and sustainability in 

the host community, as the input of care determines the effort and contribution of the 

volunteer tourism participants to the local community. Care is practiced in volunteer 

tourism in different ways and it has several implications for sustainable development 

in the host community. 
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Care is an important element in volunteer tourism and one of the determinants for the 

success of projects. A project leader from one of NGOs in the host community recalled,  

‘The most unforgettable part is that I always feel like we are family, and it is hard to 

separate from each other. I still keep in touch with volunteers whom I have met ten 

years ago… now I can speak ten languages because of the volunteers.’  

Other participants in the local community also shared, ‘I trust volunteers and talk with 

them a lot even until now. We still contact each other on different social media 

platforms’. Besides the sharing from local communities, it is also observed that some 

of the local children did take the initiative to keep contact with some international 

volunteers who have visited them in the past. In this way, volunteers can be seen as 

caring with the community, as caring relations were co-created by both the volunteers 

and locals. Since volunteering does not come with any material rewards for volunteers, 

the experience in host communities and cultural understanding of the locals are often 

something that volunteers are looking for. The close ties and warm feelings for the host 

community are the motivations driving volunteers to care and contribute. One of the 

local NGO acknowledged this, ‘We have learnt to be selective on volunteers… those 

who enjoy volunteering and love kids could really made a greater impact’. They 

believed the impact of volunteer tourism depends largely on the personality and 
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devotion of volunteers, thus the more volunteers care with the host community, the 

greater the impact they can make.  

 

The ways in which volunteers show their care and compassion have a very practical 

aspect. They donate their time, money and resources with considerable thought and thus 

give exactly what is needed to the local community. A volunteer explained, ‘before I 

came, I contacted the NGO and checked what they needed for the donation, then I 

collected those stuff in my home country.’ The act of caring does not only involve the 

acts or contributions by the care giver, but also thinking from the perspective of the care 

receivers. Another volunteer agreed that it is important to be attentive to the needs of 

the locals and she shared, ‘I spent some time understanding the English level and needs 

of the children, then I can plan different lessons that are suitable for them.’ Volunteers 

have always been criticized for portraying themselves as ‘heroes’ with the ambition to 

bring great changes to host communities, but most of them have inadequate 

understanding of the community and its culture. Hence, by truly caring with the host 

community, volunteers are able to step out of their own perspectives and understand 

the actual situations on the ground with consideration for the locals, which is important 

for the long-term development in the society.  
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The act of caring often involves a relatively longer time commitment, and the 

continuous support from the volunteers can make long-lasting and sustaining impacts 

to the host community. The local participants and volunteers usually enjoy the time 

they spend together during the programme, but without further contacts or bonds 

between them, the impact for the individuals and the host community are minimal. A 

social worker from the local children centre explained, ‘it is better to have long term 

contact with the children. If volunteers just come for a short time, our children can’t 

trust volunteers, let alone become friends with them in the future’. She shared that there 

are some international volunteers who keep in touch with the local children and 

continue to participate in their lives in different ways. For instance, after spending two 

weeks in the host community, one of the volunteers shared her stories and experience 

on social media and started a fund-raising campaign for the local children centre. She 

explained, ‘only after I have been here physically and got in touch with the children, I 

understand more about their needs and I really want to continue helping them in the 

future’. A local children centre agreed that they have received a lot of support from 

volunteers and their project coordinator shared,  

‘Most importantly, when volunteers returned home, they would share their 

experience here and spread the news so more volunteers would come in the future. 
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A lot of the past volunteers are actually the sponsors of our children – paying their 

school tuition each year so they can go to better schools because of such support’. 

Care from volunteers is not only procured in the course of the projects, but sustains 

itself even after the project’s completion. This showcases how care can be enacted and 

how it leads to sustaining impacts for the host community. 

 

Furthermore, our research findings demonstrate that care is not limited to the personal 

domain as it can be extended to the social and political structure in the society. In this 

study, the practice of care is not only carried out at the interpersonal level, but can also 

be enacted at the societal level. That is, volunteers can exhibit care about the society 

that they are visiting. Almost all of the respondents in this study acknowledged that 

they were more aware of and were able to engage in discussions on societal issues in 

the host community when they travelled as volunteers instead of tourists. A volunteer 

expressed, ‘I am trying to help with their societal problems in the country, I know there 

is alcoholism and I can see a lot of street children… I have taught the boys to play some 

team sports, I hope it can redirect some of their anger. I mean you can be relaxed and 

motivated after playing sports’. Besides establishing friendships with the local 

participants, volunteers’ care could also be reflected on the social level, as they are 
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concerned about the social development in host communities. On one hand, they want 

to nurture individuals in the host community, on the other hand, they hope to alleviate 

some of the societal problems such as domestic violence and alcoholism in the country. 

With this higher level of social awareness, volunteers would be able to identify some 

long-term issues in the society and to encourage sustainable development in the long 

run.  

 

Conclusion 

Set within the context of sustainable development, this study offers a timely rethinking 

of volunteer tourism that brings stakeholders together for a comprehensive discussion. 

Unlike previous volunteer tourism research that often focus on singular sites, the paper 

considers two different hosting organizations and participants in three discrete projects 

in order to present a more balanced perspective. While it has been assumed that 

volunteer tourism is a sustainable form of tourism, this is not echoed in our research 

findings. It is found that volunteer tourism does have the potential to foster sustainable 

development in host communities, but there is a need to address some of the current 

problems, including the over-reliance on foreign support, limited involvement in local 

communities and the lack of environmental awareness. In addition, extending beyond 

the sustainability trinity proposed by Farrell (1999), this study advances the idea of a 
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‘sustainability triangular pyramid’, suggesting ‘care’ potentially strengthens the 

original three pillars of economic, socio-cultural and environmental sustainability. 

Qualitative research undertaken in Mongolia has shown that international volunteers 

could better help in building a resilient future for the individuals and the community as 

a whole through their care, assistance and attentiveness provided to host communities. 

Discussion on the co-creation of caring relations by volunteers and locals has also been 

made possible through the introduction of ‘caring with’ as opposed to the conventional 

usage of ‘caring for’. However, more research needs to be done to further unravel the 

potential of the former in explicating the complex dynamics of care and its implications 

for sustainability in volunteer tourism. For this study, it suffices to say that unlike other 

forms of tourism, volunteer tourism allows for relatively stronger personal connections 

and intimacy between volunteers and the locals and sows the seeds for future contacts 

and co-operations, which could point to longer-term and more sustainable development 

in host communities.  

 

Central to the idea of sustainability is the concerted efforts towards building an 

inclusive, sustainable and resilient future for the people and the planet (UNDP, 2017). 

Besides the awareness and contribution of the volunteers, this paper also suggests the 

importance of locals’ desires and efforts on achieving sustainable goals. It is believed 
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that destinations have a better chance in achieving their sustainability goals if a broader-

based stakeholder group engages in collective efforts for goal achievement (Getz & 

Timur, 2012). Hence, future research is needed to examine the public opinion of 

developing volunteer tourism in local communities, for instance including the voices of 

community leaders or representatives from the local government. Furthermore, 

quantitative research is needed so that the findings in this research can be validated with 

statistical support. It might also be a good idea to conduct a longitudinal study for a 

longer period of time in order to investigate the sustained impacts of volunteer tourism 

in host communities.  

 

In fact, volunteer tourism and sustainable development in host communities exist side 

by side. Volunteer tourism can be viewed as a developmental tool leading to sustainable 

development in host communities. Conversely for volunteer tourism to succeed, it also 

relies on the sustainable social and natural environments of the area visited. Therefore, 

sustainability in volunteer tourism can be applied to both the tourism activity itself and 

also towards the sustainable development of local communities.  
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Figure 1: Sustainability Triangular Pyramid for volunteer tourism  
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