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PERSONAL TRANSFORMATION THROUGH VOLUNTEER TOURISM

Background of the research
Volunteer tourism has grown tremendously throughout the world. It has been described

as a more ethical way of tourism than the traditional mass tourism as its benefits are twofold.
Volunteer tourists undertake holidays to another location where they volunteer in an
organized project that might involve helping or alleviating the material poverty of some
groups in the society, restoration of certain environments or research into certain aspects of
the society or environment (Wearing, 2001: p1). It allows volunteers to offer something back
to the social and natural environments of their destinations, which is perceived an act of
altruism. In doing so, volunteers will be engaged in the process of personal development,
self-discovery, and (re)-evaluation of personal values (Wearing, 2001; Ellis, 2003).

Having reviewed the related literature, there are a number of limitations within the
existing literature. First, writers (Brown and Morrison, 2003; Fisher, 2004; Mustonen, 2006;
Scheyvens, 2002) criticize that much of the research seems based on only a segment of the
world’s volunteer tourists. More specifically, it is considered as a western-based pilgrimage.
Second, there are several types of projects offered for volunteers include agriculture,
archaeology, community development, conservation, construction, education and teaching,
environmental protection and research, technical assistance, historic preservation, medical and
dental, work camps (Brown, 2005). But, research projects remain focused primarily on the
environmental volunteering (Brightsmith, Stronza, and Holle, 2008; Campbell and Smith,
2005; Gray and Campbell, 2007; Wearing, 2001). Third, the form of short-term based and
organized international volunteering tourism programs has been a rapid increased. Minimal
research exists concerning the motivations of students who volunteer abroad and engage in
short-term volunteering courses in guest teaching in schools within developing countries.
Despite numbers of studies have conducted in studying motivations of volunteer tourists,
Söderman and Snead (2008) assert that motivation factors are complex and largely
under-researched, especially when volunteer abroad. Another limitation of the existing
literature isCress and Sax (1998) indicate that student’s involvement in communityactivities
and volunteer work had positive effects on their personal and academic development both
during and after school. Yet, little is known about the personal dynamics of international
volunteer work, or its effects on careers and lives.

Prior research of volunteer tourist’s changes has found primarily on the inner growth,
view of life, view of the world, and influence on their future studies and career direction
(Broad 2003; Lepp, 2008; Lo & Lee, 2011; McIntosh & Zahra 2007; Palacios, 2010;
Scheyvens, 2002; Wearing, 2001). Most of these studies were conducted using a sample
comprising westerners and from their perspectives. Thus, more research needs to be done to
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understand the changes resulting from these volunteer tourism experiences in different parts
of the world. In the previous research of the effects of volunteer tourism on participants,
issues such as whether the volunteer tourism experience would affect participants’ future 
choice of tourist activities were not addressed.

Drawing on the gaps within the published literature, two main purposes therefore guide the
present study. Specifically, the factors motivating Taiwanese students to volunteer overseas
and their transformation brought about by the experience?

Literature review
Motives of volunteer tourists

According to Parrinello (2002), travel motivation acts as a trigger that sets off all the
events involved in travel. There are numbers of researchers have used motivational theory to
try to interpret tourists’ motivations. The following discussions are not exhaustive and only 
highlight a few of the main studies. Many tourism researchers base their theoretical analyses
on Maslow’s (1970) hierarchy of needs theory (Jang and Cai, 2002), which is one of the most
influential motivation theories. Pearce (1982) applies Maslow’s hierarchy to tourist 
motivation and behavior, and finds that travel motivation has the properties of an
approach-avoidance paradigm. He argues that tourists are attracted to holiday destinations
because of the possibility of fulfilling self-actualization, love and belongingness, and
physiological needs in that order of importance. When considering the avoidance aspect of the
motivational paradigm, tourist concern for safety is the predominant feature, with additional
emphasis placed on failure to satisfy physiological, love and belongingness, and self-esteem
needs.

Besides, travel motivations based on the push and pull factors has been widely discussed
(Crompton, 1979; Dann, 1977; Jang and Cai, 2002). The push and pull concept provides
reasons as to why people travel. Dann (1977) explains that push motivation is an internal
energy to an individual and increases the desire for people to travel, whereas pull motivation
is a force external to an individual and influences where people travel, given the initial desire
to travel. Dann (1981) further suggested that push motivation temporally precedes pull
motivation. Crompton (1979) built on Dann’s (1977)work and went further to identify nine
motives for travel. They were push, motives (the escape from a perceived mundane
environment; exploration and evaluation of self; relaxation; prestige; regression; enhancement
of kinship relationships; facilitation of social interaction) or pull, motives (novelty; and
education). Swarbrooke and Horner (2003) believe the main factors determining an individual
tourist’s motivation are probably:personality, lifestyle, past experience, past life, perceptions
and image. They add that no tourists are likely to be influenced by just one motivator.
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To identify volunteers’ travel motivation, Brown and Lehto (2005) reported that
volunteer tourists have four main motives: cultural immersion; giving back and making a
difference; seeking camaraderie with fellow volunteers; and family bonding and education. In
their study, participants wanted immersion in the local culture in hopes it would lead to
connections with the local people, and the immersion did lead to relationships with the hosts
for some participants. One interesting finding by Brown and Lehto is that ‘giving back and 
making a difference’ is theonly motive that does not seem the tourists expected something in
return; however, ‘giving back and making a difference’ gave the volunteertourists a sense of
purpose, which seems to fulfill desires for self-satisfaction. Clary et al. (1996) identify six
factors why volunteer volunteering. They are: Understanding: involving a sense of learning
and/or the ability to use and develop new skills or abilities; Social: having the opportunity to
participate with friends and do work that is looked at as important by the people who matter
to the volunteers; Values: having the opportunity to put values into action; Protective: using
the volunteer opportunity to cope with inner conflicts and stresses or guilt; Career: using the
volunteer experience to build career experience; Enhancement: working on psychological
development and building personal esteem. Broad (2003) and Sin (2009) suggest that
volunteer tourists often have a multitude of motivations, and altruistic motivations are often
not mutually exclusive with leisure seeking or self-development motivations. Indeed, Wearing
and Neil (2001) found that volunteer tourists may be simultaneously prompted by
opportunities to learn and enrich oneself, to enjoy the feeling of being part of a team, or to
express their individuality and accomplishment through engaging in volunteer work.

Methodology
The study aims to explore motivations for Taiwanese students to volunteer overseas and

their transformation brought about by the experience. Sin (2009) mentions that researchers
can better capture volunteers’ experiences by analyzing all the related activities from initial 
preparations to post-expedition. To achieve the goal of the present research, in-depth
interviews, diary, and participant observation will be employed to examine the pre-, during,
and post-trip experiences of Taiwanese students who have taken part in organized short-term
international volunteer activities in a developing country.

To collect information in the activities, the author participated in a 14-day education
development project in India (2010/1/19-2010/2/1) held by Eden Social Welfare Foundation
and served as a volunteer teacher throughout the 14-day expedition, like all the other
members of the team. All the 17 volunteer participants were Taiwanese, including one high
school student, thirteen students (ten undergraduate and three postgraduate), and three team
leaders. Having built trust and friendship with the teammates earlier during the trip, the author
smoothly completed the first-stage in-depth interview with each teammate. Open-ended
questions were used in the interview, and the questions were based on topics including what
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made Taiwanese students join the activity. Excluded the three team leaders, a total of 14
volunteers were involved in conversation and observed within the period. The volunteer
tourists in the present study were nine male students and five female students aged between
16 and 22. The author contacted the 14 teammates again six months after the trip, requesting
them to participate in the second-stage interview. The purpose of the second-stage interview
was to more accurately capture the volunteering experiences of each teammate.

Each interview session (the first and second stage in-depth interviews) was tape-recorded
and transcribed verbatim. The transcribed text was sent to the volunteer tourists via email to
ensure accuracy of the transcription. Inductive content analysis was employed to analyze the
transcripts. This method allows new insights to emerge (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008). The extracted
themes and quotations were first translated into English and then evaluated by professional
translators through a back-translation procedure to ensure language equivalence (Brislin,
1980).

Findings and discussion
The interview questions were intended to explore motivations for Taiwanese students to
volunteer overseas and their transformation brought about by the experience. The following
themes were extracted from 14 interview transcriptions, the author’s observations and 
personal diary.

Motivation for participation
Ten key themes for participants to volunteer overseas were identified. In many ways,

findings of this paper echo previous conclusions about their motivations for volunteering
overseas. For example, trying to give back (Brown, 2005; Lo & Lee, 2011; Mclntosh & Zahra,
2007; Sin, 2009; Wearing, 2001), getting to know local residents and experiencing the life in a
foreign nation (Brown & Lehto, 2005; Chen & Chen, 2011; Ooi & Laing, 2010), having a
chance to relax and organize myself (Broad, 2003; Clary et al., 1996), making friends sharing
common interest (Brown, 2005; Bruyere ＆Rappe, 2007; Ooi & Laing, 2010), expecting

challenges (Edensor, 2000; Harlow & Pomfret, 2007; Sin, 2009), looking for ways of life
(Clary et al., 1996; Bruyere ＆Rappe, 2007), and validating personal perceptions of the place

are motives that have been pointed out in previous studies and found among the volunteer
tourists in this research. The study revealed that some volunteer tourists were forced by their
parents to participate in the volunteer program because their parents wanted them to
“experience” thelife and environment that are totally different from what they are used to,
hoping they could learn something from the program. Besides, some volunteer tourists
mentioned that volunteer tourism was a cheaper form of tourism.

What have we learned?
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Eleven key themes dealing with what the Taiwanese students have learned from the
experience were identified as followed.

All the volunteer tourists in this study mentioned that their growth and changes after
volunteer trips. For example, participants have better communication abilities (Harlow &
Pomfret, 2007; Lo & Lee, 2011), stress management skills (Broad, 2003), more care for
others (global engagement; Palacios, 2010), cherish available resources (resource appreciation;
Harlow & Pomfret, 2007), feel thankful (change view of life; Lo & Lee, 2011), and view
things with an opener mind (career development; Broad & Jenkis, 2008; Brown, 2005).
Changes that emerged in the present research but have never been explored in previous
research include: hear and respect different voices, control individual material desire, trust
others and admit his/her insufficiency, slow down life pace and self-relaxation, adjust
personal learning attitude, cope with academic work and other things in an active attitude, and
choice of travelling pattern and tourism destination.

Conclusion
This paper explores motives for Taiwanese students to volunteer overseas and their
transformation brought about by the experience. In many ways, findings of this paper echo
previous conclusions about their motivations for volunteering overseas including trying to
give back, getting to know local residents and experiencing the life in a foreign nation, having
a chance to relax and organize myself, making friends sharing common interest, expecting
challenges, looking for ways of life, validating personal perceptions of the place, encouraging
by family members or friends, forced by their parents and a cheaper form of tourism.

The experience had some influence onstudents’ academic development, daily life, future
career and choice of tourism consumption and tourism destination. Thirteen themes dealing
with changes emerged and were categorized into five groups: inner change; change in view of
life; change in view of the world; change in learning attitude and future career direction, and
change in choice of tourism activities. Respondents had a tremendous change in their tourism
preference and reported that volunteer tourism or independent traveling would be the tourism
pattern of their future trips, and underdeveloped places would be the first choice of their next
tourism destination.

The research contributes to tourism literature by exploring the motivations and benefits of
volunteering overseas from non-western individuals’ experiences. It does provide some
interesting insights and widens our understanding about volunteer tourism through the voice
of Taiwanese students.
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does provide some interesting insights and widens our understanding about 

volunteer tourism through the voice of Taiwanese students. 

 


