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Preface

A central question that led us to develop this volume of international case
studies asks whether volunteer tourism is an example of a niche product in the
broader arena of tourism or whether it is an alternative social phenomenon
that challenges the commodity-intensive underpinnings of tourism. In seeking
answers to this question we realized that volunteer tourism manifests in diverse
ways and a rigorous understanding of it requires casting the analytical net
widely. To this end, we have sought out a collection of theoretically and empirically grounded case studies that we feel provide a rigorous and critical vehicle
for understanding the relationship between volunteering and tourism broadly.
This book explores the experiences of the volunteer tourist and the ensuing
narrative between host and volunteer as it manifests in diverse and increasingly
contested political international contexts. As such, this volume includes case
studies conducted in 12 countries across six continents.
In order to understand the extent and nature of volunteer tourism and to
ask critical questions of it, we have invited scholars from around the globe who
are actively involved in knowledge generation and research activism related
to volunteer tourism to contribute chapters to this book. These contributors
include established leaders in tourism research and emerging researchers who
represent a ‘new wave’ of scholarship that is developing in response to this
fast-growing area of tourism.
This book is organized into three parts that explore key approaches to,
and dimensions of, volunteer tourism. In the opening chapter for each part we
provide an in-depth discussion of relevant approaches and issues that link and
frame the ensuing cases.
Part I considers the perspectives of host communities and the organizations
that provide them with volunteers as part of a process of social and community
development. Part II presents case studies that focus upon the experiences of
the volunteer tourist and considers issues of the self, motivation, identity and the
impact of volunteer tourism upon the volunteer. The case studies presented in Part
III consider new and emerging trends that challenge traditional conceptualizations
xiii
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Preface

of volunteer tourism and open the door for further investigation that explores their
implications in the future. In this concluding part, we ask questions about the future
of volunteer tourism and the dialogue that arises if we examine how a commodified
or decommodified frame is used to examine it.
This book was developed as a resource for scholars, commercial and noncommercial service providers and students alike who seek a deeper understanding of how volunteer tourism is growing and developing, the potential power
of this form of alternative tourism and the potential challenges it presents. We
hope it opens the door for critically informed practice in the future.
Kevin Lyons and Stephen Wearing
Editors
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Volunteer Tourism as
Alternative Tourism: Journeys
Beyond Otherness
K.D. LYONS1 AND S. WEARING2
1

School of Economics, Politics and Tourism, University of Newcastle,
Callaghan, Australia; 2School of Leisure Sport and Tourism, University of
Technology Sydney, Lindfield, Australia

Seismic changes in leisure time, disposable income, mobility and communication technologies have created a context in which tourism has thrived, grown
and diversified to encompass a wide array of leisure travel behaviours that were
not imagined even as recently as a couple of decades ago. Leading the way in
this process of diversification is alternative tourism, which describes a form of
tourism that rebukes mass tourism and the consumptive mindset it engenders
and instead offers alternative, more discriminating, socially and environmentally sustaining tourist experiences (Wearing, 2001). The demand for alternative tourism has led to a diverse array of niche products and services, each the
subject of critical scholarly analysis including educational tourism, farm tourism,
cultural exchange tourism, scientific tourism and volunteer tourism, which is
the subject and focus of this book.
Definitions of volunteer tourism have begun to emerge in the academic
and popular literature and are cited in a number of the case studies presented
in this volume. Some of these definitions are relatively narrow in their focus.
For example, Wearing (2002) defines volunteer tourists as those who ‘volunteer in an organized way to undertake holidays that may involve the aiding
or alleviating the material poverty of some groups in society, the restoration of certain environments, or research into aspects of society or environment’ (p. 240). This definition uses criteria that limit volunteer tourism to
those experiences located within the context of holidays or vacations. Others
such as Uriely et al. (2003) take a more macro-approach and consider the
more inclusive notion of volunteering in tourism as an ‘expression of what
is recognized in tourism literature as the “other” dimension of postmodern
tourism, which emphasizes the growing appeal of concepts such as “alternative”, “real”, “ecological”, and “responsible” forms of tourism’ (p. 61). While
specific definitions are used in some of the contributions to this book to frame
individual case studies, we have resisted the temptation to offer an overarching
definition of volunteer tourism for this volume. Instead we recognize volunteer
©CAB International 2008. Journeys of Discovery in Volunteer Tourism
(eds K.D. Lyons and S. Wearing)
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