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ABSTRACT 
Tourism has been examined within the context of social science theory, however, little work has 
considered the range of social science disciplines and applied them to specific phenomena 
located within the field. This paper adopts such an approach to conceptualise and examine 
tourism volunteers and volunteering. In particular, the sociological view focuses upon the 
conceptualisation of volunteering as leisure, the psychological view seeks to understand 
motivations driving volunteering, the economics view complements these perspectives in terms 
of why people volunteer and further examines the value of volunteer contributions and finally 
the political view discusses social capital and its relevance to volunteering. Comparative 
consideration of these key disciplines provides a picture of the status of research relating to 
tourism volunteers and volunteering. This analysis enables gaps in current knowledge and 
conclusions and implications for improved understanding to be identified.  
 
INTRODUCTION 
Consideration of the phenomenon of contemporary tourism is both applied and theoretical. Over 
a number of decades consideration of tourism has occurred within the context of social science 
theory (for example, Turner 1974; Crick 1989; Graburn and Jafari 1991; Ryan 1991). Such 
works endeavour to address the totality of tourism through the application of social science 
principles and methodological analysis. Further specificity is provided by work which 
approaches tourism from the perspective of a single social science discipline, represented in 
sociology by, for example, Cohen (1972); geography (Matley 1976; Mitchell 1979); political 
science (Matthews 1978); anthropology (Graburn 1980; Nash 1996; Burns 2004); psychology 
(Pearce 1982); economics (Eadington and Redman 1991); or a combination of two approaches 
(Nash 2007). Taking this process a step further, a number of researchers have addressed specific 
aspects of tourism through the eyes of social science as a generic process (Hall 2004 in 
considering mobility) or in terms of individual disciplines within the social sciences (Böröcz 
1996 in applying sociological analysis to the process of leisure migration; Wang 2000, in a 
sociological consideration of modernity and tourism). 
 
Little work, however, has taken a particular phenomenon, which is located within tourism or has 
a clear link or application within tourism, and given it comparative consideration from across a 
range of social science disciplines. This is what we seek to undertake within this paper. 
Volunteers and volunteering make an important contribution to communities across the 
spectrum of social endeavour in most countries and cultures. Volunteers and volunteering are 
also of widespread importance to tourism in a number of different respects in so far as 
volunteers constitute a major component within the sector’s workforce in a wide variety of roles 
and contexts.  
 
From an academic perspective, the study of volunteers in tourism has, to date, been somewhat 
piecemeal, focused around two elements: tourists volunteering at their holiday destination, and 
members of resident communities volunteering with local tourism organizations. The latter 
theme has separately considered volunteers in museums and tourist attractions, visitor 
information centres, parks and recreation, and events. In response to this disjointed approach, 
Uriely, Reichel and Ron (2003) and Holmes and Smith (2006) offer a broader conceptualisation 
of tourism volunteers, encompassing volunteers as both guest (the volunteer as tourist) and host 
(the volunteer as a worker in their community’s tourism industry). There are clear parallels 
between volunteering hosts and guests which blur the distinctions between the two groups and 
support the argument for considering the overall phenomenon of tourism volunteers. Both 
groups give time and make significant contributions to the organizations and destinations in 
which they work. Volunteers have diverse motivations and Uriely et al. (2003) argue that many 



of the motivations are shared, with both groups engaging in tourism while contributing to the 
tourism experience of others. In museums and heritage sites, volunteers have been equated with 
visitors (Holmes 2003; Orr 2006). Volunteering hosts normally commit time on a regular and 
ongoing basis, characteristic of traditional models of volunteering; however some hosts, notably 
those at events, are better conceptualised as episodic. By committing shorter amounts of time on 
a one-off basis or for a specific time period, these hosts have more in common with the short-
term commitments of volunteering tourists. There are, of course, differences. Most obviously, 
hosts volunteer within their own community whilst tourists travel to a destination to work with 
guests in that community or environment. Nevertheless, there can be overlap between these 
settings (Wallace 2006). Whilst paid remuneration is generally absent for both volunteering 
hosts and guests, volunteer tourists typically pay for the privilege of volunteering, normally to 
cover expenses and a contribution to the project or organization (Wearing 2001; Ellis 2003; 
Stoddart and Rogerson 2004). While volunteer hosts are often left out of pocket due to the costs 
associated with volunteering such as travel, the payment made by volunteer guests distinguishes 
them from all other volunteer workers, not just those in tourism. 
 
This paper builds on this inclusive concept of the tourism volunteer and offers a timely 
synthesis of the literature. While our focus is on volunteering within tourism and leisure, we 
also draw on the wider literature on volunteering within the social sciences. Theoretically, 
tourism volunteering has been studied from a range of social science perspectives, each of 
which brings a different approach and understanding. We draw together conceptualisations of 
tourism volunteering from a range of social science perspectives with particular focus on 
sociological, psychological, economic, and political science dimensions. Research through each 
discipline places a different interpretation on the assessment of some of the major questions 
which a consideration of volunteers and volunteering in tourism generates. These questions 
include: 

• Who are the volunteers in tourism? 
• Why are people motivated to volunteer in tourism? 
• What is the value of volunteering in tourism? 
• What benefits do individuals and the tourism sector derive from volunteering? 

 
The purpose of this paper is to address these questions and to link varying social science 
interpretations in an assessment of volunteers and volunteering. As a result, differing 
comparative interpretations of common concerns emerge and, consequently, this allows us to 
identify both tensions within existing research and gaps in our understanding of volunteers and 
volunteering.  
 
SOCIAL SCIENCE PERSPECTIVES ON VOLUNTEERS AND VOLUNTEERING IN 
TOURISM 
This paper develops the generic volunteer themes identified above on the basis of specific 
consideration through the eyes of key social science perspectives. We consider the concerns of 
researchers with regard to volunteers, volunteering and tourism from each of a sociological, 
psychological, economic, and political science perspective, allowing these areas to “speak” to 
our main theme from their own disciplinary perspective.  
 
Sociological perspectives on tourism volunteers and volunteering 
The focus for sociological research has been on how volunteering fits between paid work and 
leisure. Various researchers have noted that volunteering is a leisure activity (Henderson 1984; 
Parker 1997; Graham 2000; Smith 2002; Holmes 2003), undertaken during unobligated free 
time. Henderson (1984) sought to find out what motivates people for leisure and, therefore, 
what might motivate them to volunteer.  The concept of volunteering as a form of leisure has 
been further developed by Stebbins’ theorisation of casual and serious leisure (1992, 1996, 



2000). Serious leisure involves activities, including volunteering, which demand considerable 
effort on the part of the participant. Stebbins (1996) notes that serious leisure volunteering is 
inspired by self-interest, rather than altruism on the part of the volunteer. He contends that 
serious leisure volunteering is career volunteering, rather than a one-off act or a series of 
sporadic acts of voluntary activity (Stebbins 1996). Indeed it is the participant’s commitment 
and the development of a career which helps to distinguish serious leisure from casual leisure 
(such as watching television).  
 
Researchers have applied the concept of serious leisure to volunteers in a range of organizations 
and volunteer situations (Parker 1997; Cuskelly and Harrington 1997; Harrington, Cuskelly and 
Auld 2000; Orr 2006). A paradoxical element of considering volunteering as leisure is that 
volunteers within tourism are contributing to other people’s leisure as well as engaging in their 
own leisure. From a sociological perspective, this paradox presents conceptual and 
organizational challenges that impact on the management of volunteers, in terms of their 
recruitment and retention; training and development; and motivation and commitment. 
 
The conceptualisation of volunteering as a form of serious leisure helps us understand why 
people volunteer within leisure and tourism settings; however sociologists have debated whether 
all volunteering can be classed as serious leisure. Parker (1997) identifies leisure volunteering as 
one of four types of volunteering based on the individual’s motivation; the others being 
altruistic, cause-serving and market. The development of motivation-based classifications of 
volunteering is considered in more detail below from a psychological perspective.  
 
The interpretation placed on the concept of voluntary work and volunteerism, and particularly 
on the extent of obligation or coercion, varies greatly across social, cultural and national 
contexts (Davis Smith 1999; Merrill 2006). With some exceptions (Tuan 2005), the 
preponderance of reference to these concepts in the literature, however, appears to be located 
within a westernised, developed world context. As established by Stebbins (2000), leisure can 
involve an element of obligation which can be either agreeable or disagreeable. It is the 
presence of disagreeable obligation that is more likely to result in a non-leisure experience, 
called semi-leisure by Dumazedier (1967). When the obligation is forced, this is no longer a 
leisure activity and the individual may be encouraged to abandon the activity (Stebbins 2000), 
although abandonment is not always an option (Tuan 2005). Thus, volunteering out of 
disagreeable obligation may be seen as a misuse of the term ‘volunteer’ as the activity is not 
truly voluntary. Stebbins (2000) argues that this is especially true in the case of people who are 
volunteering for work experience, and this type of activity has been particularly difficult to 
reconcile with leisure volunteering (Parker 1997). Volunteering for occupational reasons has 
also been called marginal volunteering (Cuskelly and Harrington 1997, Stebbins 2001) and this 
raises questions about where volunteering for work experience lies on a continuum between 
leisure and work or indeed leisure and unpaid work. Yet studies of individuals volunteering 
within tourism contexts reveal that, while they may gain useful work experience, they often gain 
additional personal, social and skills development (Wearing 2001; Kemp 2002; Broad 2003; 
Brown and Morrison 2003; Halpenny and Caissie 2003; Holmes 2003; Stoddart and Rogerson 
2004; Edwards 2005; Heuman 2005; McGehee and Santos 2005).  
 
More recently, Stebbins has proposed a third type of leisure: project-based leisure, which is “a 
short term, reasonably complicated, one-off, or occasional, though infrequent, creative 
undertaking carried out in free time” (2005: 2). This is similar to Handy, Brodeur and Cnaan’s 
scale for classifying volunteers according to their level of commitment (2006). Volunteer 
tourists and event volunteering, both of which involve a deep commitment not unlike serious 
leisure but inevitably have a finite timescale, could be classed as project-based leisure. 
 



Lockstone, Jago and Deery (2002) build on the work of Smith (1994) and propose a conceptual 
model of propensity to volunteer drawing on several sociological and psychological concepts. 
This postulates that an individual’s pre-disposition to volunteer will be influenced by internal 
personal factors including values, attitudes, social background, personality factors, motivations, 
perceptions and experiences of volunteering. Most pertinent to the current discipline, Smith's 
(1980) definition of social background factors includes demographic characteristics, ascribed 
social roles (physiological roles related to age and gender) and achieved social roles (those that 
are purely social and voluntary in nature). Level of education has been found to be a stable 
predictor of volunteering (Miller McPherson and Rotolo 1996). Based on Lockstone et al.’s 
(2002) model, the individual will then assess various external situational factors (available free 
time, work and other commitments) which act as facilitators or inhibitors, and result in a 
likelihood, or propensity, to volunteer. Given the complexity of these internal and external 
factors, it is unsurprising that volunteers in tourism are not homogenous.  
 
Psychological perspectives on tourism volunteers and volunteering 
Research on volunteering, from a psychological perspective, has focused on seeking to 
understand the motivations of volunteers. Researchers and practitioners alike agree that little is 
really understood about what motivates volunteers (Lapham 1990; Pearce 1993a; Deery, Jago 
and Shaw 1997). Volunteers are not paid and thus, it can be argued, that there is a different 
psychological contract between volunteers and the organization where they work in comparison 
with formally remunerated staff (Handy 1988). Researchers have noted a weakness in studies of 
volunteer motivation in that they generally provide lists of reasons for volunteering, with little 
attempt at analysis and without attempting to relate these reasons to the extensive literature on 
motivation theory (Cnaan and Goldberg-Glen 1991; Pearce 1993a). While sociological 
approaches to volunteer motivation have used a range of methods including discourse analysis 
and phenomenology (Brooks, 2002; Yeung 2004), previous research within psychology has 
concentrated on developing lists of potential volunteers’ motives, rather than seeking to advance 
our conceptual or theoretical understanding (Cnaan and Goldberg-Glen 1991; Farrell, Johnston 
and Twynam 1998), although attempts have been made to reduce the items in these lists to a 
smaller number of underlying dimensions, for example through the Volunteer Function 
Inventory (Clary, Snyder, Ridge, Copeland, Stukas, Haugen and Miene 1998). Moreover, while 
Smith (2002) comments on the dangers of relying on any one theory, management researchers 
argue that volunteer motivation cannot be viewed in isolation of the existing body of literature 
on work motivation. This approach clearly distinguishes such work from the sociological view 
of volunteering as a form of leisure.  
 
Researchers have found that volunteers are rarely altruistic, that is, willing to offer their services 
for no personal gain (Schram 1985). Rather, volunteers expect to benefit in some way from their 
activities (Moore 1985). Indeed the term pro-social is used in preference to altruism as it 
suggests that volunteers are socially minded but also expect to gain from their activities (Pearce 
1993a). This is evident in the body of research on volunteer tourism. While volunteer tourists 
may engage in worthwhile and beneficial projects, studies show that they also receive a number 
of benefits from their efforts, not least self development (Wearing 2001, 2004; Broad 2003; 
Halfpenny and Caissie 2003). In contrast, volunteers at museums and heritage attractions have 
been described as self-interested, rather than pro-social (Smith 2003; Edwards 2005). 
 
Studies of volunteer motivation have been relatively few compared to research on what 
motivates paid workers. Research within tourism is inconclusive as to whether volunteers are 
primarily intrinsically or extrinsically motivated. Studies of museum volunteers by Osborne 
(1999) and Edwards (2005) place primary emphasis on extrinsic motivations. In contrast, the 
results of surveys of heritage volunteers (British Association of Friends of Museums 1998; 
National Trust 1997) suggest that intrinsic motivators are of the greatest importance in attracting 



volunteers, but extrinsic factors may be equally important in retaining volunteers. This is 
supported by Pearce (1993a), who found that motivators change over a volunteers’ career. 
 
Volunteering as part of a leisure trip is influenced by both volunteering and tourism motivations 
(Broad 2003). Brown and Lehto (2005) and Wearing (2004) apply Dann (1981) and Crompton’s 
(1979) models of ‘push’ and ‘pull’ factors for motivating tourists, and Pearce’s ‘travel career 
ladder’ model (1982, 1993b) to volunteer tourism contexts. Using Plog’s tourist typology 
(1974), Brown and Lehto (2005) label volunteer vacationers as allocentrics, and a number of 
researchers have used motivations to develop classifications of volunteer workers based on 
profiles, motivations and commitment (Graham 2000; Smith 2002).  
 
Caldwell and Andereck (1994) offer the most developed theorisation of volunteer motivation 
and propose a combination of three groups of motives: purposive/ normative motives, which are 
altruistic; material motives, which are based on self-interest (such as free entry into the 
attraction); and solidary and affective motives, where opportunities for social interaction and 
acceptance as part of a group are the primary motives. This model has been developed further in 
a sports event context by Johnston, Twynam and Farrell (1999/2000), who offer an alternative 
third category to material motives: commitments and external traditions, with volunteers 
committed to an event and its organization.  
 

Economic perspectives on tourism volunteers and volunteering 
Both sociological and psychological approaches to volunteering have focused on theorising as 
to why people volunteer. Sociologists take the individual volunteer as their starting point, while 
psychological approaches generally consider volunteering from an organizational point of view 
and, therefore, aim to establish how best to recruit and retain volunteers from a managerial 
perspective. Economic theory has also been used to explain why people volunteer, how much 
their time and effort is worth (Govekar and Govekar 2002), and “evaluate the rationality of 
actions” (Knox 1999: 476). Why do volunteers offer their time when monetary donations may 
be a more efficient use of resources (Knox 1999) and why do those with a higher human capital 
and higher opportunity cost on their time (higher incomes, professionals, highly educated) 
appear more willing to volunteer when it might be reasonable to expect that they are least able 
to afford these extra time demands (Freeman 1997)? Various economic models have been 
posited to explain these apparent contradictions (Govekar and Govekar 2002). Knowledge 
generated by an economic perspective has also contributed on a more practical level to 
assessments of the monetary value of volunteers’ work to organisations. Whilst undoubtedly 
important, such contributions are still relatively fragmented as the economics literature has 
tended to ignore explanations of volunteer activity in favour of research on charitable donations 
(Govekar and Govekar 2002) and the volunteering literature has downplayed the economic 
perspective in favour of the larger body of pertinent sociological and psychological research. 
Given that the economics literature that examines reasons for volunteering is largely theoretical 
and generally not context specific, of these two literature streams, research that assesses the 
economic value of volunteering provides greater scope for extending tourism specific 
knowledge of the phenomenon and thus will provide the main focus of discussion in the present 
context.  
 
Reports on total volunteer numbers and hours are increasingly commonplace as tourism 
organizations and events attempt to quantify the scale of volunteering.  More exceptional are 
studies using economic theory to calculate the value of these contributions; for example Jago 
and Deery (2002) provide some insight into the relative cost effectiveness of using volunteers in 
tourism organizations. As would be expected, different methods of assessment result in different 
valuations. Solberg’s (2003) calculation of the value of volunteers’ work at a sports event 
compared two approaches. The opportunity cost model was based on volunteers’ own reports of 



the wage they could attract under labour market conditions (their stock of human capital) for 
their diverted time. The Market Price of Equivalency model assigns a market value to a 
volunteer’s contribution equivalent to what a paid worker with similar expertise would attract. 
The latter model resulted in a considerable higher valuation of volunteers’ labour. Solberg 
suggested that the low value in the opportunity cost model resulted from the majority of 
respondents volunteering using their spare time rather than designated working time.   
 
This review of the economics literature has so far ignored the phenomenon of volunteer tourism 
as it appears that rational economists have not yet tackled the question of why people would pay 
for the privilege of volunteering, effectively donating both money and time to their activity of 
choice. Furthermore, typical of the emerging nature of literature on volunteer tourism, very little 
work (Clifton and Benson 2006) has been done to assess the economic impact of this activity 
from either the volunteer or recipient perspective.  
 
Political science perspectives on tourism volunteers and volunteering 
Volunteering has a political dimension in that governments have viewed volunteering as a 
means of fulfilling the gap in service provision between the private and public sector (Weisbrod 
1978). More recently, volunteering has been viewed as one of the key generators of social 
capital, which relates to the concept of social networks as a resource that can be used by both 
individuals and communities (Putnam 2000). Aldridge and Halpern (2002) argue that there is a 
clear case for government intervention (such as encouraging college students to volunteer for 
academic credit) to both maintain and increase social capital and facilitate its more even 
distribution. Thus, voluntary activity within the field of tourism could contribute to higher levels 
of social capital in a destination (Uriel, Schwatz, Cohen and Reichel 2002). This might be 
particularly the case with volunteer tourism, where the voluntary activity may lead to bonding 
and/or bridging capital between the volunteer tourists themselves; bridging capital, similar to 
cross-cultural understanding, between the volunteers and the residents of the destination; and 
possibly linking capital between the volunteer tourists and the larger organization with which 
they are volunteering.  
 
CONCLUSIONS: TOWARDS A BETTER UNDERSTANDING OF TOURISM 
VOLUNTEERS AND VOLUNTEERING 
 
The purpose of this paper has been to address the theoretical and practical debates in the 
literature with respect to volunteers and volunteering in tourism. Each discipline makes a partial 
contribution to our understanding of key questions that consideration of this theme within 
tourism generates. However, this paper represents the first attempt to harvest the perspectives 
across these key research areas and to identify further gaps that require consideration, either 
from uni- or multi-disciplinary points of view. 
 
The discussion provides partial answers to key questions posed in the introduction to this paper. 
It is clear, however, that a range of further considerations remain unaddressed and these provide 
the basis for the elaboration of an extended research agenda. 
 
Who are the volunteers in tourism?  
Research gives a fairly clear picture of who it is that volunteers in tourism, in terms of 
demographic characteristics, particularly within the host context. Details on the profile of 
volunteer tourists are drawn predominately from case studies. This is an area where data are, 
generally, very western centric and, as a result, there are major gaps in knowledge about who 
volunteers are in a range of other cultures. This is not helped by definitional inconsistencies, 
which mean that there is no agreement on what constitutes a volunteer and volunteering across 
different countries and cultures, so it is questionable how far studies in different countries are 
comparable.  



 
Why are people motivated to volunteer in tourism? 
To date, studies of volunteer motivation have been largely quantitative; this had led to several 
lists of motives to volunteer but limited theoretical understanding of volunteer motivation, based 
largely on list reduction. There is scope to address volunteers and the process of volunteering, 
within tourism, in far greater depth and in a manner that recognises volatility and change within 
volunteer motivation over time. 
 
The area of volunteer motivation in tourism is one that has not effectively recognised cultural 
and national variation. There has been a propensity, in the literature, to assume transferability of 
findings with respect to volunteer motivation, from one context to another. Again there are 
major gaps in published knowledge about volunteers and their motivations across cultures and 
countries. Studies on volunteering in China (Song 2005; Tuan 2005) provide a useful contrast to 
benchmark against extensive studies conducted in the west. The political context of 
volunteering in China is such that pressure on people, notably students, is such that it is difficult 
to opt out of volunteering activity. As a result, over 80% of all students participate in sime form 
of volunteering activity. However, there is a need for research which examines volunteering 
assessed against comparative cultural schemata such as that proposed by Hofstede (2001). Such 
analysis may well require partial consideration from a socio-political perspective, reflecting the 
role of the state in framing both the context and organization of volunteer work.  
 
A key theoretical question relating to volunteer motivation, drawn from our review of economic 
considerations, poses the question of why rational economic man actually pays to volunteer, as 
in the context of volunteer tourism, over and above ‘normal’ volunteering within which he/she 
may receive no payment or compensation for time contributed. This aspect of volunteering, 
maybe unique to tourism, is one that demands detailed analysis from both economic and 
psychological perspectives. 
 
In placing volunteering in tourism within other theoretical frameworks, locating this area of 
activity within Stebbins’ concept of serious leisure has been widely undertaken and in various 
different settings. This provides a useful framework within which to classify various forms of 
volunteer behaviour. However, in seeking to locate volunteering within Stebbins’ continuum, 
particularly project-based leisure, tourism contexts provide scope for considered research. 
 
What is the value of volunteering in tourism? 
The value of volunteering can be measured in terms of economic considerations, contributions 
to social and civic capital and in terms of the practical and psychological benefits it can bring to 
the individual. Placing a value on volunteering is, of course, challenging but this does not 
explain the general dearth of research which addresses this theme within the tourism-related 
literature. 
 
Future research into the economic impacts and value of tourism volunteering can proceed in a 
number of directions. This can include replicating what little work has been done on formal 
valuations of volunteering in the events area and broadening this research to take into account 
other tourism organizations using volunteers. The travel aspect associated most notably with 
volunteer tourism, but also with volunteer travel to participate in mega events also raises 
research questions with respect to the impact of these forms of travel from both the volunteer 
and recipient perspective. To date very little research has considered either perspective.  
 
What benefits do individuals and the tourism sector derive from volunteering? 
Beyond the economic impact of volunteering, the literature on social capital argues that 
volunteering contributes towards the creation of social capital, however, it is still unknown how 
this is created (Hooghe and Stolle 2003). While studies of volunteer tourism have examined the 



benefits gained by the volunteers, less is known about the residents or beneficiaries of the 
projects. If tourism volunteering is indeed generating social capital, then the experiences of both 
volunteers and residents require further analysis, especially in the longer term. 
 
This partial research agenda pinpoints a range of areas that require consideration and study. It is 
clear that future research into volunteering and volunteers in tourism must call upon the 
theoretical perspectives and practical skills of all four of the social science disciplines that have 
been examined within this paper. Such approaches may be either uni-disciplinary or may draw 
upon the contributions of two or more of the social sciences. 
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