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Introduction
Volunteer tourism, more commonly known as voluntourism, is a field of service work
that has been growing in popularity. Volunteer tourism is now one of the fastest growing tourism
markets in the world, with 1.6 million people worldwide having participated in some form of it
as of 2008 (Sin et al., 2015). Most of the time when the phrase volunteer tourism is mentioned, it
is thought of in a negative manner -- as the exploitation of vulnerable communities. However,
there is some evidence that has identified a number of positive impacts and motivations for
volunteer tourism, which includes giving back to the community, participating in community
development, and fostering cultural understanding (Barbieri et al., 2012; Brightsmith et al., 2008;
Clifton & Benson, 2009).
The definition of voluntourism tends to be very broad and varies among different
researchers. The one that best fits this research is as follows:
Those tourists who volunteer in an organized way to undertake holidays (vacations) that
might involve aid or alleviate material poverty of some groups in society, the restoration
of certain environments or research into aspects of society and environment.
(Wearing, 2001)
Volunteer tourism can occur in a variety of locations. Places of typical interest include
communities in Africa, Central America and South America (Wearing, 2001). Activities that
occur can include scientific research, restoration, medical assistance or conservation.
Voluntourism’s main attraction is the ability to participate in local activities and have the
opportunity to interact with the community that they are serving (Wearing, 2001). This type of
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tourism can be associated with “social”, “alternative”, and “real” tourism that permits a positive
relationship among locals and tourists (Ransley, 2012).
For those that participate in this type of service work, volunteers often do not understand
the impacts that they have on a certain community nor do they understand the meaning that it has
to that community. Volunteer tourism has been plagued with criticism and calls into question
whether it even ‘makes a difference’ in the communities served (Wearing et al., 2017). The
backlash of volunteer tourism has been supported by those unacceptable practices that are taking
place globally to generate a profit off of the volunteer tourists (Wearing et al., 2017). An
example of an unacceptable practice is tourist companies exploiting vulnerable communities to
“volunteers” who are just there for a glorified vacation. To many people, voluntourism is seen as
Westerners helping out the poor communities of the majority world (Wearing et al., 2017).
This idea of voluntourism is not a topic that has been widely researched, which leaves a
lot of questions unanswered. There is a great need for studies to look into and understand the
impacts that volunteer tourism has on host families and communities as a whole (Taplin et al.,
2014). The studies that have been done seem to leave out the most important question, which is,
is the practice of voluntourism making a difference in those communities in need without
creating a long-term dependency problem for the local community?
Perspectives on volunteer tourism seem to depend on how the experience is viewed while
being there in the moment. When I traveled to Nepal in March of 2018 to serve a developing
community, I didn’t perceive voluntourism to be a negative experience for me nor the
community. I also didn’t think that our service was an act of voluntourism while there. However,
after returning home and reflecting on the work that we had performed, I see that our service
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would be classified and labeled as a voluntourism experience. This makes my story different
from a classic case of voluntourism. During my time abroad, I was focused on the service work
within the community and the positive impact that work would have on the community’s ability
to grow and thrive in the coming years. Others on this trip might have not felt similarly or
observed a negative impact on the community.
Although there has been research done in this field of study, it still does not uncover the
realities concerning the impacts that volunteer service has on communities. Most of the research
that has been done in this area relates back to the negative light that is portrayed by volunteer
tourism. Many studies attack the organizing entity (often a non-profit organization), stating that
they are in it to make money off of the volunteers and in turn do not pass the funds collected to
the community. In all reality, it’s travel companies that are likely most responsible for this
negative connotation that has been put on non-profit organizations trying to help. Travel
companies are creating destination vacations with the experience of volunteering that are
disguised as a way to promote the company and make money (Ratten, 2015). This then makes
those non-profit organizations, such as Habitat for Humanity, look as though they aren’t looking
out for the community’s best interests. Volunteer tourism is becoming increasingly
commercialized and shouldn’t be used as a ‘quick fix’ to the problems faced in developing
countries (Ransley, 2012). In the end it isn’t the tourism companies that are suffering from this
negative light, it’s the communities that are in need. The negative connation of voluntourism
turns people away from the idea of helping communities, even through a non-profit organization.
Guttentag (2009) also expresses concerns about how these glorified trips often neglect local
needs and desires, or even leave a host community with unsatisfactory work.
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There is also research that implies that non-profit organizations are making the
communities that they serve become dependent on their services (Lupton, 2011; Wearing &
Lyons, 2008). An example of a service that a non-profit provides is making a community aware
of opportunities such as bringing in volunteers or helping them get their financials in order. It is
seen that the granting of money by these organizations creates dependence and conflict, not
independence and respect (Lupton, 2011). However, the goal of most non-profit organizations
providing assistance is to provide communities with opportunities and help them become
organized so that they can become more able to support themselves. Their intention is to support
the communities in any way possible while allowing them to be independent of a non-profit’s
services. It’s important to note that these organizations want to ensure that the communities are
not solely relying on the opportunities that are brought to them via non-profits, the goal is for
them to be independent and make decisions based on what is best for the community.
In order to best serve communities, OSU’s Honors College Building Hope program
(Building Hope) partners with local non–profits or NGO’s. Projects proposed by partner
organizations must meet two criteria — they must be locally initiated and they must be locally
managed. The Building Hope program’s in–country partner for the community where I served
was the Hands On Institute. The Hands On Institute had established a supportive relationship
with the community and encouraged them to work toward self–sufficiency. They facilitated
discussion and helped establish practices that the community adopted to help realize community
goals. The community created a priority list of needs and sought specific assistance through
international volunteer service programs. The partnership allowed volunteers with the Building
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Hope program to visit the community in Nepal and help complete projects that the community
itself felt would be helpful and in their best interest.
Voluntourism can also be seen as a form of people acting out of a “white savior
complex.” The white savior complex refers to a white person who provides help to “save” those
non-white people who live in a developing country (Gould, 2019). Many times, voluntourists pay
thousands of dollars to go on service trips with the idea that they will be making a huge
difference, but end up damaging the progress that has been made. Researchers believe that the
problem is with the volunteer’s mindset. They go into service projects thinking that they know
best and that without their help nothing will get done (Gould, 2019). These volunteers often
make the locals feel like their voice is not important and provide solutions that are not
sustainable within the community. Issues related to white savior complex arise when volunteers
are not properly educated about the community and its needs. When properly educated,
volunteers are less likely to go into the community thinking that they will save the people within
it from all their problems. For example, before traveling to Nepal our group of volunteers was
required to take a class on international service and the possible affects our service might have
on communities. As humans we are naturally drawn to “saving” others because it makes us feel
better about ourselves. The pre-trip course was intended to educate us about the detrimental
impacts that neo-colonial and white savior ways of thinking could have on communities. The
course made me aware of how my actions could potentially harm others even if I had good
intentions. With this in mind, when I traveled to Nepal, I tried to be very mindful of my actions
and my role while in the community.
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More recently, researchers have been discussing the motivations of those participating in
volunteer tourism. There is an ongoing debate about whether motivations are centered around
‘self -interest versus altruism’ (Wearing and McGehee, 2013). It is believed that volunteer
tourism has switched from being ‘sound travel experience’ (Wearing, 2004) to an altruistic ethic
(Coghlan and Fennell, 2009). However, there are inconsistencies with the use of the word
altruism and participants using voluntourism as a search for personal benefits (Coghlan and
Fennell, 2009). Altruism is the selfless concern for the well-being of others. Callanan and
Thomas (2005) propose the framework of shallow and deep volunteer tourism. ‘Shallow’ is
perceived to be dominated by self-interest of the volunteer whereas ‘deep’ tends to focus more
on the community that volunteers are impacting (Callanan and Thomas, 2005). Participants often
expect to be changed by this experience (Coghlan and Gooch, 2010). Contrary to popular belief,
rarely does volunteer tourism create a life changing experience for those that have participated in
it (Lupton, 2011). This is not consistent with my own experience that had a significant positive
impact on my life. Traveling to a community seeking help really made me reflect on what was
important to me and to begin to enjoy the little things in life.
To understand the depth of this research and the impacts that were made, background on
the village and the people that live there has to be contextualized. This study took place in a very
small community in Northern Nepal. Nepal is considered to be an developing country in South
Asia. It is a country that is landlocked between China and India. Due to being landlocked they
have become very dependent on their neighboring countries for resources and access to the
global market. Nepal GDP is around 24 billion which is significantly lower than other countries,
such as the United States whose GDP is around 20 trillion. About 25 percent of the population in
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Nepal lives below the poverty line and they have an unemployment rate of about three percent.
The country as a whole has a life expectancy and literacy rate that is significantly lower than the
United States. Nepal’s national life expectancy is 71.8 years, whereas the United States national
average is 80.3 years (CIA, 2020). Nepal’s literacy average was 67.9% in 2018 (CIA, 2018)
compared to the United States national average of 99% reported in 2015 (Roser et al., 2015).
The caste system is one of the biggest social and economic challenges currently facing
Nepal. Caste system discrimination affects about 260 million people worldwide, primarily in
South Asia. The caste system divides people into unequal and hierarchical social groups.
Historically, the intention of creating this system was to promote a harmonious working
environment in society (Rao, 2010). Categorizing people into caste classes involves extreme
violations of civil, political, economic, and social cultural rights. Displayed in Figure 1 are the
different classes in the caste system. The highest is the Brahmin (Priests and teachers) followed
by Kshatriya (warrior and rulers), Vanishya (farmers, merchants, and artisans), and Sundra
(laborers) (Rao, 2010). The people that are categorized into the bottom of the caste system are
thought to be ‘impure’ or ‘lesser of a human being’ to the other caste groups. These people are
known as Untouchables or Dalits and they technically fall out of the caste system altogether
(Rao, 2010).
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Figure 1: The Caste System (Kumar, 2006)

As for the community that this study explores, it consists of families that are classified as
Dalits. Dalits are considered to be the lowest class in society both economically and socially.
They are considered the ‘untouchables’ in the Hindu-based society, which is known as the lowest
strata within the system. As untouchables, they have been denied the right to earn a living in the
form of running their own business or owning their own land. Dalits often serve those
landowners that are higher in the caste system as semi-bonded laborers. Dalits make up about 13
percent of the population in Nepal, which is about 3.6 million. The discrimination that Dalits
face from the caste system has led to extreme poverty and both socio-economic marginalization
as well as being a constraining factor in alleviating the poverty. Almost half the Dalits living in
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Nepal are living below the poverty line. These families are much poorer than the dominant caste
population and tend to be landless. They also have lower life expectancy that is below the
national average as are their literacy rates. Other forms of discrimination that they face on a daily
basis, include being denied access to religious sites, resistance towards inter-caste marriages and
the refusal by non-Dalits to handle water that has been touched by them. Dalits also do not
receive the same treatment from the government that every other Nepalese person receives.
Government officials are known to completely ignore Dalits or even go so far as to insult them
upon interaction (Rao, 2010).
The Dalit community in this study is located in a rural district west of Kathmandu. The
community is built on the side of a mountain and is split into an upper section, middle section,
and lower section of the village. There are about 75 families that are currently living in the
village and about 35 of those families are considered to be Dalits.
There are about 25 families that participate in the community’s homestay program. This
program allows for people to come and stay with a Dalit family within the village. Homestay
programs are implemented as a method of generating an income within the community. Due to
their status as Dalits it is hard for them to find a job let alone make a living, so the homestay
program was put into place as a way to make an additional income for families. A portion of the
money that is brought in by the homestay program is also put into a community fund for other
projects around the village (Hands On Institute, 2020). The Homestay program is a way for
guests to fully immerse themselves in the lifestyle of the Dalits that live there. These families
have created traditional skill workshops for visitors such as mud ornament making, bamboo
basket weaving, or offering the opportunity to learn how to play local instruments. Families that
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are involved in this program love to host guests while cooking for them and practicing their
English (Hands On Institute, 2020).
Most of the people that live in this community work on farms and many of them are
seasonal migrant workers that travel to India to make their living. Another way to earn a living is
by traveling to the nearest city or village as a laborer. Most of the time the ones that are making
the living for the household are the men while the women stay home with the children and
complete daily chores. The women tend to play a vital role within the homes as well as the
community. They are responsible for tending to the animals and garden, as well as cooking,
cleaning, collecting water, and many more activities throughout the day. With the men traveling
for seasonal work the women tend to have a lot of say within the community. Even though the
formal leader and community council members contains men, the women tend to control a lot of
what goes on in the village. As for the children in the community, they attend school year-round
in either the public school that is near the village or the private school that is located in the upper
village.
Communication and interactions in the village are mostly informal. Because the village is
situated on a hillside, approaching visitors are observed and announced. As part of the culture it
is perfectly acceptable to enter any house and borrow items as coming and goings are always
observed. There is a community council that meets regularly to discuss Dalit Community
Homestay business, but most of the communication occurs informally between women as they
tend to their gardens, collect water, or move about the village.
Detailed information providing insight into host families is provided to visitors by the
Hands On Institute, the NGO this study explores. In my own host family, the eldest in the family
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-- the matriarch of the household -- was the grandmother. She had the assistance of her eldest
sons’ wife as she was a housewife, while he worked as a cook in India. Also living in the home
was the eldest sons’ son who is a student that studies in the 8th grade. The grandmother's
youngest son and daughter-in-law were planning for foreign employment and know the
Malaysian language. She also had another older grandson that was working in Saudi Arabia as a
laborer while we were there during March of 2018. The youngest of the family is her great
granddaughter who studied in the nursery.
The house in which I stayed during my time in the village was located in the lower part of
the village. It was a two-story house painted bright blue with dark brown trim. On the main level
there was a main living space with a bed and access from the front house to a small room where
my roommate and I stayed. There was both a front and a back porch which the family
congregated at most of the time. Off to the side of the back porch was a small cooking room. The
walls were covered with hard clay as well as a place where a fire could be started to cook meals.
Located at the back of the house was a garden with many different types of vegetables, including
potatoes, cauliflower, and corn. On one side of the house was an outhouse and a little house
where the goats stayed at night. Our family had many goats and chickens as well as one cow.
Village families have a very specific routine that they followed every morning. They rise
early in order to get the water that they would need for the day because the spigot near the lower
village was only able to be accessed for water for a few hours each morning before it went dry.
The mom would then start the tea and prepare the kids their morning snack before she started
working on the first dhal baht meal of the day. After the first meal the kids would help do the
dishes while the grandma took care of the chickens and goats. The younger kids then went to
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school in the morning and return later in the afternoon. Other chores that were done throughout
the day were cleaning around the house as well as laundry which meant traveling farther down
the mountain to wash clothes at a stream that came out of a pipe. The mother and grandmother
always seemed to keep busy doing odds and ends but also spent time chatting with neighbors in
the lower village.
The time I spent in the village was personally rewarding and transformative – at odds
with much of the voluntourism literature that exists as internet shaming stories. I believe that the
topic of voluntourism has not been fully researched, leading to misconceptions and negative
connotations that end up discouraging volunteers from helping communities in need. Research
exists suggesting that nonprofit organizations are marketing voluntourism to make money off of
voluntourists as well as create a dependency within the community served (Coghlan & Gooch,
2010; Wearing & Lyons, 2008). Few studies have reported on the efficacy of nonprofit
organizations realizing their goals of providing opportunities to help make communities selfsufficient. Similarly, conflicting studies on volunteer altruism focus on participant motivations
for service and take their focus away from those receiving help. One researcher went as far as
saying that voluntourism cannot have a life changing impact on the voluntourist life (Lupton,
2011). Opposing views within the field only reiterates the need for studies that look at
longitudinal data and impacts over time.
This study aims to discover the impacts that volunteers have on a community in Nepal.
By examining the breadth of service performed as well as the preparation and experience of
volunteers, community members and nonprofit partners, I hope to understand the long-term
impacts that these experiences can have on communities requesting assistance. A multimethod

13

approach will be used to gather data from student participants in the Honors College Building
Hope program who traveled to Nepal in 2018 and 2019 as well as collect thoughts and
impressions of those associated with the program, the village and the services performed.
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Methods
A lack of research in the area of volunteer tourism prompted this study to be conducted.
Ideally, volunteer tourism would positively impact communities, but because there are little to no
follow-ups done on the communities served, the question of how volunteer tourism impacts
communities still remains. Most studies of volunteer tourism have focused on the experience of
volunteers, and less so on the community served. The goal of this study is to understand the
impact that volunteer tourism has on an isolated, neglected and most importantly, discriminated
community in Nepal.
A multimethod approach was used to create convergent validity for this study (Hunter
and Brewer, 1990). The multimethod approach is used widely by many researchers to crossvalidate research procedures, findings and theories (Hunter and Brewer, 1990). Due to this
research being highly qualitative it was imperative to gain multiple sources of evidence to
enhance the validity and acceptance of the research. A maximization of benefits from this study
was achieved by mixing qualitative methodologies such as group interviews with students,
surveys from students that traveled to Nepal and observations of the community from previous
visits.
This multimethod study was conducted in the form of surveys, a group interview and
archival documents from students that had participated in the Honors College Building Hope
Program (Building Hope Program) who had traveled to Nepal to perform service work in a
remote village on two occasions. The Building Hope Program is an international service-learning
course series within the Oregon State University Honors College, along with an international
field study service experience. Anyone who enrolls in the class for a minimum of one term has
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the opportunity to participate in the international service trip. In the past few years, students
within the Honors College have had the opportunity to engage in service projects in Romania,
Ethiopia, Nepal and Vietnam. The goal of this program is to help students understand the
intricacies of international service work while providing the opportunity to take their education
international by traveling with the class. The Building Hope Program partners with non-profits to
organize service projects within a community in need. For this specific service project in Nepal,
Building Hope worked with a local nonprofit, the Hands On Institute.
Surveys were used to collect data about how volunteer tourism has impacted the
community as a whole in the space of one year. This approach was used due to the outbreak of
the COVID-19 pandemic. By necessity, it was not appropriate to travel to Nepal to collect
follow-up data. Instead, a survey research design was adopted to collect the bulk of the data. This
decision was made to ensure that all involved in the study remained safe and healthy.
This study was performed in three stages, the first being the initial service trip in March
of 2018 with data collected via observations and perceptions from the group that traveled there.
Stage 2 was initially conceived to serve as a pilot study with students that had traveled to Nepal
in order to test previous observations, but was later incorporated into the study as an additional
data source. Stage 3 was collected from a group who went on a subsequent service trip to the
same village in March of 2019.
Data collected during the initial trip to Nepal were observations and information from a
journal that was kept while in the village. Other information that was used as part of the
background information collected for stage 1 was data that was collected by the non-profit
organization that the Building Hope Program worked with in Nepal. The information collected
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from the Hands On Institute directors was important in order to explain why the non-profit
worked with this specific community to receive help.
Stage 2 of the data collection took place as an informal group interview with students
from the Honors College at Oregon State University who participated in the trip. There were 29
students who had traveled to Nepal in 2018 that were invited to participate in the informal group
interview. Out of those 22 who were invited 4 participated. The group interview was initially
envisioned as a pilot study preceding observation and follow up interviews in a return visit to the
village but was incorporated into the study. Initially designed to help focus in-person follow-up
observations and interviews, the informal group interview helped participants make more sense
of their collective experiences. It was deemed to be an important source of additional
information useful in overall data collection and understanding of the dynamics of the
community. Topics and questions discussed helped participants recollect certain events and
experiences that took place while there in March of 2018. Especially important were their
collective observations of the community and interactions that they had with its members.
Detailed notes were taken during this interview in order to compile everyone’s observations.
This interview was not recorded. The questions and topics that were discussed can be seen in the
appendix (Appendix A & D).
The Building Hope Program traveled to Nepal in back to back years during March of
2018 and 2019. As part of stage 3 data collection, surveys were administered and analyzed to
gain a better understanding of impressions and observations of the village. A combined total of
29 surveys were administered to the students who had traveled with the Building Hope Program
in 2018 and 2019. There was a total of 9 surveys returned. The survey template can be found in
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Appendix B. Participants were also reminded that their responses would be kept confidential.
These surveys addressed observations, conversations and interactions that they had with people
in the village while in Nepal. Observations made about host families as well as the community as
a whole were prompted by questions about daily life, living conditions, community, attitude,
impact, and the concept of volunteer tourism. The analysis of responses gave a better sense of the
entire community and the impacts that were made.
The participant survey was designed to gather observations of each participant’s time in
the village as well as their thoughts on the concept of volunteer tourism (Appendix B). Instead of
asking them very forward and direct questions about their time, the questions posed allowed
them to relive the five days spent in the village. The goal of these surveys was to allow for the
ability to relive this time, as participants were more likely to relay their true emotions without
hesitation. The survey and consent form were administered by sending out emails to those who
had participated in the service trips to Nepal. Surveys were then returned via email upon
completion.
Prior to COVID-19 this survey would’ve been utilized in the group interview to be able
to narrow down interview questions that were to be used upon returning to Nepal. Due to
COVID-19 it was decided to turn the group interview survey into a more detailed survey that
could then be distributed to students from the 2018 trip and students from the 2019 trip as well.
Directors of the Hands On Institute also received a survey that was adapted to take advantage of
their extended relationship with the village community. Questions asked in the survey were
asked in the hopes that participant responses would be able to stand in place of the voices that
were to be heard with the return trip to the village. I chose to use this survey after finding nothing
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that existed that would provide sufficient evidence to determine the impacts of voluntourism
within the community studied.
The last point of data that was collected in the follow up came from the founders of the
non-profit organization working with the village while in Nepal in March of 2018 as well as in
2019. Both directors completed a survey along with a consent form. The questions that were
asked focused on the topic of volunteer tourism and how efforts have impacted the community
based on their knowledge of the community and its needs. The survey that was administered to
them incorporated the same questions that were used in the survey that the students completed,
but the directors were asked for responses that reflected conditions in the community before and
after service trips were conducted. Along with the survey one of the directors included a report
about the impact of the homestay program. These surveys can be found in Appendix C.

Impacts of
Homestay
Report

Then

Hands On
Institute
Directors

Impacts of Voluntourism Data
Collection
Personal
Journal

Students
from 2018

Surveys

Figure 2: Diagram of Data Collection

Now

Group
Interview

Students from
2019
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Using this multimethod research design allowed this study to cover many different angles
while focusing on the specific topic of the impacts of voluntourism. The survey responses from
participants were able to show the impacts that were made over a year whereas survey responses
from the directors of the Hands On Institute gave insight to the overall impact of the Homestay
Program throughout the years since its establishment. Due to the group interview being more
informal, it acted as a way of filling in the blanks and bringing detail to items that might have not
been thoroughly covered in the surveys. With the addition of my field notes, the surveys and
group interview provided descriptions and insight about daily life, living conditions, attitudes
and the overall impact of voluntourism on the community studied in Nepal.
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Results
A multimethod survey research design was used as a way of discovering the impacts of
volunteer tourism on a small Dalit community in Northern Nepal. Data collection for this study
came from multiple sources including completed surveys from the directors of the Hands On
Institute along with their Impacts of Homestay report, an unstructured group interview, surveys
from participants who traveled to Nepal in 2018 and 2019 and archival analysis of my personal
journal. Surveys were distributed to students who had traveled to Nepal in 2018 and students
from 2019 via email. The return rate of the surveys was 23 percent.
Table 1 shows the results from the surveys that were returned from participants who
traveled to Nepal in 2018. Homestay residences for participants from these surveys were in the
middle and lower parts of the village. Eighty percent (80%) of the participants agreed that the
community center built during the 2018 visit was impactful to the community. All of the
participants believed that the service project was a form of voluntourism while only 60% of them
believed voluntourism was a positive form of service work. Overall 80% of the participants
believed that they made an impact on the lives of their host families and community as a whole.

Table 1: Nepal Survey, 2018 Students
Students from 2018 Group
Survey Questions
Yes (%)

No (%)

Don’t Know (%)

“Did your families have kids?”

80

20

0

“Did you have both parents in the
home?”
“Did they seem healthy”

0

100

0

80

0

20

“Did you feel that they were
tightknit?”

75

25

0
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“Do you feel like community is
important concept for the
families?”
“Do you think the fact that they
are Dalits affects them as a
community?”
“Did you sense that there was an
opportunity to find work/make a
living?”
Did they seem to be happy?

100

0

0

80

0

20

0

100

0

100

0

0

“Do you think that this work
(building community center) was
helpful to the community?”
“Do you think that this work was
impactful on individual
families?”
“Was this experience
transformational for you?”
“Did you ever feel like you were
imposing culturally?”
“Do you believe that our act of
service in the village was an act
of voluntourism?”
“Did you feel like you
experienced volunteer tourism?”
“Do you look at volunteer
tourism as a positive?”
“As a short-term visitor do you
feel like you made an impact to
their lives?”

80

0

20

100

0

0

100

0

0

20

0

80

100

0

0

80

0

20

60

0

40

80

0

20

Table 2 shows the results from surveys that were returned by participants who traveled to
Nepal with the Building Hope Program in 2019. Due to the number of participants in the
program during 2019 all the students stayed in the middle part of the village. These students built
trails to which 50% of them said that they thought that the trails were helpful to the community
and 50% said that they did not know. Other notable answers include that 100 percent of 2019

22

participants believed that this service was not an act of voluntourism and that voluntourism was a
negative form of service work.
Table 2: Nepal Survey, 2019 Students
Students from 2018 Group
Survey Questions
Yes (%)

No (%)

Don’t Know (%)

“Did your families have kids?”

100

0

0

“Did you have both parents in the
home?”
“Did they seem healthy”

50

50

0

50

0

50

“Did you feel that they were
tightknit?”
“Do you feel like community is
important concept for the
families?”
“Do you think the fact that they
are Dalits affects them as a
community?”
“Did you sense that there was an
opportunity to find work/make a
living?”
Did they seem to be happy?

100

0

0

100

0

0

100

0

0

50

0

50

50

0

50

“Do you think that this work (trail
building) was helpful to the
community?”
“Do you think that this work was
impactful on individual
families?”
“Was this experience
transformational for you?”
“Did you ever feel like you were
imposing culturally?”
“Do you believe that our act of
service in the village was an act
of voluntourism?”

50

0

50

50

0

50

100

0

0

100

0

0

0

100

0
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“Did you feel like you
experienced volunteer tourism?”
“Do you look at volunteer
tourism as a positive?”
“As a short-term visitor do you
feel like you made an impact to
their lives?”

0

100

0

0

50

50

100

0

0

Responses from the directors of the Hands On Institute gave insight into how daily life,
living conditions, community, and attitudes have changed since the community began their
homestay program. The survey administered to the Hands On Institute directors was different
from the survey administered to students by asking about community conditions before and after
the start of the Homestay and service program. The purpose of this was to know how they felt
conditions had changed over time. Concerning living conditions, the directors agreed that over
time, the house, kitchen, and toilet became much cleaner. “The hygiene in the village has
changed a lot.” “I think this was one of the much-improved areas through the homestay.” While
an observable improvement, the health of the community as a whole did not experience any
significant, observable change brought about by the homestay program.
When looking at each part of the village, the upper village now has clean and newer
toilets in addition to almost all the households having a bathroom facility. Some families are
starting to consider tourist needs and are building an additional room for guests. The funding for
these projects came from the local government. Before the homestay program the middle village
did not have proper toilets, but since the beginning of the program each host family now has
proper ones. The middle cluster of homes has had a huge improvement in hygiene. The lower
part has not had any significant improvements since the homestay program was initiated, perhaps
because the lower village residents are not as involved as hosts in the homestay program.
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The feeling of community has always been present, but survey results indicated that the
homestay program provided the impetus to make improvements in livability. The community has
become more tightknit with the increase of community activity and associated functions. For
families, the strong community concept has improved their self-worth and social status.
Before the homestay program, being labeled as Dalit affected them by limiting the space
that the community had (where they could live), and how they viewed themselves (low selfesteem). Since the homestay program was initiated, the recognition received from other
communities has changed to a ‘development bringing’ community. The community has gained
more living/working space and their self-esteem/self-pride has improved. Their identity as Dalits
plays a very important role in the homestay functioning. Although many members of the
community still travel to India for work, the homestay provides local income which has made
their lives a little easier.
Responses from the survey also revealed that villager knowledge of life outside the
community has drastically changed. Before they thought that all westerners were superior to
them and that they were rich with no problems. Now they have become aware that all humans
are equal and that there are people that will treat them like such. It is now understood that the
caste is not always in the forefront of people’s minds and that all people have their own
problems.
According to the Hands On Institute directors, the homestay program has allowed the
community to be proud of themselves. As stated previously this program has positively impacted
their self-esteem and has allowed them to believe in themselves. It has also been very impactful
on the children of the village because they can now imagine a future that is equal to others. This
has permitted the kids to be ambitious with their goals and increase their self-confidence.
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The work project for the 2018 visit was to help construct a community center or
gathering place that the community conceived and initiated. The 2018 student team broke rock,
mixed cement, hauled bricks, laid foundation, and constructed walls under the supervision of a
village foreman. The community center was determined to be very beneficial for the community
because it allows lower, middle and upper villagers to gather in one space. Before the
construction of this building there was not a single structure where everyone could come together
for meetings, events or gatherings. The building is located centrally for all parts of the village to
be able to access it with ease. The community building also has a little store next to it that serves
as a way to make some extra money for the community and have basic supplies on hand instead
of a 30-minute walk down the hillside. It also serves as a place for guests to stay when they come
to the community. The trail construction that was completed with the help of the 2019 team
allows families to feel connected with each section of the village especially during the rainy
season when the trail became slippery. Another improvement made was in developing a water
supply system to improve access. The improvements in the community allowed them to receive
government support for more funding.
Villager attitudes have been impacted as well. The Hands On Institute directors indicated
that before the homestay program community members didn’t trust in themselves to host people
due to their status (or lack thereof) in the caste system. But once the program was initiated
families became more confident to host and their self-worth has increased. They have started to
accept that they are unique and have something to offer to others. Not only has cultural
understanding of the community increased, but local Nepalis have started to visit and take part as
guests in the homestay program as well.
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When asked about the service work that was performed in the community, the directors
indicated that the projects were acts of volunteer tourism. They also stated that the Hands On
Institute has tried to not create a dependency by seeking contributions from the village. One of
the responses from the directors indicated that they would like to think of this program as a
merger of a study abroad program and community development. Asked whether they believed
that volunteer tourism was a positive form of service work, the directors responded that “yes
voluntourism can be positive when it is done carefully.” However, it was also mentioned that
many organizations are practicing the wrong aspect of voluntourism.
The last remarks that the directors made were that they believe that homestay guests have
had the biggest impact on the community. The gestures visitors make and the relationships that
are built within the community have a bigger impact than the projects themselves. The projects
are just one of the components of a bigger picture. It was also mentioned that most of the time
the community is capable of completing these projects on their own, but without the arrival of
guests, the projects would’ve never been started.
The Impact of Homestay report reiterates the positive outcomes mentioned by the
directors. An idea that was brought up in the report was that the homestay program is creating
opportunities that are disrupting the social hierarchy in the village. It has started to weaken the
stereotypes that tend to hurt the Dalit community, such as that they are inferior humans. Also
being approved by the Government showed that they had met the guidelines (i.e. hygiene
standards) which proved that Dalits are not dirty. The report also mentions that the community
homestay/volunteer program is setting an example for other Dalit communities. The
infrastructure that was built has permitted the community to successfully lobby for government
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resources. These funds have allowed for the continued improvement of toilets, building of better
trails and has partially supported the community center.
Another source of data collection came from the group interview. The main topics that
were discussed during this interview centered around hygiene and access to water. Agreeing with
the surveys from the directors, participants mentioned that although the hygiene wasn’t awful,
improvements could be made. Participants also mentioned how the access to water was not good.
Those participants that stayed in the lower village mentioned how they only had access to water
for an hour each morning to supply four families. They then would have to travel 20 minutes
downhill to collect more if needed throughout the day. It was also mentioned that on workdays
participants traveled to collect water for the crew which was 30 minutes from the worksite.
Descriptions from these participants agree with the survey responses that were collected from the
directors of the Hands On Institute.
As someone who personally traveled to Nepal in 2018 with the Building Hope Program,
I kept a journal during my time in the village. My host family resided in the lower part of the
village. Mentioned earlier, my family included five members: a grandmother, a mother and 3
children. A father was not counted as part of the family. Observations from my journal included
that my family had a two-story house with a living room, kitchen room, a front and back porch, a
garden, and an outhouse. Being in the lowest part of the village it took us about fifteen minutes
to walk up to the community center on unestablished trails. One of the problems that my
particular family faced was access to water. The spigot near our home only had water in the early
morning for about an hour for the entire day. This required my family to collect as much water as
they thought they would need for the day. Along with my family there were three other families
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in the lower village trying to collect their water as well. If my family ran out of water for the day,
they would have to travel twenty minutes farther down the hill to collect more.
My family’s attitudes toward me were very positive and they generally seemed happy.
Although I don’t ever really know if my host mom fully even knew my name, I could tell that
she enjoyed our presence. As for the whole community, it genuinely seemed like they were
happy. The community appeared to be pretty tightknit and worked together well. I believe that
our helping build the community center impacted not only the general community but the
families as well. I would also add that I believe that this work is an act of voluntourism and that
if done correctly voluntourism can be a positive form of service work. Overall, not only did this
trip have a transformational impact on me, I feel that I positively impacted both my family and
the community.
Using this multimethod approach allowed for results to come from many different angles
with the intention of coming to a common ground. Through the use of surveys, archival analysis,
group interviews, and my own field notes, the results were analyzed and conclusions made on
the impacts of voluntourism in this village in Nepal.
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Discussion
The initial plan for this study was for me to return to the village and interview my host
family and other families throughout the village about the impacts that this program had on their
lives. The purpose of this was to add the voices of those in the village so as not to rely solely on
observations as outsiders looking in. Due to COVID-19, travel was not possible, to ensure that
all involved in the study remained safe and healthy. Instead we relied on survey data,
observations, and archival data from various sources to discover the impacts that our service had
on the community. This is a topic that lacks thorough research -- specifically follow-up research
-- on communities impacted by voluntourism.
Voluntourism is a vastly growing field of service work that has emerged as one of the
largest tourism markets in the world (Sin et al., 2015). To those who participate in this form of
service work, they often do not understand the impact that they are having on the community and
look at it as a glorified vacation. Due to multiple factors including volunteers and travel
companies, voluntourism has generated a negative connotation that is now associated with it.
This connotation now turns people away from the idea of participating even through a non-profit
organization, leaving those communities without the help that they might desperately need.
This study aimed to directly look at the impacts that were made by people who
participated in voluntourism in a community in Nepal. The goal was to understand the impacts
that service programs such as the Honors College Building Hope Program (in partnership with
the Hands On Institute) had on a hillside community in Nepal. Previously conducted studies led
to many sources on perspectives of the theoretical frameworks of voluntourism and this study
purposely steered away from that to focus specifically on the impact of voluntourism.
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To accomplish the goal of finding the impacts that are made through voluntourism, I
created a survey for students who traveled to Nepal with the Building Hope Program in 2018 and
2019. Along with surveying student participants, I created and administered a survey for the
directors of the Hands On Institute. I also conducted an informal group interview with those
participants who traveled to Nepal in 2018. The survey was used to understand the impacts of
voluntourism on the community through the eyes of the students that traveled to Nepal. The
questions that were asked pertained to their observations as well as their thoughts on the concept
of voluntourism. From the feedback that I received, I compared the two years (2018 responses
and 2019 responses) to each other to determine if there was any significant change that was
noticed throughout the community.
The surveys administered to the directors of the Hands-On Institute asked the majority of
the same questions that were on the students’ surveys. However, the Hands On Institute survey
looked at conditions before and after implementing the homestay program in this community.
This allowed me to be able to look at multiple angles of voluntourism providing me with
information of the effects of people coming into the community besides just the two groups from
Oregon State University, uncovering the impacts on this community of more than just the oneyear difference that was provided by the participant surveys.
Upon comparing the responses from the participants who traveled during 2018 to those
who traveled in 2019 there are some noticeable differences between the two. One of the
differences was in 2018, 75% of the respondents said that they felt the community was tightknit
whereas in 2019 100% thought that they were. Using the information that was from the directors
this would make sense that the community had become more tightknit. The homestay program
was described as allowing the community to have more community functions which brings them
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together more often. For example, now that they have the community center, not only is it a
place for them to gather for village meetings but it can be used to come together for celebrations,
when welcoming guests, or even just as a place to hang out (there is a game table just outside the
center).
Another difference observed was with the question, “Did you sense that there was an
opportunity to find work/make a living?” In 2018 participants felt that there were no
opportunities, answering “no” with 100% agreeance, whereas 2019 students were 50% “yes” and
“50% “no.” When this question was asked to the directors they indicated that although some
members of families still travel to India for work, the homestay program provides them with
some income, making their lives a little easier. One of the major goals of the homestay program
was to find a way to bring some income into the village to help alleviate some of the financial
burden on families. This shows that even in just one year, people coming to the village as part of
the homestay program have increased the income that is coming into the community without
having to go elsewhere for work.
One topic that seemed to be brought up multiple times not only by the directors, but by
the participants as well during the group interview, was the hygiene of the community. In the
Impact of Homestay report that was provided by the directors, it was said that the hygiene has
improved vastly since the beginning of the homestay program. The community has now since
been approved by the government which means that they have met the guidelines of Nepal’s
hygiene standards. Before this program in the village, homes in parts of the village didn’t have
bathrooms nor did the village as a whole readily have access to water. The reason as to why the
hygiene has improved so dramatically was from the expectation of visitors. Many of the
complaints that they had received from the program were often directed to hygiene issues. This
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led to the increase in trainings on what homestay visitors expect, and ultimately modified the
hygiene situation to meet guest needs. These trainings gave villagers the opportunity to learn
about the issues that revolve around hygiene and what the expectations are. As described by the
directors of the Hands On Institute, the program has allowed them to raise enough funds to make
these types of improvements throughout the community.
Due to the improved hygiene throughout the community, stereotypes have begun to break
down that had been built around Dalit communities for ages. Improved hygiene brings more
guests in (guests being ‘gods’ meaning that guests have a higher status than Dalits), which in
turn puts the Dalits ‘untouchability’ status in doubt. The homestay program has demonstrated to
themselves and other Dalit communities that they need not be stuck in the lowest rung of the
caste ladder. The community has now begun to lobby for government funds which only adds to
the improvements that can be made around the community.

Limitations and Future Research
The data that was collected in this study came from one specific village in Nepal. Results,
though not generalizable to other communities, can help guide policy and practice in other
communities. Different parts of the world may not experience the specific results found herein
based on a variety of different cultural, religious, economic, geographic and other factors. It is
suggested that researchers perform similar studies to this one to understand the impacts of
voluntourism within the community of interest. The sample for this study was very limited as
well. The richest source of data came from the directors at the Hands On Institute which had the
closest relationship with the community, followed by surveys returned by students as well as the
group interview.
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Another limitation in this study involves different types of biases. The first type is called
recall bias. Despite my best efforts to ask specific questions to help the process of recalling
events, it is something that could never be fully avoided especially since I was collecting data
from students who went on the trip up to two years ago. Observer bias is another type of bias that
was involved in this research. The questions that were asked on the surveys were solely based on
observations of their time in Nepal. This bias was essentially unavoidable. However, in spite of
this bias, many of the surveys had the same observations and conclusions. Another bias to
consider is that of the directors of the Hands On Institute. They work directly with the
community and want the best for them. This creates the potential of being more biased towards
their observations of the village. The last type of bias that potentially impacted the results of this
study is researcher bias. There is always the potential for the researcher, me in this case, to be
biased about the information that they are studying. Even with my own observations included in
the study, it was with my best intention to focus on the observations of others that were presented
in the study and not solely based off of my opinions.
In order to gain an enhanced perception of the impacts of volunteer tourism, suggested
future research should include traveling to Nepal to do follow-up interviews with the host
families within the village. This is needed to fully understand the impacts that voluntourism has
had on each one of the families. I also think that it is very important for their voices to be heard
directly because they, unfortunately, didn’t get that opportunity with this study. Other things to
consider for future research include making topics very specific to the area that is being studied
as well as asking direct questions. For example, if the area has known problems with hygiene,
ask specific questions about how the hygiene was, is, or can be improved. It is also suggested
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that when looking at other communities, to look at them longitudinally and then compare with
the findings of this study.
Conclusion
Many previous studies involving volunteer tourism have indicated that voluntourism
cannot have a positive impact on a host community, let alone make a life changing impact on a
volunteer’s life (Lupton, 2011). Looking at the survey responses from participants in the
Building Hope Program, 80% of the participants felt that they experienced voluntourism.
Regarding the impact that the experience had on their lives, 90% of the respondents stated that it
had a positive impact.
Additionally, and perhaps most importantly in terms of context, feedback and responses
from the directors of the Hands On Institute noted that their pre–hosting preparation work with
the community sought to help the community identify its own priorities and limit the possibilities
of creating dependencies — the goal was to help create community self–sufficiency. The projects
that the volunteers engaged in were locally initiated and locally controlled.
Other studies on the subject of voluntourism have also failed to look at the longitudinal
impacts that occur within the communities served. Not all benefits are directly tied to a service,
but can initiate a domino effect of positive impacts. It is important to look at the longitudinal
impacts to see how the community has grown over time. Impacts such as improvement of
hygiene, which can be seen in this study, cannot otherwise be seen without the use of
longitudinal comparison. This study makes the impacts over time as the main topic because
without it the impacts that voluntourists are having on a community would not properly be
determined.
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Most studies done on the topic of voluntourism mention negative impacts of the activity
and conclude with results that show voluntourism having a negative impact on communities.
Recent studies show that negative impacts of voluntourism can include creating a dependency
within the community, attacking non-profits by saying that they are exploiting the communities
and some comparing it to theoretical frameworks. Other studies talk about how voluntourism is a
prime example of the white savior complex, where white Americans go to a country to “save”
those non-white people within the developing country. However, not all studies concluded that
voluntourism is all negative; there are studies that show positive impacts. These studies talk
about volunteer awareness, volunteer identity and how voluntourism can have a positive life
changing impact on the voluntourist. These differing views only reiterate that voluntourism is a
topic that needs further research by focusing more specifically on the individuals and
communities served over time.
The findings from this study do not agree with the claims made by other studies
portraying voluntourism in a negative light, including findings that volunteers can unknowingly
create dependencies within the communities served.
Volunteer tourism – voluntourism – can be seen and experienced through many lenses.
Indeed, many articles on the subject attempt to attach a theoretical framework to the
phenomenon. This study sought to avoid such classification. However, the influence of such
frames, whether from educational theory, the social sciences, or business can help us better
understand the complex dynamics of international service and the impacts experienced by
communities and volunteers, and perhaps reframe voluntourism as a way to help communities by
positively impacting both the lives of those serving as well as those served.
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Appendix A
Group Interview Questions
Introduction:
Talk about study
Break the ice
Topic: Daily life
• What were some of the daily activities that you helped with or watched them do?
• What did the parents in your household do vs what did the kids do?
o Did your families have kids?
• Did you have both parents in the home?
o If not, who was there?
• Did they share any challenges that they go through on a daily basis?
Topic: Living Condition
• Describe living conditions in your host family?
o ie: house, room?
o garden area, animals?
• Describe your part of the village?
o ie: upper, lower, middle
o showers, water, access to community center?
• How many people lived in your house, or do you think lived in your house?
• How did you feel about the health of the community?
• Did they seem healthy?
Topic: Community
• What feelings did you get about the community as a whole?
• Did you feel that they were tightknit or more independent?
• Do you feel like community is important for this community?
• How do you think the fact that they are Dalits affects them as a community?
• Did you sense that there was an opportunity to find work/make a living?
• What do you think their knowledge of life outside of the community was?
Topic: Attitude
• What was the attitude of your host family?
o ie: general mood, hosting people
• Did they seem to be happy?
• Did they seem to be happy that we were there building a community center, or did they not seem
interested?
• What was their attitude towards you as a visitor?
Topic: Impact
• Do you think that this work (building community center) was helpful to the community?
• Do you think that this work was impactful on individual families?
o If so, how?
o If not, why?
• Was this experience transformational for you?
• Did you ever feel like you were imposing culturally?
Topic: Volunteer Tourism Concept
-explain volunteer tourism and give some positive and negatives of it
• What do you know about the concept volunteer tourism/voluntourism?
• Do you believe that our act of service in the village was an act of voluntourism?
o If so, what do you think the impact was on this community? (positive, negative)
o If not, what do you think this type of service should be called?
• Did you feel like you experienced volunteer tourism?
• Do you look at volunteer tourism as a positive?
• As a short-term visitor do you feel like you made an impact to their lives?
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Appendix B
Nepal Survey Questions
Thank you for taking the time to do this survey for my thesis research. With you participating in this study it is
giving a voice to those in our host village that would not be heard otherwise. It should take no longer than 25
minutes to fully complete it this survey. Please feel free to contact me if you have any questions about it.
Topic: Daily life
•
•
•
•

What were some of the daily activities that you helped with or watched them do?
What did the parents in your household do vs what did the kids do?
o Did your families have kids?
Did you have both parents in the home?
o If not, who was there?
Did they share any challenges that they go through on a daily basis?

Topic: Living Condition
•

•

•
•
•

Describe living conditions in your host family?
o ie: house, room?
o garden area, animals?
Describe your part of the village?
o ie: upper, lower, middle
o showers, water, access to community center?
How many people lived in your house, or do you think lived in your house?
How did you feel about the health of the community?
Did they seem healthy?

Topic: Community
•
•
•
•
•
•

What feelings did you get about the community as a whole?
Did you feel that they were tightknit or more independent?
Do you feel like community is important concept for the families?
How do you think the fact that they are Dalits affects them as a community?
Did you sense that there was an opportunity to find work/make a living?
What do you think their knowledge of life outside of the community was?

Topic: Attitude
•
•
•

What was the attitude of your host family?
o ie: general mood, hosting people
Did they seem to be happy?
What was their attitude towards you as a visitor?

Topic: Impact
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•
•

•
•

Do you think that this work (building community center) was helpful to the community?
Do you think that this work was impactful on individual families?
o If so, how?
o If not, why?
Was this experience transformational for you?
Did you ever feel like you were imposing culturally?

Topic: Volunteer Tourism Concept
•
•

•
•
•

What do you know about the concept volunteer tourism/voluntourism?
Do you believe that our act of service in the village was an act of voluntourism?
o If so, what do you think the impact was on this community? (positive, negative)
o If not, what do you think this type of service should be called?
Did you feel like you experienced volunteer tourism?
Do you look at volunteer tourism as a positive?
As a short-term visitor do you feel like you made an impact to their lives?

If you want to leave other comments, please feel free to do so here:

Can I contact you with any follow up questions to clarify any responses?

Would you be interested participating in a follow group interview?

42

Appendix C
Nepal Survey Questions
Thank you for taking the time to do this survey for my thesis research. With you participating in this study it is
giving a voice to those in in our host village that would not be heard otherwise. It should take no longer than 25
minutes to fully complete it this survey. This survey will be asking questions that deal with how the village was
when you first started working with them to where they are now. Please feel free to contact me if you have any
questions about it.
Topic: Daily life
• Have you noticed anything different in their daily activities from the beginning to now?
o ie: kids, parents, economic status of families
Topic: Living Condition
• Describe living conditions of the community then and now:
o ie: house, room?
o garden area, animals?
• Describe the different parts of the village then and now:
o ie: upper, lower, middle
o showers, water, access to community center?
• How did you feel about the health of the community? Then and now:
Topic: Community
• What feelings did you get about the community as a whole? Then and now:
• Did you feel that they were tightknit or more independent? Then and now:
• Do you feel like community is important concept for the families? Then and now:
• How do you think the fact that they are Dalits affects them as a community? Then and now:
• Did you sense that there was an opportunity to find work/make a living? Then and now:
• What do you think their knowledge of life outside of the community was? Then and now:
Topic: Attitude
• What was the attitude of the families? Then and now:
o ie: general mood, hosting people
• Did they seem to be happy? Then and now
• What was their attitude towards you as a visitor? Then and now:
Topic: Impact
• Do you think that the work that has been done was helpful to the community? Then and now:
• Do you think that this work was impactful on individual families?
o If so, how?
o If not, why?
Topic: Volunteer Tourism Concept
• What do you know about the concept volunteer tourism/voluntourism?
• Do you believe that the act of services in the village was an act of voluntourism?
o If so, what do you think the impact was on this community? (positive, negative)
o If not, what do you think this type of service should be called?
• Do you look at volunteer tourism as a positive?
• Do you feel like visitors have made an impact to their lives?
• Is it the projects or us being there that makes the biggest impact?
o How so?
If you want to leave other comments, please feel free to do so here:
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Appendix D
Group Notes
This is an example of what the notes looked like that were taken during the group interview.
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Appendix E
Journal Entries
This an example of what journal entries looked like while in the village.
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