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Abstract  
 

This study explores the nature of interactions and relationships between volunteer tourists and their 
hosts by using social exchange theory. A qualitative research methodology utilising semi-
structured, in-depth interviews and participant observation was adopted. The informants included 
fourteen volunteer tourists, on a working vacation at the Special Education Centre of Ranong 
Province, and nineteen staff members of the centre. Analysis of the data revealed that the 
interactions and relationships between the volunteer tourists and the hosts were equal, reciprocal 
and rewarding; neither acted only for the purpose of satisfying their own needs/expectations, but 
rather in ways that could benefit one another. In other words, they did not just seek to “take”, but 
also intended to “give”, which may be part of the unique nature of volunteer tourism, where 
volunteer tourists are driven by altruistic motivations and are viewed as different from other tourists 
by their hosts. Such mutual, rewarding interactions and relationships brought benefits to both groups 
and were sufficient for them to decide to be involved in volunteer tourism in the future. 
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Introduction 
Volunteer tourism is a growing form of 
alternative tourism. Annually, more than 1.6 
million individuals pay to take part in volunteer 
tourism (Mostafanezhad, 2013). This form of 
tourism can be characterised as an integrated 
combination of “travel’ and “volunteerism” 
(Raymond & Hall, 2008); in other words, it is a 
form of holiday or tourism that contains a 
component of volunteering in the community of 
the destination the tourists visit.  
 

Volunteer tourism originated in Western 
countries, mainly Europe and the UK; it then 
expanded to other regions including 
participants from the US, Australia, Asia, and 
Africa (Alexander, 2012; Lo & Lee, 2011; 
Wearing & McGehee, 2013). This type of 
tourism has been very popular among 
Westerners. Based on a study by Tourism 
Research and Marketing (TRAM, 2008), 
volunteer tourism has experienced significant 
growth over the past two decades: 
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Source: GoAbroad.com (2016) 
 

Figure 1. Number of volunteer tourism programmes offered in each region 
 

approximately 120,000 travellers from the US 
and UK volunteer abroad annually.  
 
A combination of factors has facilitated the 
phenomenal growth of volunteer tourism, inclu-
ding the growth of mass tourism on a global 
scale (Callanan & Thomas, 2005; TRAM, 2008; 
Tomazos & Butler, 2009) and the power of the 
media (Callanan & Thomas, 2005) to reveal 
other cultures to people, especially those from 
developed or Western countries, making them 
more aware of “the explicit divisions between 
the “haves” and “have-nots” in the society”, 
thereby inspiring them to do something more 
worthwhile and meaningful through volunteer 
tourism (Callanan & Thomas, 2005: 185). 
 
Moreover, terrorism and natural disasters that 
have occurred in many countries also 
contribute to the growth of volunteer tourism. 
The industry report “Volunteer Travel Insights 
2009” reveals that the 9/11 incident in the US in 
2001 and the Boxing Day tsunami that hit many 
countries in Southeast Asia in 2004 serve as 

important factors that motivate a number of 
people around the world to take a holiday that 
involved volunteering in the destinations where 
natural disasters occurred (Nestora, Yeung, & 
Calderon, 2009).  
 
Kontogeorgopoulos (2016) argues that the pre-
trip motivations of volunteer tourists, particu-
larly a desire for authenticity, have a role in the 
popularity and growth of volunteer tourism 
around the world. He points out that tourists in 
high-income countries are increasingly aware 
that conventional tourism experiences take 
place in artificial environments and create 
negative consequences for local communities, 
therefore, they seek for a form of alternative 
tourism that can provide authentic experiences.  
 
In addition, Wearing & McGehee (2013) point 
out other factors that have also played an 
important role in the growth and popularity of 
volunteer tourism, such as a reduction in 
barriers to travel, an increase in the size of the 
middle class in many developing countries, and 
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the desire of the middle class to gain more 
meaningful tourism experiences.  
 
The growth of volunteer tourism is reflected 
through the growing number of volunteer 
tourism programmes offered (TRAM, 2008; 
Tomazos& Butler, 2009). Callanan& Thomas 
(2005) explored the scale of volunteer tourism 
in 2003 by utilising the Volunteer Abroad 
database and found that there were 698 
volunteer tourism programmes available 
worldwide. Tomazos & Butler (2009) built on 
this study and examined the growth of 
volunteer tourism using the same database, 
finding that by 2007 the number of volunteer 
tourism programmes had risen dramatically to 
2,446, around 3.5 times higher than in 2003. 
Recent data in the same database shows that 
the number of volunteer tourism programmes 
continues to experience phenomenal growth: in 
May 2016, there is a total of 5,675 programmes 
offered around the world (GoAbroad.com, 
2016). The number of volunteer tourism 
programs offered in each region is shown in 
Figure 1. 
 
The main destinations for Western volunteer 
tourists are often less privileged or developing 
countries (Simpson, 2004; Tomazos & Butler, 
2009; TRAM, 2008; Zahra & McIntosh, 2007). 
These countries are also referred to as “Third 
World” countries. According to TRAM (2008), in 
2007, Latin America was listed as the single 
most popular region for volunteering 
placements, representing 36 percent of the 
destinations offered by volunteer tourism 
organisations. It was followed by Asia (28 
percent) and Africa (25 percent). Together 
these three regions represented almost 90 per 
cent of all the volunteer tourism destinations. 
Similarly, Morgan (2010) reveals that these 
three regions are the most popular regions for 
volunteering placement (albeit in a different 
order: in this study, Africa ranked first, with Asia 
second and Latin America third). 
Mostafanezhad (2013) shows that Western 
volunteer tourists were generally interested in 
volunteering in a “Third World” country, rather 
than their home countries, because they 
believe that the “Third World” was where help 
is most needed and their contribution could 
have real impact.  
 

Volunteer tourism is relatively new in Thailand. 
Its name appeared officially for the first time as 
“a promising future niche-market” in the 
Tourism Authority of Thailand’s 2011 marketing 
strategy plan for the European region (Tourism 
Authority of Thailand, 2010). Sources, such as 
the Asian Development Bank (2005), 
Mostafanezhad (2014), Kontogeorgopoulos 
(2016), the United Nations Thailand (2008), 
and the United Nations Environment 
Programme (2005), point out that following the 
2004 Boxing Day Tsunami, a number of 
international volunteers from across the world 
were attracted to the tsunami-affected areas in 
Thailand, Thailand has become one of the 
most popular destinations for international 
volunteer tourists.  
 
Mostafanezhad (2014) points out that the 
growth and popularity of international volunteer 
tourism in Thailand also stems from the well-
known humanitarian work of celebrities such as 
Angelina Jolie and Ricky Martin, which have 
been widely highlighted in media coverage, like 
as a time magazine article, “Vacationing like 
Brangelina” (Fitzpatrick, 2007) and a CNN 
article, “Do celebs like Jolie inspire 
voluntourism?” (Vasquez, 2010). 
Mostafanezhad (2014) found from her study on 
volunteer tourism in Thailand that volunteer 
tourists described Angelina Jolie’s 
humanitarian work as their inspiration to 
participate in volunteer tourism vacations.  
 
Despite the rapid growth and popularity of 
volunteer tourism, studies of volunteer tourism 
are still limited. In addition, existing studies of 
volunteer tourism to date have been 
fragmented by focusing solely on the 
perspective of volunteer tourists, such as their 
motivations and/or experiences (e.g. Andereck, 
McGehee, Lee, & Clemmons, 2012; Barbieri, 
Santos, & Katsube, 2011; Broad, 2003; Brown, 
2005; Carter, 2008; Harlow & Pomfret, 2007; 
Lepp, 2009; Lo & Lee, 2011; Sin, 2009) or the 
perspective of the residents in host 
communities (e.g. Holmes, Smith, Lockstone-
Binney, & Baum, 2010; McGehee & Andereck, 
2009; Sin, 2010). In fact, both volunteer tourists 
and local residents are major players in 
volunteer tourism and play a very significant 
role in the success and sustainability of the 
development of volunteer tourism; thus, 
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understanding the perspective of only one party 
provides only half the picture. Therefore, to 
gain a complete picture of the phenomenon, 
the perspectives of and relationships between 
these two groups should be obtained. Thus, 
this study examines the nature of interactions 
and relationships between volunteer tourists 
from Western countries and their hosts in 
Thailand, using a qualitative approach. 
Volunteer tourists and hosts are not 
homogeneous groups of people. They are 
diverse and likely to have different perceptions. 
With the use of qualitative research, rich, in-
depth, holistic insights on the nature of 
interactions and relationship between volunteer 
tourists and their hosts can be obtained.  
 
Social exchange theory, proposed by Ap 
(1992), was used as a framework because it 
helps to understand the process, causes and 
consequences of the interactions and 
relationships between volunteer tourists and 
hosts throughout their interactions. SET has 
been widely used in tourism studies, especially 
in the study of attitudes of local residents on 
tourists and tourism development and their 
supports for tourism (e.g. Andereck & 
Nyaupane, 2011; Gursoy, Chi, & Dyer, 2010; 
Lee, Kang, Long, & Reisinger, 2010; Nunkoo & 
Gursoy, 2012; Nunkoon & Ramkissoon, 2012; 
Ward & Berno, 2011). It is argued to have 
made a significant theoretical contribution to 
the field of local residents’ attitudes to tourism 
(Fredline & Faulkner, 2000). However, 
Sharpley (2014) questions the use of SET in 
the study of only one party in the exchange, 
and its contribution to an understanding of local 
residents’ attitudes. He argues that this theory 
is more appropriate for the analysis of the 
voluntary exchanges processed between two 
groups of people, rather than, focussing on 
only one party. Upon agreeing with this 
argument, this study utilises SET as a base in 
understanding the nature of interactions and 
relationships between volunteer tourists and 
their hosts.  
 
Literature review 
Definitions and main aspects of volunteer 
tourism 
Volunteer tourism is a relatively new form of 
tourism (Wearing, 2001; Tomazos & Butler, 
2009) and a number of definitions have been 

proposed. Examples of well-known definitions 
widely cited in existing literature include 
Wearing (2001:1), who refers to volunteer 
tourism as: 
  
“[T]hose tourists who, for various reasons, 
volunteer in an organised way to undertake 
holidays that might involve aiding or alleviating 
the material poverty of some groups in society, 
the restoration of certain environments or 
research into aspects of society or the 
environment.” 
 
VolunTourism (2011), a website dedicated to 
providing resources relating to volunteer 
tourism, defines it as: 
 
“The conscious, seamlessly integrated 
combination of voluntary service to a 
destination, along with the best, traditional 
elements of travel--- arts, culture, geography, 
history and recreation--- in that destination.” 
 
Kontogeorgopoulos (2016: 1) describe 
volunteer tourism as “a form of travel that 
combines traditional leisure pursuits with 
opportunities to volunteer in an organised 
fashion.” From these definitions of volunteer 
tourism, it can be seen that although volunteer 
tourism has been defined differently, there are 
two common aspects. Firstly, volunteer tourists 
spend part of the holiday doing volunteer 
activities at the destination; and secondly, 
volunteer tourism involves goodwill practice or 
altruistic motivations to benefit other people. 
 
A review of existing literature suggests five 
main aspects of volunteer tourism: (i) it 
includes volunteering and travelling 
components; (ii) the volunteer tourists are 
motivated by goodwill or altruism; (iii) it aims to 
provide reciprocal benefits; (iv) it aims to 
promote cross-cultural exchange; and (v) it is 
generally undertaken by Westerners in 
developing countries. These five aspects are 
discussed in turn. 

(i) Volunteering and travelling 

It can be argued that volunteer tourism is a 
tourism activity or “holiday” because this form 
of tourism involves the temporary and willing 
movement of individuals from their usual place 
of work or residence to other destinations 
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during their free time. However, volunteer 
tourism differs from other types of tourism in 
that it involves participating in various voluntary 
activities at the destination. More importantly, 
the tourists have to pay for the privilege of 
volunteering (Wearing, 2001). Volunteer 
tourists often pay more for their volunteer 
vacations than for a “normal” vacation at the 
same destination (Wearing, 2001). Such 
expenses normally cover the costs of 
accommodation, meals, and the maintenance 
costs of the project in the relevant 
communities. Additionally, in some cases, they 
also include a donation to the cause or project 
(TRAM, 2008).  
 
(ii) Goodwill or altruism 
The acts of the volunteer tourists are often 
believed to be motivated by goodwill or 
altruism, which potentially benefit other people 
(Broad, 2003; Callanan& Thomas, 2005; Gray& 
Campbell, 2007; McGehee& Santos, 2005; 
Wearing, 2001). Altruism is one of the major 
factors motivating travellers to participate in 
volunteer tourism (Brown, 2005; Chen & Chen, 
2011; Lo & Lee, 2011; Proyrungroj, 2013; 
Wearing, 2001). An analytical review of the 
literature on volunteer tourists’ motivations 
found that altruism is illustrated in many ways, 
and takes a variety of forms. Phrases such as 
“giving back” (Brown, 2005), “making a 
difference” (Brown, 2005; Lo & Lee, 2011), 
“saving the world” (Wearing, 2001), “doing 
good” (Wearing, 2001), “showing love and 
care” (Lo & Lee, 2011), “helping others” 
(Carter, 2008; Chen & Chen, 2011; van der 
Meer, 2007; Wearing, 2001), “contributing” 
(Sin, 2009), and “doing something meaningful” 
(Lo & Lee, 2011) are used to describe altruistic 
motivation.  
 
In terms of the actions volunteer tourists use to 
express altruistic motivation, these take a 
number of forms, such as providing financial 
and material support to the needy, giving up 
their time, and using their skills and knowledge 
for the well-being of local residents (e.g. 
teaching health knowledge to students in a 
local school, and encouraging people in difficult 
situations) (Lo & Lee, 2011; Proyrungroj, 2013).  
 

(iii) Reciprocal benefits 

Volunteer tourism is arguably a mutually 
beneficial form of travel (Broad, 2003; Brown & 
Morrison, 2003; Lepp, 2009; Ooi& Laing, 2010; 
McGehee& Santos, 2005; McIntosh & Zahra, 
2007; Raymond & Hall, 2008; Sin, 2009; 
Wearing, 2001). The potential benefits that 
local residents in host communities can gain 
from volunteer tourism can be categorised into 
three main areas: economic-related, social-
related, and environment-related benefits.  
 
The economic-related benefits include 
increased manpower, direct financial support 
through volunteering placements, local 
employment, and supplementary revenue 
(Morgan, 2010). In terms of social-related 
benefits, volunteer tourism not only provides a 
free workforce and funds to local communities 
(Callanan& Thomas, 2005; McIntosh & Zahra, 
2007; Stoddart& Rogerson, 2004; Wearing, 
2001), but can also provide a viable means of 
education for locals (Sin, 2010). As for 
environmental benefits, volunteer tourism that 
takes place in rural destinations can help with 
environmental restoration and conservation 
(Broad, 2003; Wearing, 2001).  
 
For the volunteer tourists, the notions of self-
development and transformative experiences 
are often mentioned in existing literature (e.g. 
Broad, 2003; Harlow &Pomfret, 2007; Jones, 
2005; Knollenberg, McGehee, Bynum Boley, & 
Clemmons, 2014; Lo& Lee, 2011; McGehee& 
Santos, 2005; McIntosh & Zahra, 2007; Zahra 
& McIntosh, 2007). For example, Broad (2003), 
Harlow &Pomfret (2007), Jones (2005) and Lo 
& Lee (2011) all argue that the volunteer 
tourism experience facilitates the volunteer 
tourists to develop their abilities and skills in 
multiple ways, such as improving their 
confidence, enhancing their ability to work with 
others, gaining problem-solving skills and 
developing their communication skills.  

(iv) Cross-cultural exchange 

According to existing literature, volunteer 
tourism enables direct interaction and 
exchange between volunteer tourists and host 
communities (Broad, 2003; Brown, 2005; 
Jones, 2005; McIntosh & Zahra, 2007; Zahra & 
McIntosh, 2007). Brown (2005: 488) notes that: 
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“volunteer experiences enable travellers to 
experience and learn beyond the typical 
tourism platform, where one is surrounded by 
staged settings typified by beautiful beaches 
and fancy resorts, to see the people as they 
really are, their lives and their living 
environment.” 
 
This is because volunteer tourists live and work 
in the host community, which consequently 
allows them to directly observe and interact 
with local people (Broad, 2003). 

(v) Undertaken by Westerners in developing 
countries 
Volunteer tourism is often perceived as a 
practice of people from Western nations 
travelling to provide assistance to people in 
developing countries (Palacios, 2010; Richter & 
Norman, 2010; Scheyvens, 2002; Simpson, 
2005; Sin, 2009). This practice is underpinned 
by the notion that the notion that the world is 
divided into a rich, developed “North” and a 
poor, developing “South”. People in the “North” 
or Western nations were born more fortunate 
and ought to share their privileges by assisting 
people in the “South” or Eastern nations who 
are less fortunate.  

 
Host-guest interactions and relationships 
Tourism is a social phenomenon consisting of 
interactions and relationships between and 
among individuals, various stakeholder groups 
and organisations, especially between tourists 
and local residents (McGehee &Andereck, 
2009; Sharpley, 2014). To support this, 
Bimonte & Punzo (2016: 129) states that 
“tourism involves a meeting of two populations: 
a better known, stable population (residents) 
and a generally ex-ante less known and 
variable one (tourists)”, each of which has their 
own preference and expectations with regards 
to the benefits and costs deriving from tourism. 
The interactions and relationships that occur 
between local residents and tourists are often 
referred to as “host-guest interactions and 
relationships” or “host-guest encounters”, in 
which local residents serve as host, and 
tourists are guests. Such interactions and 
relationships are argued to be fundamental to 
tourism (Smith (1977).  
 

Sharpley (2008) points out that interactions and 
relationships occurring between local residents 
and tourists may influence the attitudes, 
expectations, opinions and, ultimately, lifestyles 
of both parties. Bimonte & Punzo (2011) and 
Sharpley (2014) similarly state that the quality 
and nature of the interactions and relationships 
between these two groups affects local 
residents’ perceptions of tourism and tourists’ 
willingness to pay and their experiences. A 
number of scholars (e.g. Bimonte, 2008; 
Bimonte & Punzo, 2016; Getz & Timur, 2005; 
Gursoy & Rutherford, 2004) argue that only 
mutual benefits between local residents and 
tourists can prevent conflicts between them 
based on the effects of competition and the 
over use of resources.  
 
Pearce (1994) states that the contexts within 
which such interactions and relationships occur 
vary, depending on a number of factors such 
as the stage, scale, and type of tourism 
development, the expectation and behaviour of 
tourists, and the structure and characteristics of 
the local community. Sharpley (2014) 
conceptualises the nature of host-guest 
interactions and relationships based on the 
nature of contact between these two parties 
and subsequent influences on host perceptions 
by developing a continuum of tourist-host 
encounters. At one end of the continuum 
stands the so-called “intentional encounters 
between tourists and hosts based on 
commercial exchange” where tourists and 
hosts engage in frequent, planned, mutually 
beneficial exchanges, therefore, such 
encounters tend to have a direct effect on 
tourist experiences and the hosts’ perceptions. 
Conversely, at the other end of the continuum 
is the encounter between tourists and hosts 
who do not have direct contact with each other, 
therefore, the encounter between them does 
not have an influence on the experience of the 
tourists, but possibly has an influence on the 
hosts' perceptions. In the middle between these 
two ends are intentional encounters for 
personal exchange and 
unintentional/spontaneous encounters. The 
former refers to the context in which tourists 
and hosts have occasional, planned, mutually 
beneficial contacts, whereas the latter refers to 
a context in which tourists and hosts engage in 
infrequent, unplanned, and uncertain beneficial 
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contact. However, both forms of encounters 
have some degree of influence on tourist 
experiences and hosts’ perceptions. 
  
Apart from the nature of host-guest interactions 
and relationships, the status of hosts (local 
residents) and guests (tourists) is another 
concept used to describe and analyse the 
interactions and relationships between these 
two parties. Van den Berghe & Keyes (1984) 
argue that local residents and tourists are 
unequal in terms of local information and 
wealth. In terms of local information and 
knowledge, locals are in a superior status 
because they are more familiar with the local 
information and knowledge. Thus tourists are 
vulnerable and likely to be cheated. However, 
in terms of wealth, tourists usually have better 
status as they come from developed and 
wealthy nations, whereas the locals live in 
developing and poor countries. Moreover, Van 
den Berghe & Keyes (1984) also add that the 
inequality between local residents and tourist 
also comes from the fact that tourists are the 
onlookers while the local residents are the 
performers.  
 
In line with this, Zhang, Xu, & Xing (2016) 
explain the unequal status between local 
residents and tourists by stating that tourists 
are usually in an active position through 
“gazing” and “photographing” the local 
residents, while the local residents are often in 
a passive position because they are those who 
are gazed upon and photographed by the 
tourists. In addition, the study of Zhang et 
al.(2016) on host-guest interactions in ethnic 
tourism argues that in a particular location such 
as in minority or ethnic areas, the hosts appear 
to have higher status and more power than 
tourists through their control of the space and 
their local knowledge. Moreover, this study also 
suggests that in minority areas, due to the lack 
of local knowledge, superiority of tourists’ 
economic position does not make them have 
higher status or more power than the local 
residents.  
 
Social exchange theory (SET) 
The analytical review of social exchange theory 
(SET) presented in this section provides a 
foundation for understanding the interactions 
and relationships between volunteer tourists 

and their hosts. SET is rooted in sociology and 
anthropology (Cook & Rice, 2003) and has 
been applied widely in a business context 
(Coulson et al., 2014). 
 
The theoretical core of SET is an assumption 
that all relationships are exchanges which 
involve give and take (Kaynak & Marandu, 
2006). Specifically, SET is based on the 
premise that social interaction is based on an 
exchange of tangible and intangible rewards 
and resources between people or groups of 
people (Nunkoo & Ramkissoon, 2012; 
Sharpley, 2014; Zafirovski, 2005), and the 
comparison between relative costs and benefits 
of such relationships (Ward & Berno, 2011). In 
other words, SET is concerned with the 
analysis of how the structure of costs and 
benefits in a relationship affect the pattern of 
interaction (Molm, 1991). According to SET, 
individuals decide to engage in an exchange 
process once they have anticipated and 
compared the benefits which they may gain 
from such an exchange with the costs that they 
may incur (Bimonte & Punzo, 2016; Nunkook & 
Ramkissoon, 2012). Generally, individuals 
involved in an exchange process will enter into 
relationships in which the benefits exceed the 
costs (Nunkook & Ramkissoon, 2012) and try 
to optimise the benefits while minimising the 
costs implied by such exchange (Bimonte & 
Punzo, 2016; Coulson et al, 2014). 
 
Ap (1992: 668) conceptualised social exchange 
theory as  
 
“a general sociological theory concerned with 
understanding the exchange of resources 
between individuals and groups in an 
interaction situation. Interactions are treated as 
a process in which “actors” supply one another 
with valued resources,” defining an actor as “a 
person, a role-occupant, or a group that acts as 
a single unit” and resources as “of a material, 
social, or psychological nature”, which “become 
the object of exchange.” 
 
Sharpley (2008) suggests that in the context of 
tourism, tourists and hosts go through a 
process of negotiation, exchange or interaction 
in which both aim to benefit from the encounter. 
Cropanzano & Mitchell (2005: 876) argue that 
“an exchange requires a bidirectional 
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transaction – something has to be given and 
something returned”. For example, while 
tourists may seek to benefit in a form of a 
desired experience and hosts in the form of 
economic gain, each party provides the other 
with resources (e.g. tourists buy souvenirs, 
local residents arrange cultural shows).  
 
A number of researchers (e.g. Bachmann, 
2001; Cook, Hardin, & Levi, 2005; Nunkoo & 
Ramkissoon, 2012; Oberg & Svensson, 2010) 
argue that central to SET are the concepts of 
power and trust between the actors in an 
exchange process. Or in other words, social 
exchanges are based on a mixture of both 
power and trust (Bachmann, 2001). Nunkoo & 
Ramkissoon (2012) explain the notion of power 
by using Foucault (1978)’s concept of modern 
power and state that power in the context of 
SET is not similar to the traditional perspective 
on power where it refers to a situation where 
one person or a group of persons gives orders 
and the other obey (Stein & Harper, 2003), but 
in the context of SET, power exists and is 
manifested in all social relations. In line with 
this, Ap (1992) points out the role of power in 
social exchanges by stating that power is used 
to achieve mutual benefits between the actors 
involved in the exchange process and it also 

determines the actors’ ability to take advantage 
of the outcomes of the exchange.  
 
Alongside the notion of power is trust. Several 
scholars (e.g. Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005; 
Molm, Takahashi & Peterson, 2000; Nunkoo & 
Ramkissoon, 2012; Stein and Harper, 2003) 
argue that trust between actors serves as a key 
element in social exchanges. This is because 
in social exchanges, the exchange of benefits 
between actors is a voluntary action and is not 
based on any obligations (Konovsky & Pugh, 
1994). Therefore, whether social exchanges 
will continue is based on trust between the 
actors in an exchange process (Zafirovski, 
2005).  
 
Social exchange can be either reciprocal or a 
negotiated exchange (Coulson et al, 2014). 
Reciprocal exchange refers to an exchange in 
which each party involved in an exchange 
process performs beneficial acts for another 
without the negotiation of terms and without 
knowing whether or not, or even to what extent 
others will reciprocate (Frémeaux & Michelson, 
2011; Molm, Peterson, & Takahashi, 2003; 
Molm et al., 2000). In contrast, negotiated 
exchange is an exchange in which both parties 
seek explicit agreement on the terms of 
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exchange (Molm et al., 2003) and thus each 
party’s benefits and costs are of measured 
value (Coulson et al, 2014).  
 
When applied in the context of tourism, Ap 
(1992) explains that social exchange consists 
of four main components: (a) the identification 
of need satisfaction; (b) exchange relation; (c) 
consequences of exchange; and (d) 
determination of the consequences. Between 
these components are a set of processes that 
link them together, including: (i) initiation of 
exchange; (ii) exchange formation; and (iii) 
exchange evaluation, as in Figure 2. 
 
Figure 2 shows that the interaction or social 
exchange process between tourists and hosts 
is initiated by the “identification of need 
satisfaction” which serves as the rationale or 
motivation for each party to engage in tourism 
activities. These motivations play an important 
role in influencing the attitudes and behaviour 
of tourists and hosts during the interactions 
(Fisher & Price, 1991; Proyrungroj, 2013). 
Fisher & Price (1991) argue that two types of 
motivations (a desire to learn something new 
and a desire to interact with new people) 
determine the positive results of host-guest 
interactions. Identification of need satisfaction 
is linked to the second component, the 
“exchange relation”, by a process of initiating 
an exchange. 
 
According to Ap (1992), exchange relations 
consist of two subcomponents: antecedents 
and form of exchange relation, linked by a 
process of exchange formation. The 
antecedents refer to forms of opportunities 
perceived by at least one of the actors before 
the exchange occurs. The antecedents or 
perceived opportunities normally occur in forms 
of, initially, “rationality of behaviour”, when the 
actors believe that they can gain potential 
rewards or benefits from exchange; therefore, 
tending to act in a rational manner that leads 
them to obtain such benefits; “satisfying of 
benefits”, in which actors attempt to gain a 
satisfactory and acceptable level of benefits 
from the exchange, since the ideal maximised 
benefits may not always be possible; 
“reciprocity”, a situation in which each actor 
provide benefits that are important to one 
another equitably; and “justice principle”, in 

which the exchange must be perceived by both 
parties as fair.  
 
If either party perceives that the exchange will 
be unrewarding, unsatisfactory or unfair, 
withdrawal will occur and there will be no 
exchange. Alternatively, if both parties feel the 
exchange will provide fair, satisfactory and 
reciprocal rewards, they continue to undergo 
the process and the transfer of resources 
between them occurs.  
 
Exchange relations can be either balanced or 
unbalanced, based on the relative power or 
dependence of the actors (Ap, 1992; Crawford 
& Novak, 2014). Power refers to the ability of 
one actor to exert control over the outcome of 
another’s experience, and arises from having 
resources that are valued by another actor. The 
resources might be money, knowledge, 
experience, or whatever is sought by another 
actor (Crawford & Novak, 2014). If both parties 
perceive that they both gain from the exchange 
and have similar levels of power, the exchange 
relation is balanced. However, if one actor has 
high levels of power compared to the other, the 
exchange relation is unbalanced, placing the 
former in an advantageous position. A 
disadvantaged actor may develop negative 
attitudes to the advantaged actor.  
 
De Kadt (1979: 50) argues that the nature of 
the interactions or exchanges between tourists 
and their hosts can take one of three paths: 
“where the tourist is purchasing some good or 
service from the host, where the tourist and 
host find themselves side by side, for example, 
on a sandy beach … and where the two parties 
come face to face with the object of exchanging 
information or ideas.” In relation to social 
exchange theory, the last situation described 
shows a balanced exchange relation, in which 
tourist and host interact on the basis of 
equality, respect and mutual reward. 
 
Several researchers (e.g. Ap, 1992; Mathieson 
& Wall, 1982; Reisinger, 2012; Sutton, 1967) 
argue that interactions and relationships 
between tourists and members of the local 
community or their hosts tend to be unequal 
and unbalanced in nature. Reisinger (2012) 
points out that since the interactions between 
tourists and hosts are brief and temporary, 
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there is no opportunity to develop meaningful, 
equal, and balanced interactions and 
relationships. Moreover, tourists and hosts 
have different social status, play different roles, 
and have different motivations: tourists are at 
leisure, whereas hosts are at work; tourists are 
to be served, whereas hosts are the servers; 
tourists are motivated by leisure, whereas 
hosts are motivated by financial gain. Such 
differences lead each party to develop different 
attitudes and behaviours towards each other. 
Above all, different abilities of tourists and 
hosts in accessing information can lead their 
interactions and relationships to be unequal 
and unbalanced. Ap (1992: 667) furthers this 
argument by stating that “not all asymmetric 
resident-tourist exchanges favour the tourist. 
There are occasions when tourists may be 
taken advantage of due to their inadequate 
knowledge.”  
 
The study of Simpson (2004) on the volunteer 
tourism experience of gap year students affirms 
the above arguments. She argues that 
volunteer tourism experiences emphasise the 
great differences and inequality between the 
volunteer tourists and the hosts, which in turn 
reinforces the notion of “them” and “us”. This is 
because the gap year-volunteer projects create 
a “geography” of the world where there are 
simplistic boundaries between 
developed/northern/Western countries and 
developing/southern/Eastern countries, and 
this perception, in turn, legitimises young 
unskilled people from developed countries 
coming to help people in developing countries. 
Simpson (2004) also points out that volunteer 
tourism experiences do not enable the young 
volunteer tourists to truly understand the nature 
and causes of poverty in the host country: they 
simply use the poverty as a means to 
distinguish the developed world from the 
developing world and adopt the idea of “luck” or 
“lotto logic” to explain the differences and 
inequality they encounter.  
 
In line with Simpson (2004), Sin (2009) argues 
that volunteer tourism and a giving attitude in 
the volunteer tourists cannot help aid-recipients 
to share the privilege enjoyed by volunteer 
tourists; on the contrary, it mirrors the 
dichotomy between the superior status of 
Western volunteer tourists and the inferior 

status of aid-recipients in host countries, and 
reinforces the dominant position of Western 
nations. 
 
Heuman (2005) point out that the exchanges 
between hosts and guests in the context of 
volunteer tourism (referred to in this study as 
“working holidays”) appear to be in the form of 
“traditional hospitality” rather than “commercial 
hospitality”: the latter is commonly found in 
mass tourism. According to Heuman (2005), 
traditional hospitality differs from commercial 
hospitality in that in the former, the main 
features of host-guest relationship (protection 
provided by hosts to tourists, non-monetary 
reciprocity, compliance of the tourists with 
locals’ expectations, and a performance of 
deference) are all found, whereas these 
elements do not feature in the latter. In 
commercial hospitality, interactions and 
relationship between hosts and tourists are 
usually based on financial exchange, so that 
the relationships between tourists and hosts 
are less likely to develop social and personal 
ties. Agreeing with this, Uriely & Reichel (2000) 
argue that volunteer tourism can serve as a 
platform where “social exchange” relations 
between hosts and guests – in which social 
and personal ties receive more emphasis– can 
be better developed.  
 
Once the exchange process is completed, or at 
the end of the holiday, both tourists and the 
hosts evaluate the exchange of resources. The 
consequences of the exchange evaluation can 
take the form of a sequence: examining outputs 
from the exchange; determining the action to 
respond to another party based on the outputs; 
and evaluating the psychological outcomes of 
(feelings about) the consequences. The 
combination of outputs, actions, and 
psychological outcomes as consequences of 
the exchange evaluation forms the attitudes of 
tourists and hosts towards one another (Ajzen 
& Fishbein, 1980) and determine the likeliness 
of future exchange. 
 
The outputs are the perceived benefits that the 
actors have gained from the exchange. For 
example, if the evaluation of the exchange is 
positive, the outputs for the tourists can be 
gaining new experiences or having learnt about 
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local culture; and for the hosts, they can be in 
the form of income or employment.  
 
For actions, the tourists may recommend that 
their friends visit the community, and the hosts 
may extend friendliness, courtesy, and 
hospitality to tourists (Proyrungroj, 2015), or 
adapt themselves to some inconveniences 
caused by tourism, such as long queues for 
purchasing goods and services, sharing local 
facilities with tourists, overcrowding, noise, and 
traffic congestion (Teye, Sönmez, & Sirakaya, 
2002).  
 
As far as outcomes are concerned, positive or 
negative feelings held by either group towards 
the other are good examples of outcomes. The 
study of Proyrungroj (2013) found that at the 
end of the holiday, volunteer tourists had mixed 
feeling toward their hosts as a result of their 
interactions: they were very impressed by the 
hosts’ friendliness, helpfulness, and dedication 
to looking after the orphan children, and at the 
same time, they were frustrated because 
sometimes the hosts did not assign them work, 
which made them feel underutilised, useless 
and unneeded.  
 
As for the hosts’ feelings towards the tourists 
as the result of the interaction, in the field of 
volunteer tourism, there several relevant 
studies. For example, Proyrungroj (2015) 
reports that hosts expressed a variety of 
positive feelings towards the volunteer tourists, 
which included: being impressed (e.g. by the 
volunteer tourists’ conduct, performance and 
the benefits they had provided); being grateful 
(for the volunteer tourists’ generosity, efforts, 
and dedication); and being proud (of their own 
culture when the volunteer tourists showed an 
interest in it). Sin (2010) reports that hosts had 
positive feeling towards volunteer tourists 
because they were aware of the good 
intentions of the volunteer tourists and saw 
their acts as beneficial. Guiney (2012) reports 
that the staff of the orphanage where volunteer 
tourism took place had positive feelings 
towards the volunteer tourists, because they 
see the volunteer tourists as a vital source of 
income for the orphanages. Negative feelings 
of hosts towards volunteer tourists were also 
found in the existing literature. For example, Lo 
& Lee (2011) reveal that the hosts felt inferior 

and frustrated when they interacted with 
volunteer tourists from wealthier countries 
 
The combination of the evaluation of outputs, 
actions and outcome leads to decisions by both 
parties about their future exchange; if the 
exchange is positive, they are likely to engage 
in future exchange; but if negative, the 
possibility of future exchange is very low. 
 
Methodology 
This study used an interpretive paradigm and 
qualitative research methods because its 
primary aim was to gain a rich, in-depth, holistic 
understanding of the interactions and 
relationship between volunteer tourists from 
Western countries and their hosts in Thailand. 
The rationale for employing this approach is 
justified in terms of ontology, epistemology and 
methodology.  
 
Ontologically, this research posits that the 
interactions and relationship between volunteer 
tourists and hosts are socially constructed and 
based on routine interrelations and interactions 
between volunteer tourists, hosts and the 
environments in a specific context. Therefore, 
interpretation of this phenomenon naturally 
varies across time and place (Jennings, 2001) 
and depends on the individuals who interpret it 
(Denzin, 1989). Further, this study holds that 
volunteer tourists and hosts are not homoge-
nous groups of people: their interpretations are 
diverse. This ontological assumption is in 
accordance with the interpretive paradigm. 
 
In terms of epistemology, the interpretive 
paradigm emphasises a close relationship, 
social interaction, and working partnership 
between researchers and researched, which is 
believed to be fundamental for meaning and 
knowledge production (Goodson & Phillimore, 
2004; O’Donoghue, 2007). Therefore, 
researchers are encouraged to immerse 
themselves in the social setting of interest so 
that an insider’s view can be achieved 
(Jennings, 2001).In this study, the researcher 
adopted the case study approach, utilising a 
combination of qualitative research methods as 
a means of entering and becoming an actor in 
the volunteer tourism phenomenon at the study 
site. This approach proved very effective and 
enabled the researcher to work closely with the 



 Host-guest relationship in the context of volunteer tourism.  

 

188 
 

respondents in the production of knowledge for 
this study.  
 
In keeping with the interpretive paradigm, this 
study was informed by a qualitative method-
logical approach, because the interactions and 
relationships between volunteer tourists and 
hosts are complex and dynamic in nature, and 
thus cannot be conveyed and presented in a 
numerical or statistical form. It is believed that 
the statistical nature of quantitative research 
cannot capture the multiple realities of 
interactions and relationships between 
volunteer tourists and hosts, and qualitative 
methods can lead the researcher to better 
understand how these two groups interpret 
their interactions and relationships. Therefore, 
this study adopted a case study approach 
using semi-structured interviews and 
participant observation.  
 
This study employed a case study approach, 
using the volunteer tourism programme offered 
by the Special Education Centre of Ranong 
Province in Muang district, Ranong province, 
Thailand as the case. It is a government 
organisation established in 2000 to provide 
residential education and care for children with 
disabilities. The children include those with 
mental retardation, cerebral palsy, autism, 
mobility and physical impairments, intelligence 
or memory impairment, and aural impairment. 
 
The centre began to offer the volunteer tourism 
programme in 2011. All the volunteer tourists 
applied for the program through Andaman 
Discoveries, a non-profit organisation based in 
Thailand. Over 90% of the volunteer tourists 
are from the UK and Spain; the rest are from 
other Western countries including the 
Netherlands, France, and Australia. 
Opportunities for volunteer tourism are 
available all year round. Generally volunteer 
tourists spend around one to four weeks and 
are required to work five days a week. Their 
main duty is to educate and take care of the 
children at the centre. 
 
In terms of qualifications, the Special Education 
Centre does not require specific qualifications 
for recruiting volunteer tourists in terms of 
knowledge, skills or experiences. Instead, it 
prefers characteristic such as being open-

minded, proactive, patient, mature, flexible and 
respectful of different cultures. The volunteer 
tourists were asked to write a motivation letter, 
submitted with the application form. 
 
This study collected data from two groups of 
respondents: volunteer tourists on working 
vacations at the Special Education Centre of 
Ranong Province, and the staff of the centre 
who served as hosts. Host respondents were 
limited to only the staff of the centre is 
because, apart from the staff members of the 
centre, there were only a few locals who had 
contact with the volunteer tourists or had an 
opinion about them. This limitation was 
identified during the pilot study when the 
researcher tried to interview other groups of 
local residents, but found that they did not have 
rich information about the volunteer tourists to 
share. Generally, they said that they liked to 
have these people in their community, but that 
was all. The staff of the centre were found to be 
the only group of local people in regular contact 
with volunteer tourists. 
 
Both groups of respondents were selected 
using purposive sampling. The main reason for 
this was that the Special Education Centre of 
Ranong Province is a specific, enclosed site 
where all the volunteer tourists and staff work, 
and therefore all of them had direct experience 
that yielded valuable insights for the research.  
 
The criteria for selecting volunteer tourists were 
that subjects must be: (i) tourists from Western 
countries who spend part of their holiday 
volunteering at the Special Education Centre of 
Ranong Province for at least one week; (ii) 
aged eighteen years or older for ethical 
reasons; and (iii) able to communicate in 
English for the convenience of data collecting. 
As for the host respondents, the criteria for 
selection were that subjects must be: (i) Thai 
citizens; (ii) aged eighteen years or older for 
ethical reasons; (iii) must work at the Special 
Education Centre and have roles and activities 
that involve them with the volunteer tourists. As 
a result, 14 volunteer tourists and 19 staff 
members of the centre were selected. This 
number was defined by the saturation point of 
the data; that is, when new categories or 
themes stopped emerging from the data. 
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Table 1. Profile of the volunteer tourists  
Name Gender Age Marital 

status 
Education Country of 

Origin 
Occupation 

V1 Male 18 Single A-levels UK Student 
V2 Female 18 Single A-levels UK Student 
V3 Male 22 Single A-levels Netherlands Recent university student 
V4 Male 19 Single A-levels UK Student 
V5 Female 18 Single A-levels UK Student 
V6 Female 21 Single Bachelor’s Degree Spain Recent graduate 
V7 Female 19 Single A-levels UK Student 
V8 Female 32 Single Bachelor’s Degree UK Teacher 
V9 Male 23 Single Bachelor’s Degree Spain Recent graduate 
V10 Female 41 Married Bachelor’s Degree Spain Physiotherapist 
V11 Female 22 Single Bachelor’s Degree Australia Recent graduate 
V12 Female 27 Single Bachelor’s Degree Spain Engineer 
V13 Female 18 Single A-levels UK Student 
V14 Female 18 Single A-levels UK Student 

 
 
Table 2. Profile of the staff members of the centre 
Name Gender Age Marital 

status 
Education 

H1 Female 37 Married Master’s Degree 
H2 Female 42 Married Bachelor’s Degree 
H3 Female 23 Single Bachelor’s Degree 
H4 Female 52 Married Bachelor’s Degree 
H5 Female 38 Single Bachelor’s Degree 
H6 Female 32 Divorced Bachelor’s Degree 
H7 Male 50 Married Bachelor’s Degree 
H8 Female 50 Single Bachelor’s Degree 
H9 Female 25 Single Bachelor’s Degree 
H10 Female 26 Single Bachelor’s Degree 
H11 Female 28 Single Bachelor’s Degree 
H12 Male 31 Single Bachelor’s Degree 
H13 Female 32 Single Bachelor’s Degree 
H14 Female 31 Married Bachelor’s Degree 
H15 Male 25 Single Bachelor’s Degree 
H16 Male 23 Single Bachelor’s Degree 
H17 Female 24 Single Bachelor’s Degree 
H18 Female 24 Single Bachelor’s Degree 
H19 Female 26 Single Bachelor’s Degree 

 
 

Tables 1 and 2 show the profile of the 
respondents. 
 
The study was conducted between January 
and March 2013. Data were collected using 
semi-structured interviews and participant 
observation. These two techniques were used 
for the benefit of triangulation. The rationale for 
choosing semi-structured interviews lies in their 
potential to enable a researcher to gather “rich” 
data because it allows a researcher to clarify 
and probe the topics being investigated 
(Bebbie, 1990). If the answers of the 

respondents are unclear or too brief, this 
technique enables a researcher to ask for 
clarification, by giving an example or simply 
requesting more detail (Carey, 2013). 
Moreover, this type of interview corresponds to 
the interpretive paradigm, which is the 
framework of this study. All 33 respondents 
were interviewed individually. Interviews were 
conducted in English with the volunteer tourists 
and in Thai with the hosts. Before starting the 
interview, the process of ensuring ethical 
practice was introduced. All the respondents 
were provided with a research information 
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sheet that explained the details of the research 
and their rights. Moreover, they were asked to 
fill in and sign a consent form giving their 
permission to video-record the interviews and 
the use of their words with pseudonyms in 
publications. 
 
As for the participant observation, this study 
used the technique “participant as observer” as 
categorised by Junker (1960), in which the 
respondents were aware of the researcher’s 
identity and role. In this study, the researcher 
observed the behaviour of, and activities 
performed by, the respondents. Moreover, she 
had informal conversation with them. The 
rationale for utilising this technique lie in its 
strengths in allowing a researcher to gain data 
on what actually and normally happens in the 
social setting being studied (Carey, 2013). This 
technique also enables the researcher to be 
aware of the hidden aspects of events being 
researched (Denscombe, 2007). In addition, 
the researcher also believed that participant 
observation could enable her to become 
immersed in the social setting, thereby 
providing an opportunity to observe how the 
respondents construct and interpret meanings 
and knowledge of the issues being studied 
(Jennings, 2001). The activities and behaviour 
of the respondents, as well as informal 
conversations with them, were observed and 
recorded in the fieldnotes, which were 
organised chronologically. 
 
Data analysis was conducted during and after 
data collection. Although software qualitative 
data packages like Nvivo are available, the 
researcher chose to analyse the data manually 
because this allowed her to immerse herself in 
the data. Before starting data analysis, the 
interviews were transcribed by the researcher. 
Although this was time-consuming, it was 
worthwhile because the researcher became 
very familiar with the data. The data gathered 
from semi-structured interviews and participant 
observation were cross-checked. This study 
not only sought convergence, but also 
differences or contradictions that occurred 
within the data. The data analysis process 
followed six phases of thematic analysis, as 
introduced by Braun & Clarke (2006): (i) 
becoming familiar with the data; (ii) generating 
initial codes; (iii) searching for themes; (iv) 

reviewing themes; (v) defining and naming 
themes; and (vi) producing the report. Key 
themes were established according to the 
interpretation of meaning attached to the data 
in relation to the research questions. 
 
The reason for using thematic analysis lies in 
its accessibility and flexibility. As suggested by 
Braun & Clarke (2006), thematic analysis is an 
accessible and flexible method because it is 
not attached to any particular theoretical or 
epistemological approach; thus it can be 
applied across different theoretical frameworks.  
 
Discussion of findings 
By using the model of social exchange theory 
proposed by Ap (1992) to examine interactions 
and relationships between volunteer tourists 
and hosts, the data analysis reveals that both 
volunteer tourists and the hosts initially decided 
to get involved in the volunteer tourism 
program at the Special Education Centre 
because they expected to benefit from 
volunteer tourism.  
 
For the volunteer tourists, three major 
motivations/expectations were identified: a 
desire to help children less fortunate than them; 
a desire to gain experiences in teaching and 
taking care of children with disabilities; and a 
desire to learn about Thai culture, as described 
below: 
  
“These kids are very poor. I always want to 
help them. I feel lucky and at the same time I 
also feel that I am selfish, being born as a 
privileged person…it would be really selfish to 
not go and to give some love and some help to 
the children who are less fortunate…I really 
want to help them, at least to make them 
happy”. (V2) 
 
“I decided to work here because I want to work 
with children with disabilities, I want to help 
them get better. So for me volunteering here 
helped me to see how good I am at teaching 
and taking care of these children. I also want to 
see how my contribution affects them, so see 
how I can improve.” (V7) 
“It is mostly just to help ease myself into Thai 
culture. I always want to be immersed into the 
culture of the community I visit. I want to learn 
and experience how people live. I believe that 
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working here helps me absorb myself in 
everything Thai.” (V9) 
 
As for the hosts, they mentioned that there 
were not enough staff at the centre to support 
the large number of children, and therefore 
they needed assistance from the volunteer 
tourists to relieve them from routine work such 
as taking children to toilets, taking care of 
children during lunchtime, and playing with 
children. With volunteer tourists relieving them 
from such responsibilities, they had more time 
for other tasks. Many hosts also mentioned that 
they wanted to learn English from the volunteer 
tourists. Moreover, the hosts also wanted to 
learn from people who have knowledge such 
as how to provide physical or musical therapy. 
For example, H4 said,  
 
“We don’t have a physiotherapist here because 
we don’t have budget to hire one. So I think if 
we can have volunteers who are 
physiotherapists, we can learn a lot from 
them…We used to have one volunteer from 
Spain who is a physiotherapist and she taught 
us a lot. Now some of us can provide 
physiotherapy to the children.” 
 
The identification of needs satisfaction of the 
volunteer tourists and the hosts supports the 
argument made by Ap (1992: 671) that, 
“Unless a need exists, there is no rationale, 
motivation, or basis upon which the actor can 
develop a willingness to initiate exchange with 
another party.”  
 
When the volunteer tourists arrived at the 
centre and engaged in volunteer tourism 
programme, they interacted with their hosts. It 
is evident from the data that both volunteer 
tourists and hosts interacted in a rational 
manner, or in a manner they believed could 
lead them to fulfil their needs/expectations. For 
example, those tourists with a desire to gain 
experience in teaching and taking care of 
children with disabilities tended to work hard, 
preparing for lessons, using their skills and 
knowledge and trying different techniques in 
teaching and providing care to the children to 
ensure that their needs were satisfied. 
 
For the hosts, it was found that they also acted 
in a rational manner to fulfil their 

needs/expectations, by assigning specific tasks 
to the volunteer tourists that they believed 
would benefit them and the children. For 
example, if the volunteer tourists had specific 
skills or knowledge (e.g. of physiotherapy or a 
particular musical instrument), these tourists 
would be asked to use their knowledge and 
skills to provide care or teach the children 
under the observation of the staff, so that the 
hosts could learn these skills as well. 
 
It is evident that the behaviour of each group 
and the interactions between them brought 
about benefits that were perceived to be 
satisfactory, acceptable, and reciprocal to both 
groups. Neither acted only for the purpose of 
satisfying their own needs/expectations, but to 
benefit one another. In other words, they did 
not just seek to “take”, but also intended to 
“give.” This may be part of the unique nature of 
volunteer tourism, which aims to provide 
mutual benefit for both tourists and hosts.  
 
The reciprocal exchanges or interactions 
between the volunteer tourists and the hosts 
found in this study support the argument that 
volunteer tourism provides reciprocal benefits 
for both volunteer tourists and host 
communities made by several researchers (e.g. 
Broad, 2003; Brown & Morrison, 2003; Lepp, 
2009; McGehee & Santos, 2005; McIntosh & 
Zahra, 2007; Ooi & Laing, 2010; Raymond & 
Hall, 2008; Sin, 2009; Wearing, 2001). Based 
on the satisfactory, reciprocal interactions 
between volunteer tourists and hosts as 
discussed above, it can be argued that their 
interaction was a balanced exchange. This is 
because each party had resources valued by 
the other, and these resources were shared in 
an equal and fair manner: for example, the 
volunteer tourists had knowledge of English 
and skills in taking care of children with special 
needs, which they shared with the hosts; and 
the hosts had an environment where the 
volunteer tourists gained the benefits they 
sought.  
 
Although both volunteer tourists and hosts 
perceived inequality between them in terms of 
their socio-economic background, this 
perception did not cause unbalanced 
interactions between them. On the contrary, 
both felt that they could benefit from this 
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inequality. Volunteer tourists claimed that being 
first-hand witnesses of the differences between 
their own lives and the lives of the children at 
the centre made them aware of things that they 
had never realised before, transforming some 
of their values and perceptions. They had not 
only taught the children, but learnt a lot from 
them. The most frequently cited things they had 
learnt were appreciation of things they already 
had, and the minimal importance of material 
needs. As V13 said: 
 
“The lives of the kids here made me realise that 
you can live simply and be so happy over this 
simple thing… It is so materialistic at home and 
the kids there have so much and yet they have 
no appreciation of it…I noticed that yesterday 
when the kids were getting their presents, that 
was amazing. They looked so happy even they 
didn’t know how they could use those things.” 
 
As for the hosts, they benefitted from such 
inequality by learning from the skills and 
knowledge of the volunteer tourists. This point 
was clearly stated by H3: 
 
“They [the volunteer tourists] came from 
developed countries, which is good for us here 
and the kids because they know a lot of things 
better than us. They know how to teach and 
provide care for these kids better than us. I 
think in their countries, there are modern and 
more efficient ways and techniques to help 
these kids in terms of the development, which 
they can share with us.” 
 
The data also suggested that the volunteer 
tourists felt that they were not mere visitors, but 
rather guests of the centre. This made them 
feel warm, as if they were at their own home. 
The point is mention by every volunteer tourist, 
who similarly stated that all of the staff were 
very friendly and treated them as if they were 
family.  
 
V14 said that she believed that the staff of the 
centre viewed her and other volunteer tourists 
as different to other tourists. She compared her 
previous leisure tourism experience in Thailand 
when she visited famous tourist attractions with 
her volunteer tourism experience at the centre, 
saying that the way Thai people treated her 
when she was a leisure tourist was totally 

different to the way the staff treated her. When 
she was a leisure tourist, Thai people saw her 
as source of money and treated her as “a 
customer”, whereas at the centre, she was 
treated as “a guest”.  
 
As for the hosts, they thought that volunteer 
tourists were different from other tourists 
because they came to help. With this 
realisation, they felt gratitude to the volunteer 
tourists and wanted to return the generosity 
and good intentions of the volunteer tourists. 
Many hosts said that they had, for example, 
taken volunteer tourists to markets and nearby 
tourist attractions during the weekends and 
teaching Thai language to them. 
 
Signs of caring for the safety and security of 
the volunteer tourists were also detected from 
the hosts. Many hosts said that they were 
worried that the volunteer tourists might have 
problems with the unfamiliar food and climate 
of Thailand; therefore, they made sure that the 
accommodation the volunteer tourists were 
equipped with enough fans and clean food was 
prepared for the volunteer tourists. 
 
No sign of conflict between the volunteer 
tourists and the hosts were found. The data 
from participant observation showed that the 
hosts set very clear rules about working, and 
explained these rules to the volunteer tourists 
during the orientation. The hosts were also 
eager to explain about local culture (e.g. how to 
dress when visiting the temple, how to greet 
each other, how to speak Thai language etc.) 
to the volunteer tourists. Most of the volunteer 
tourists showed that they were ready to follow 
the rules and respect local culture. However, it 
was found that there were a couple of female 
volunteer tourists who dressed in a way that 
showed too much skin, which is considered 
inappropriate in Thai culture. Although some 
hosts mentioned their concern, they thought 
that this was a minor issue. They understood 
that the volunteer tourists did not have bad 
intentions, but simply dress according to their 
own culture, which has more liberal norms 
about how much skin is shown; moreover, 
Thailand is a hot country, so volunteer tourists 
who came from colder countries wore very light 
clothes that might show a lot of skin. 
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In summary, the consequences of the 
interactions between tourists and hosts in this 
study were found to be positive. Based on 
social exchange theory, this can be explained 
using the form of a sequence: examining 
outputs from the interactions; determining the 
action to respond to another party based on the 
outputs; and evaluating the psychological 
outcomes (feelings about) of the 
consequences. 
 
The outputs were in the forms of benefits that 
each party had gained: the volunteer tourists 
gained a desired experience, which included 
the opportunity to exercise their altruistic 
motivation by helping less fortunate children, 
having experiences in taking care of children 
with special needs; learning about Thai culture; 
and learning from the lives of the children (e.g. 
appreciation of things they already had, and the 
minimal importance of material needs). For the 
hosts, the benefits that they had gained include 
having learnt knowledge and skills from the 
volunteer tourists in terms of taking care of the 
children with special needs, having an 
opportunity to learn/improve English skills, and 
relief from routine duties and responsibilities. 
 
In terms of action, the data showed that many 
volunteer tourists provided on-going support to 
the centre, and many of them recommended 
that their friends participate in volunteer tourism 
at the centre; for the hosts, examples include 
extending hospitality to the volunteer tourists 
and giving them souvenirs and certificates.  
 
As for the psychological outcomes, it was found 
that both parties were greatly satisfied. The 
data showed that these positive feelings were 
primarily based on the characteristics and 
behaviour of both parties. For example, the 
volunteer tourists were impressed by the 
behaviour of the children and the dedication 
and performance of the staff in taking care of 
the children, as reflected in V9’s statement that, 
“Seeing the development of these kids, they 
are so far in advance. They [the staff members] 
are doing a great job with engaging the kids… 
They have been so dedicated.” The hosts were 
impressed by and grateful for the generosity 
and dedication of the volunteer tourists. 
Moreover, it is also evident that both parties 
shared an interest in the well-being and 

development of the children, which caused 
them to have positive feelings and attitudes 
towards each other. 
 
Furthermore, although it was found that the 
volunteer tourists had some negative feelings, 
these were not related to the hosts, but rather a 
more general sense that their contribution 
would not be as beneficial as they expected, as 
stated by V10: 
 
“I just felt like the kids don’t really need us 
here...I think there will be other centres, maybe 
bigger ones, where volunteers will be more 
needed…It feels like we are coming in, 
intruding a little bit on their space kind of thing.”  
 
Another factor that caused negative feelings in 
volunteer tourists was breaking the bond they 
had established with the children and the staff 
at the centre; this feeling inevitably occurs 
when two parties have spent time together. The 
sadness of the volunteer tourists was not as a 
result of any inappropriate behaviour on the 
part of the hosts, but caused by their own 
sensitivity.  
 
These outputs, action, and outcomes 
determined the future involvement in volunteer 
tourism of both groups. Many volunteer tourists 
mentioned that they intended to volunteer at 
the centre again, and all of the hosts were 
willing to welcome volunteer tourists to their 
centre again. To conclude, the interactions in 
this study were reciprocal and rewarding, which 
benefitted both groups and was sufficient for 
them to decide to be involved in volunteer 
tourism in the future.  
 
Conclusion and implication 
The findings of this study contribute to the 
literature on volunteer tourism, especially in 
terms of the nature of interactions and 
relationship of the volunteer tourists and the 
hosts. The finding of this study agree with 
Fisher & Price (1991), who point out that a 
desire to learn and a desire to interact with new 
people are the two major motivations that lead 
to positive results of the tourist-host 
encounters. In this study, these two motivations 
were found to be the primary motivations of 
both volunteer tourists and hosts to engage in 
volunteer tourism. It could be argued that these 
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two motivations represent major characteristics 
of actors in volunteer tourism, because in 
volunteer tourism, cross-cultural exchanges 
and engaging relationships could be easily 
facilitated. A desire to learn and a desire to 
interact with new people were found to direct 
volunteer tourists and hosts to behave in a way 
that enabled them to gain benefits from one 
another, which consequently led them to have 
positive feelings about the experience as a 
whole. 
 
The main conclusion of this study is that the 
exchanges or interactions between volunteer 
tourists and hosts tend to be equal and 
balanced, and both parties can enjoy mutual 
benefits. This finding challenges the idea that 
exchanges or interactions between tourists and 
hosts tend to be unequal and unbalanced, in 
which one party benefits more than the other, 
as argued by Ap (1992), Mathieson & Wall 
(1982), Reisinger (2012) and Sutton (1967).  
 
Perhaps an altruistic motivation or a desire to 
help the children on the part of the volunteer 
tourists, and the perception of the hosts that 
volunteer tourists were different from traditional 
tourists could best explain this situation. For the 
volunteer tourists, although they took care of 
and taught the children with the purpose of 
fulfilling their own desire, these behaviours 
evidently benefited the children and the hosts. 
For the hosts, they not only sought to benefit 
from the volunteer tourist, but also regarded 
them as “a member of their family” or “friends”, 
and were willing to share knowledge of taking 
care of the children and their native culture with 
them. 
 
Moreover, this study argues that both volunteer 
tourists and the hosts were very satisfied with 
what they gained from the other party. Neither 
felt that they were taken advantage of by the 
other party, nor believed that they were in an 
advantageous position. No signs of being 
inferior or superior were detected from either 
side. A possible explanation of this situation 
may lie in the fact that the Special Education 
Centre of Ranong Province does not depend 
on tourism’s economic benefits, but on 
government funding. Therefore, the staff 
thought that the operation of the centre could 
still continue even without volunteer tourists. In 

fact, they thought that the volunteer tourists 
were temporary guests who come to visit and 
give them a hand. For the volunteer tourists, 
they stated that they were warmly welcomed by 
the staff, which made them feel as if they were 
guests, not tourists. Although they had to live in 
an unfamiliar environment and take orders from 
the staff to do tasks, they did not felt that this 
made them inferior. They also realised that the 
operation of the centre did not rely on their fees 
or on their labour was also found the volunteer 
tourists did not think that their wealth and 
knowledge from the developed world put them 
in a better position than the staff. Instead, they 
thought that participating in volunteer tourism at 
the centre would allow them to exchange 
knowledge of taking care of disabled children 
with the staff: something they could share with 
the staff and learn about together. This 
situation can explain why the actors in this 
exchange process have similar levels of power, 
as argued by Ap (1991) and Crawford & Novak 
(2014).  
 
In addition, the findings of this study do not 
support the argument that volunteer tourism 
may reinforce inequality between developed 
and developing nations, and/or deepen 
dichotomies of “them” and “us”, instead of 
promoting true cross-cultural understanding 
between volunteer tourists and local residents, 
as argued by some researchers ( Lo & Lee, 
2011; Simpson, 2004; Sin, 2009). This study 
found that the perception of the Western 
volunteer tourists of the economic inequality 
between them and local people played an 
important role in influencing them to participate 
in volunteer tourism. The volunteer tourists felt 
that they were more economically fortunate and 
had had better opportunities than the children 
at the centre, creating feelings of guilt and a 
desire to share these benefits with others who 
are less fortunate. They subsequently felt that it 
was their responsibility or moral duty, to share 
their privileges. During their visit, their 
experiences made them more aware of their 
potential to help and inspired them to continue 
volunteering and contributing to society.  
 
Alongside a desire to lessen inequality by 
sharing their privileges (e.g. taking care of the 
children at the centre), the volunteer tourists 
also sought to learn from the children, which 
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they believed to be significant and applicable to 
their lives. Examples of such values include: 
appreciating what one already has; and 
regarding material needs as less important. 
The findings suggest that the staff of the centre 
were already aware of the inequalities between 
them and the volunteer tourists, but interaction 
with volunteer tourists did not reinforce this 
inequality or make the perception of it larger. 
On the contrary, they felt that volunteer tourism 
potentially lessened this gap because it served 
as an effective means of transferring 
knowledge and also promoted cross-cultural 
understanding. Whilst cultural differences did 
cause some concern among some members of 
the community (i.e. inappropriate dressing of 
volunteer tourists), such differences were not 
new or important.  
 
Moreover, this study is also in agreement with 
Proyrungroj’s (2014) study, which found that 
Thai residents who hosted Western volunteer 
tourists seem to accept the superiority of the 
tourists in terms of their wealth and knowledge 
without feeling inferior or frustrated. They 
believe that they could benefit from such 
superiority. Furthermore, the study also agrees 
with Kislenko (2004) and Proyrungroj (2015) 
that the main reason Thai hosts were not 
frustrated with Western tourists is that Thailand 
has never been colonised by Western nations; 
therefore, Thai locals are free from anti-
Western feeling.  
 
This study supports previous studies (Heuman, 
2005; Uriely & Reichel, 2000) that found that 
the interactions and relationship between 
volunteer tourists and hosts appear to be in a 
form of “traditional hospitality”. Evidence of the 
main features of the traditional hospitality and 
protection provided by hosts to tourists (non-
monetary reciprocities, compliance with the 
expectations of hosts, and a performance of 
deference) were found in this study. This study 
agrees with Uriel & Reichel (2000) that the 
nature of volunteer tourism can facilitate 
engaging interactions and meaningful 
friendships between volunteer tourists and their 
hosts, and in such an environment social and 
personal ties between both parties can be 
easily developed. Although there was financial 
exchange between volunteer tourists and hosts 
(the volunteer tourists paid for accommodation, 

food, and an opportunity to work at the centre), 
this was not the main feature of interactions 
and relationships between these two parties, as 
might be in the case in mass tourism.  
 
As for practical implications, the findings of this 
study provide an insight for volunteer tourism 
organisations about the nature of interactions 
and relationship between volunteer tourists and 
their hosts. Specifically, this study provides an 
understanding of what each party needs or 
expects to gain from volunteer tourism; how 
each party acts or interacts with the other to 
ensure that their needs/expectations can be 
fulfilled; how each party should act and/or what 
should they provide for the other party in order 
to make their interactions and relationships 
balanced, equal and reciprocal. This study can 
serve as a case study for volunteer tourism 
organisations, hosts, and related stakeholders 
by showing how interactions between volunteer 
tourists and their hosts can lead each party to 
enjoy mutual benefits from participation in 
volunteer tourism. 
 
Limitations and direction for future research 
This research is underpinned by an interpretive 
paradigm utilising qualitative research 
methods, and the study is based on only one 
case study and a small number of respondents. 
Moreover, this study is primarily based on the 
researcher’s understanding, and her 
interpretations of the respondents and the 
researcher’s encounters with respondents. For 
these reasons, the findings of this study are 
unique to the volunteer tourism at the Special 
Education Centre of Ranong province and 
cannot necessarily be generalised to other 
cases. However, this study does not aim to 
generalise its findings, because such an 
approach is not applicable to qualitative 
research. Instead, it aims to gain rich, in-depth, 
holistic understanding of the host-guest 
relationship in the context of volunteer tourism; 
therefore, it prefers to use “transferability” as a 
criterion to ensure its rigour by providing thick 
description of the study’s context and setting, in 
order to ensure that its findings can be 
transferable to other situations, if those 
situations are similar to the context of this 
study.  
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In terms of future research, this study focused 
only on the interactions and relationships 
between volunteer tourists and their hosts, and 
the benefits each party can gain from volunteer 
tourism. However, it does not look at how the 
children did or did not benefit. They are the 
direct aid-recipients of volunteer tourism, and 
therefore, more research on the impact of 
volunteer tourism on children is needed. 
 
Concerns about the impact of volunteer tourism 
programme on the children have been raised. 
At the time of conducting the research, there 
has been limited study on the impacts of 
volunteer tourism on children with disabilities. 
This topic can be investigated from the 
perspectives of people directly involved with 
these children, which include staff of the 
institutions responsible for these children, and 
their parents. These people are close to the 
children and are in a position to observe the 
impacts of the volunteer tourists on the 
children. The volunteer tourists can serve as 
another potential key informant because they 
act as care-takers and spend time with the 
children. Finally, people who work in the area 
of child psychology and/or with children with 
disabilities are another group of people who 
could provide an insight into this topic area. 
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