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Abstract

Volunteering tourism incorporates services and activities related to the caring
of environmental, cultural, or humanitarian issues, intending to benefit not
only tourists but also locals. Therefore, this activity fits into principles of sus-
tainable development which has been defined as growth based on a balance
between the environmental, social, and economic dimensions. The aim of this
study was to determine the contribution of volunteering tourism to sustaina-
ble development and to identify the crucial factors to implement a successful
volunteering project. We explored the interactions between volunteering tour-
ism and sustainable development through a qualitative approach considering
as case study: the rural tourism project “Quilla Pacari”, located in the high-
lands of Chimborazo province, Ecuador. Our findings proportionate informa-
tion about the influence of volunteering tourism in principles associated with
sustainable development revealing a general insight into the interactions and
identifying the perception about the crucial factors to implement a successful
volunteering project. However, the Quilla Pacari project located in Chimbo-
razo province is relatively emergent and further studies are needed to clarify
all the relations associated with the process.

Keywords

Sustainable Tourism, Volunteering Tourism, Andean Project, Chimborazo,
Quilla Pacari

1. Introduction

Sustainable Development has been defined by the Commission Brundtland [1]

as a paradigm that proposes to satisfy the actual needs without compromising
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the possibility of future generations to accomplish their own needs. This defini-
tion has been widely accepted and several studies have included sustainability
and its interactions, however, a common perspective is an analysis through its
dimensions: environmental, socio-cultural, and economic [2] [3] [4] [5] [6]. These
three dimensions have been identified as fundamental components of sustaina-
bility and their participation in a sustainable system has been described through
the following statements: 1) An efficient system should produce goods and ser-
vices, maintaining a good level of governance and a limited external debt, to avoid
extreme economic inequalities (Economic sustainability). 2) A system based on
environmental sustainability should avoid overexploitation of renewable resources
systems, and consuming responsibly nonrenewable resources at the time that it
is investing to find suitable substitutes. This includes the care of all ecosystem
services associated with biodiversity (Environmental sustainability). 3) A system
should achieve equality in the provision of social services as health and educa-
tion, generating gender equity, and adequate opportunities and participation (So-
cial sustainability) [7].

Nowadays, it is imperious that the shift is towards a sustainable development
paradigm [8] to revert the deterioration of the life-supporting ecosystems, pro-
viding additional efforts to their regeneration. In that sense, tourism has been
identified as an important driver to promote the sustainable development of ter-
ritories by several international agreements: In 1980, the World Conservation
Strategy, the Brandt Commission Report, and World Tourism Organization Ma-
nila Declaration; in 1982, the UNEP/WTO Accord; in 1987 the Brundtland Re-
port, and in 1992, the United Nations Conference on Environment and Devel-
opment (UNCED-Earth Summit). In this context, sustainable tourism has been
defined by the UN World Tourism Organization as a kind of tourism that satis-
fies the needs of tourists and hosts in the present while protects and provides
opportunities for the future. Sustainable tourism looks to maintain the social
and economic compensations at the same time that the undesirable impacts on
the natural, historic, cultural, or social environment are reduced or mitigated. In
fact, when it is compared with other economic activities, tourism shows a stronger
relationship with the society and environment, due in part to its dependency on
preserved environments, cultural particularities, and social interactions. The prac-
tice of conscious tourism will contribute significantly to the sustainability of so-
cieties [9] [10] [11].

In the Andean region, it is possible to find rural areas located in mountainous
places with low population density but with an important cultural heritage [12],
which is not always well known [13]. In this context, the traditional paradigm of
development is no longer functional [14] [15] and the notion of sustainability
becomes applicable and effective, especially in a global context where there is an
increasing number of tourists looking for alternatives that include experiences
based on the contact with local people appreciating the landscape and culture of

the territory [16] under principles of sustainability [4] which is a key element to
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promote a genuine interaction between locals and tourists [17] [18] [19]. One of
these alternatives is volunteering tourism, which has been defined as an activity
that incorporates services and activities related to the caring of environmental,
cultural, or humanitarian issues, intending to benefit not only tourists but also
locals [20]. Volunteering tourism satisfies the needs of tourists who want to “travel
with a purpose” [21] and “make a difference during their holidays” [22], enjoy-
ing a tourist experience with the benefit of contributing to others. This kind of
experience is usually developed not in areas considered as major tourist destina-
tions but in locations near to protected natural areas or rural regions. Volunteer
tourists have been defined as people who invest their time, budgets, and man-
power at a destination far from home to gain cultural, environmental, and spiri-
tual experiences [23]. Besides, volunteering has been recognized as an activity
with a significant role to play in achieving the United Nations Sustainable De-
velopment Goals [24].

Nowadays, there are several programs offered by wide sources, such as gov-
ernment agencies, indigenous communities, non-governmental organizations,
tour operators, and academic institutions [25] [26] [27]. Although the content of
their projects may be considered similar because includes: volunteer and tourism
as main elements, their goals and missions can vary widely. For example, some
programs emphasize touristic activities, while others include more volunteer ser-
vices. So, volunteering programs may target young people, mature adults, fami-
lies, unskilled laborers, students, or professionals; and, the duration of a trip may
vary from less than a week to months or even years [20]. The concept of volun-
teer tourism includes a great diversity of projects and a wide spectrum of volun-
teer tourists, which have shown a great breadth of motivations [23]. These mo-
tivations include altruism, travel and adventure, personal growth, cultural ex-
change and learning, professional development, organization goal or mission, and
right time or place [20] [28].

Ecuador is a small Andean country that occupies an area of 256.370 km? and
has about 17 million inhabitants. It shares borders in the north with Colombia,
in the south and east with Peru, and in the west with the Pacific Ocean. Ecuador
has been identified as one of the most diverse countries per square kilometer in
the world. However, the applications of initiatives that promote sustainable tour-

ism are still few and volunteering tourism could become a viable alternative.

2. Study Area

The Chimborazo province (Figure 1) is located in the center of the inter-An-
dean region of Ecuador, at 1°40'00"S 78°39'00"O coordinates. Its geomorphology
includes several large mountains and volcanoes (Chimborazo, Carihuayrazo,
Altar, Igualata, Tungurahua, Sangay) some of them sharing territory with other
provinces. Chimborazo occupies a territory of about 5.999 km? where inhabits
524.004 people. Its territory has a wide altitudinal gradient (100 - 6.263 m.a.s.l.)

and it is characterized for presenting a climatic heterogeneity where is possible
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Figure 1. Location of the study area. (a) Ecuador in South America; (b)
Chimborazo province in Ecuador.

to find: glacial (above 4600 m.a.s.1.), moorland (between 3000 and 4000 m.a.s.1.),
mesothermic dry climate (down to 2000 m.a.s.l.). It is possible to access the prov-
ince by first-order routes from the main cities of Ecuador as Quito or Guayaquil.
The name of the province is due to the presence of Chimborazo volcano, which
is the highest mountain in Ecuador with 6.263 meters above sea level. Due to
terrestrial rotation, the diameter in the equatorial zone is the largest on the en-
tire planet. Therefore, if the distance from the center of the Earth is measured,
the Chimborazo summit is the most distant point, exceeding by more than two
kilometers the Everest, which is the highest altitude mountain above sea level.
Administratively, Chimborazo province has 10 cantons (Alausi, Chambo, Cu-
mand4, Penipe, Colta, Riobamba, Guamote, Chunchi, Pallatanga and Guano) and
45 rural parishes. One of these parishes is Calpi where is located a small touristic
project: Quilla Pacari, which means “the moon awakening”. The project was started
by 80 women associated to dynamize the local economy and promote intercul-

tural exchange.

3. Methodology

The study was developed through a qualitative approach to explore the interac-
tions between volunteering tourism and sustainable development, qualitative me-
thods have been previously utilized in several studies related to volunteering tour-
ism [20] [21] [29] [30] [31]. We used a methodology of case studies [32] [33]
which has been commonly applied in social sciences to approach the compre-
hension of specific questions adding elements that contribute to identifying and
understanding the relation between events.

This work aimed to assess the contribution of volunteering tourism to sus-
tainable development and to identify the crucial factors to implement a success-
ful volunteering project, by the analysis of the context of a rural tourism project:

Quilla Pacari, located in the highlands of Chimborazo province—Ecuador.
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We considered the importance of involving different groups of stakeholders
[34] from an integrative perspective which assumes that an effective organiza-
tion analysis requires consensus from a plurality of key stakeholders [35]. So,
Table 1 presents a core of key stakeholders identified and the number of inter-
views carried out for each group. A total of 86 interviews were conducted from
January to June 2021.

The questions that we used in the interviews were designed with the aim of 1)
to assess the contribution of volunteering tourism to sustainable development,
and 2) to identify the crucial factors to implement a successful volunteering pro-
ject.

To assess the contribution of volunteering tourism to sustainable development,
we used 3 dimensions including 12 accepted principles of sustainable tourism de-
velopment (Table 2), which were developed [36] according to the methodology
presented by the United Nations Environment Program and the World Tourism
Organization [37] physical integrity, biological diversity, resource efficiency, en-
vironmental purity, cultural richness, community wellbeing, local control, visitor
fulfillment, social equity, employment quality, local prosperity, and economic
viability. The level of volunteering tourism contribution to each indicator was de-
termined with a four-point licker scale the following scale of values: 0 = Null 1 =
Low 2 = Medium 3 = High.

To identify the crucial factors to implement a successful volunteering project,
we proposed 3 dimensions (Organizations, Volunteer-tourists and, Host commun-
ities) each of them including three factors (Table 3): product design, manage-
ment, promotion, altruism, life-changing experience, skills, organizational streng-
thening, economic benefits and, cultural interchange. The perception about the
magnitude of importance of each factor was determined with a four-point licker

scale the following scale of values: 0 = Null 1 = Low 2 = Medium 3 = High.

Table 1. Key stakeholders and number of interviews.

Stakeholder group Interviews (number)
Ministry of Tourism of Ecuador 8
Ministry of Environment of Ecuador 6
Government of the Chimborazo province 8
Government of the Riobamba canton 8
Universidad Nacional de Chimborazo 8
Escuela Superior Politécnica de Chimborazo 8
ONG’s 12
Quilla Pacari project 14
Volunteers 14
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Table 2. Indicators of sustainability.

physical integrity
biological diversity
Environmental
resource efficiency
environmental purity
cultural richness
community wellbeing
Socio-Cultural

local control

visitor fulfillment

social equity
employment quality
Economic

local prosperity

economic viability

Table 3. Crucial factors to implement a volunteering project.

Product design

Organizations Management
Promotion
Altruism
Volunteers-tourists Life-changing experience
Skills

Organizational strengthening
Host communities Economic benefits

Cultural interchange

4. Results and Discussion

4.1. Contribution of Volunteering Tourism to Sustainable
Development

The contribution of volunteering tourism to indicators of sustainability is pre-

sented in Figure 2.

4.1.1. Environmental Dimension

The principle of physical integrity is related to the conservation of urban and
rural landscapes, avoiding an environmental degradation of ecosystems, and vo-
lunteering tourism presented a low level (1) of influence in this aspect. The bio-
logical diversity which is related to the support to the preservation of natural
ecosystems and wildlife, minimizing the damages to these habitats showed a me-
dium level (2) of influence. The resource efficiency focuses in diminish the use
of scarce and non-renewable resources during the operation and development of

tourism services and facilities, reflex a low level of influence (1) in the same way
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physical integrity

3
economic viability 25 biological diversity
2
local prosperity 1.5 resource efficiency
1
0.5
employment quality 0 environmental purity
social equity cultural richness
visitor fulfillment community wellbeing

local control

Figure 2. Volunteering tourism contribution to indicators of sustainability.
Level of contribution: 0 = Null 1 = Low 2 = Medium 3 = High.

that the environmental purity principle that looks for minimizing the contami-
nation of air, water, and soil and reduce the generation of waste caused by tour-
ism activities. These results demonstrate a clear perception of the stakeholders
about how volunteering tourism support and enhance environmental sustaina-
bility and in general, considers this activity as one based on environmental friend-
liness. A link between diversity, volunteering tourism, and sustainable develop-
ment was found in the analysis of our results, which could be related to the fact
that volunteering tourists are motivated for the possibility of enjoying the land-
scape, flora, and fauna of the Chimborazo province where tourism activities are
mostly based on environmental resources. They enjoy activities that include in-
teractions with nature, biodiversity, and unspoiled environments located far away
from conglomeration and pollution. This kind of tourist is looking for sustaina-
ble options that promote environmental protection and the maintenance of di-
versity. However, there are facilities and activities associated with volunteering
tourism that can be considered anthropogenic alterations on the highlands eco-
systems of the Chimborazo province.

4.1.2. Socio-Cultural Dimension

The cultural richness which is associated with the respect of the historic heritage,
traditions, culture, and singularity of hosting communities, presented a high lev-
el (3) of influence, in the same way that the community wellbeing principle which
focuses in to preserve and supports the life quality in local communities, includ-
ing the existence of social organizations and the free and open access to resources,
services, and ecosystems, avoiding their degradation. The Jocal control related to
involve and empower hosting communities in development planning, taking an
active role in the decision making for the development and management of tour-
ism in the zone, showed a medium level (2) of influence. And the visitor fulfill-
ment which focuses on making available a safe, satisfying, and fulfilling expe-
rience for tourists, creating an experience free of discrimination (by gender, race,

disability, or in other ways), obtained a high (3) level of influence. These values
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demonstrate that cultural richness has a strong link with sustainable development,
which could be explained by the presence of an important cultural heritage in
the study area, being also an element of social cohesion between the inhabitants
of the local communities. Volunteering tourists identify the presence of indigen-
ous communities and the culture associated with them as very important elements
when they select a host project. On the other hand, the volunteers have been
identified by the community members as respectful people interested in cultural
interchange with the host communities, and as a source of new ideas that con-
tribute to the growth of the project. An adequate practice of volunteering tour-
ism allows the protection of the cultural richness without affecting it, but some
regulations [31] to the development must be suggested to achieve effective pro-
tection to the culture when touristic activities are implemented. There is a strong
perception of stakeholders about the contribution of volunteering tourism en-
hancing the organization of local communities and promoting participation in
planning and development programs. Some volunteers have supported the link-

ing with international cooperation institutions.

4.1.3. Economic Dimension

The principle of social equity, which seeks for extensive and fair distribution of
the benefits (economics and socials) derivate from volunteering tourism to the
hosting community, including the improvement of opportunities, the increasing
of incomes, and the availability of services, obtained a high value (3) of influ-
ence. While, the employment quality that looks for enhancing the existence of
local jobs linked with tourism, the level of incomings, work conditions, and the
availability to all people without any kind of discrimination, obtained a medium
value (2) of influence. The Jocal prosperity principle focused on the contribution
of volunteering tourism to the economic prosperity of the local community, in-
cluding the amount of the visitor spending that is retained by the local people,
presented a high value (3) of influence. Finally, the economic viability principle,
which is related with ensure the feasibility and competitiveness of destinations
and tourism business, giving the conditions to be able to continue and prosper
in the time, which will produce benefits in the long term, showed a medium val-
ue (2) of influence. These results evidence a strong perception of stakeholders
about the economic viability of the volunteering tourism projects and the gener-
ation of employees under fair conditions. Even when tourism is strongly perceived
as a driver to achieve sustainable development, the way to successfully implement
networks and connect with international markets seems to be unclear. The indi-
genous communities demand support policies and governmental incentives to

develop touristic projects associated with volunteering.

4.2. Crucial Factors to Implement a Successful Volunteering
Project

The perception about the magnitude of importance of each factor to implement

a successful volunteering project is presented in Figure 3.
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Product design
3

Cultural interchange 25 Management
2
1.5
1
Economic benefits 0.5 Promotion

0

Organizational

strengthening Altruism

Skills life—cha}nging
experience

Figure 3. Crucial factors to implement a successful volunteering project.
Level of importance: 0 = Null 1 = Low 2 = Medium 3 = High.

4.2.1. Organizations

The product design which is a factor related to the type of volunteering expe-
rience that will be offered and include the type of work involved and the envi-
ronment in which it will be performed; presented a high level (3) of importance.
While, the Management that involves activities as recruitment, scheduling, and
controlling the volunteering process to accomplish desired goals, showed a me-
dium level (2) of importance. Finally, the promotion focuses on activities des-
tined to developing communications campaigns that reach and motivate volun-
teers to involve in the project, reflexed a high level (3) of importance. These
findings demonstrate that product design requires considering whether the ex-
perience being offered matches the needs of volunteers. So, given that the needs
of different segments can vary significantly, the appropriate product offering for
each segment should be deeply analyzed and, if it is possible, customize the ex-
perience to match it with volunteer needs. In this sense, an organization should
include in its planning, strategies to keep the volunteers participating for as long
as possible [38], through the implementation of an effective process for recruit-
ing, providing continuous training, support and recognition/rewards for volun-
teers and, maintaining well-documented policies and procedures that provide

structure for the volunteer work environment.

4.2.2. Volunteer-Tourist

The altruism that involves acting out of concern for the well-being of other people,
in this case, the host community members, showed a low level (1) of importance.
While, /ife-changing experience related to how a volunteering experience could
alter the lives or circumstances of the participants in a substantial way, presented
a medium value (2) of importance. And skills focused on the possibility that the
volunteering experience allows learning new abilities, obtained a low level (1) of
importance. Volunteers are not one homogeneous group. In fact, many kinds of
people with diverse backgrounds, skills, and experiences are involved in volun-
teering programs, and they do so for myriad reasons. Their diverse range of skills
and willingness to volunteer has been recognized as a highly valuable potential,

particularly in terms of providing support for rural communities where volun-
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teering resources are more limited [39].

4.2.3. Host Communities

The organizational strengthening related to the community’s wish to develop or
improve existing systems and processes showed a high level (3) of importance; in
the same way that the economic benefits focused on the income generated by the
volunteering program to the host community. While, the cultural interchange that
looks for sharing ideas, traditions, and knowledge with volunteers who come from
a completely different background, presented a medium level (2) of importance.
When the interactions between the host community members and volunteers flow,
it provides the opportunity to learn new skills for both sides. Volunteers benefit
the host community by providing new insights, increasing effectiveness and vo-
lume of operations, and enhancing the image of the organization [40]; while, the
volunteer trip has the power to change the volunteer life. It is a win-win situa-

tion for all parties involved.

5. Conclusions

Our findings obtained through the case study of Quilla Pacari project allow us to
conclude that volunteering tourism promotes sustainable development in the
Chimborazo province and also, we have identified the perception about the cru-
cial factors to implement a successful volunteering project.

Volunteers are highly motivated to visit the Chimborazo province due to its
richness in landscapes, biodiversity and, culture. Therefore, the implementation
and support of touristic projects based on sustainability principles are necessary
to guarantee the well-being of local communities. In this sense, the three dimen-
sions of sustainability should be considered in a wide outlook for development.
The environmental dimension could integrate the implementation of environ-
mental protection programs with the active participation of the volunteers and
the host community. The socio-cultural dimension could be enhanced by the im-
plementation of programs based on mutual cultural appreciation to contributing
to the protection of the cultural heritage and also guaranteeing the participation
of local communities in the planning policies and strategies led by the local and
national government. Finally, the economic dimension could be supported by
actions to improve the life quality in local communities that have included vo-
lunteering tourism as a strong option for their economic growth. Volunteering
tourism will empower local communities to create feasibility business associated
with the touristic activity enabling the creation of new job opportunities under
fair conditions. Nowadays, volunteers are interested in sustainable options that
allow them to enjoy and preserve the environment simultaneously. Therefore, vo-
lunteering programs provide an excellent context where people tend to appreciate
landscapes, local agriculture, and culture, which is a common factor in projects
developed in a context of nature [5].

Globally, volunteering tourism is seen as a sustainable activity and it is con-

stantly growing [41] [42] [43], and in Ecuador, the rural areas are located in an
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extraordinary position [13] that could enhance the implantation of these kinds
of projects. In fact, when volunteering is conceived through the prism of leisure
it has demonstrated cross-cultural applicability [44]. Additionally, volunteering
activities offer the possibility of dynamizing the economy of local people through
associated services as guide tours, shops, souvenirs, accommodations, food &
beverage locals among others.

However, a high-quality volunteering experience necessarily involves good
management practices at the organizational level [45]. So, the design of a volun-
teering program as a product requires to consider that the experience being of-
fered matches to the needs of volunteers, and as the needs of different segments
can widely vary, the appropriate product for each segment should be deeply ana-
lyzed and communicated through a promotional strategy developed concerning
specific motivations, improving in that way the effectiveness of marketing efforts
[46] [47] [48]. Additionally, an effective volunteering project should develop strate-
gies (training, support, recognition, rewards) to keep the volunteers loyal [38]
[45]

We think that this study could contribute to further understanding of the role
of volunteering tourism as a strategic asset for sustainable development under its
dimensions (economic, socio-cultural, and environmental). Our findings pro-
portionate information about the influence of volunteering tourism in principles
associated with sustainable development revealing a general insight into the in-
teractions. However, the Quilla Pacari project located in Chimborazo province is
relatively emergent and is under growing and further studies are needed to cla-

rify all the relations associated with the process.
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