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Two prominent critiques of volunteer tourism are that it is a top-down imposed form
of development treating host communities as passive recipients of international aid,
and that the impacts of volunteer tourism in host communities are not systematically
evaluated. To address this we identified a pre-existing participatory methodology for
assessing community sustainability (the compass of sustainability) and adapted it as a
rapid low-cost indicator tool for volunteer tourism impact evaluation. We created and
tested a development methodology that could be applied through local community
workshops by local people and sending organizations within each unique host
community, and repeated over time. Testing took place in five contrasting
communities hosting volunteer tourism in Ecuador and Costa Rica. Each workshop
generated and organized numerous indicators of community welfare, categorized into
nature, economy, society and personal well-being. Interrelations were identified
among the indicators to promote a systemic understanding of community well-being.
Indicators were prioritized and strategies for measuring impacts were discussed to
encourage the establishment of accomplishable goals. Evaluation of the compass
method as a tool for community participation in indicator development is discussed as
a potential facilitator for local voices and the construction of “third spaces” in
volunteer tourism.
Keywords: volunteer tourism; indicators; participatory planning; tourism impacts;
community participation

Introduction
It is becoming increasingly popular to combine travel with volunteer work in humanitarian aid, community development or environmental conservation projects. This type of
travel, often referred to as “volunteer tourism”, is a rapidly growing tourism sector
(Butcher & Smith, 2010; McGehee, 2014; Tomazos & Butler, 2009; Tourism Research
and Marketing, 2008). Volunteer tourism is defined by Wearing (2001) as:
a type of alternative tourism in which tourists volunteer in an organized 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 environment.

One of the foundations of volunteer tourism is that it generates positive impacts in
host communities of less-developed countries and fosters a mutually beneficial
*Corresponding author. Email: cal0022@auburn.edu
Ó 2015 Taylor & Francis
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relationship between hosts and guests (Butcher & Smith, 2010; McIntosh & Zahra, 2007;
Sin, 2009, 2010). Wearing (2001) similarly asserts that the fundamental purpose of volunteer tourism is to promote international community development, environmental conservation and scientific research. However, commentaries on the local impacts of volunteer
tourism rarely include host community voices (Fee & Mdee, 2011; Lyons, Hanley, Wearing, & Neil, 2012; Mdee & Emmott, 2008; Tourism Research and Marketing, 2008).
Little research explores how to achieve mutual benefit between volunteer tourists and
host communities and the perceptions and attitudes of community members exposed to
volunteer tourists (Benson & Wearing, 2012; Gray & Campbell, 2007; McGehee, 2012;
McGehee & Andereck, 2009; McIntosh & Zahra, 2007; Raymond, 2008; Sin, 2010).
Numerous scholars suggest that additional research must be conducted to assess the
impacts of volunteer tourism in host communities and the perspectives of host community
members (Halpenny & Cassie, 2003; Lyons, 2003; Raymond, 2011; Sin, 2009; Wearing,
2004). Benson and Wearing (2012) recently concluded that mechanisms have not been
developed to assess the impacts that volunteer tourists have in host communities: current
evaluations are often anecdotal.
Any initiative to evaluate the local impacts of volunteer tourism must be cognizant of
the strong critiques of volunteer tourism and its local impacts: volunteer tourism has been
criticized as reinforcing the dominant hegemony and being a disempowering and topdown form of Western-imposed colonialism and development processes that portrays host
communities are passive recipients of aid (Benson & Henderson, 2011; Cheong & Miller,
2000; Guttentag, 2011; Palacios, 2010; Simpson, 2004; Vodopivek & Jaffe, 2011).
Simpson (2004) argues that volunteer tourism follows a top-down process which externalizes the course of development and places it in the hands of foreign organizations and
mostly unskilled volunteer laborers, Eddins (2013) and Palacios (2010) assert that volunteer tourism pertains to a line of Western domination in the development process, and
Devereux (2008) argues that volunteer tourism can be a form of imperialism and paternalistic charity while serving as an individual’s quest for career and personal development.
Such severe critiques of volunteer tourism are not generalizable to all organizations
and programs, but nevertheless provide insights for a future agenda of impact evaluation.
Many development practitioners now promote a bottom-up and participatory approach to
development (Simpson, 2004). Within the realm of tourism many argue for making host
communities an integral part of the planning process and promoting active citizen participation to reduce dependency, obtain community support, generate appropriate decisions,
increase motivation and acceptance of tourism projects, and link local benefits to community needs (Cole, 2006; Hitchcock, 1993; Sin, 2009).
Wearing and Wearing (2006) help frame this new direction of research focused on the
three pillars of volunteer tourism including the tourists, the host community and the sending organization. They identify how a “third space” of host community interactions may
be developed, “When the destination communities’ views are considered and given some
credence there are possibilities for alternate programs of tourism and counter-discourse to
hegemonic modes of interaction” (p. 147). They suggest the importance of incorporating
an element of bottom-up development and empowering host communities through their
direct participation in planning and evaluating volunteer tourism. A recent study explored
third spaces using a community participatory approach with a community capital perspective to understand volunteer tourism’s impacts on host communities (Zahra & McGehee,
2013). They identify impacts across all of the capital categories, identify two new
capitals, and examined how third space decommodified experiences were developed
when all three stakeholders worked together.

Downloaded by [] at 12:21 01 October 2015

728

C.A. Lupoli et al.

This paucity of research on the local impacts of volunteer tourism and third space
development justifies this paper’s new research agenda to address it. There is a need for
methodologies that acquire host community input in identifying and evaluating the local
impacts of volunteer tourism, and methodologies that follow a participatory process to
facilitate citizen engagement. Indicators and indicator development have been identified as
critical elements to inform decision-makers and planners about “social trends and changes
in resources related to ecological health and quality of life in host communities” (Choi &
Sirakaya, 2006; Sirakaya, Jamal, & Choi, 2001). In their review and analysis, Sirkaya et al.
(2001) highlight the critical role of the inclusion of local stakeholders in the indicator
development process. Strickland-Munro and others (2010) also note that poorly selected
indicators can lead to a misrepresentation of impacts suggesting that local perspectives are
critical. This is a shift “away from the centrality of the tourist and towards the central role
of the community” (Wearing & McGehee, 2013). Such a methodology must also involve
the participation of volunteer tourism organizations and other stakeholders that make volunteer tourism projects possible and because “discrepancies between host communities
and sending organizations can result in friction between host communities and volunteer
tourists” (Zahra & McGehee, 2013). This perspective recognizes that volunteer tourism
organizations can be sources “for positive sociocultural change or facilitators of neocolonialism and dependency” (McGehee, 2012). Furthermore, a participatory method
should be repeatable as both the life cycle of tourism and the host community context
(Strickland-Munro, Allison, & Moore, 2010) and local’s attitudes and preferences change
over time (Gursoy, Chi, & Dryer, 2009). Finally, any participatory method must be practical and address the limited time, money and resources that volunteer tourism organizations
and host communities themselves have available for conducting such an evaluation.
Research purpose
This research study responds to the need for a rapid participatory methodology to identify
and assess the impacts of volunteer tourism in host communities. It identifies and tests a
methodology that directly engages host community members as collaborators in the evaluation process. It is also designed to match-up with an indicator development process for
sending organizations. Based on early scoping interviews with sending organizations, it
was determined that a rapid assessment through a short workshop and follow-up is
something that communities and sending organizations would both be interested, willing
and able to conduct on a repeated basis within each destination community.
The methodology presented here for community participation is part of a larger project that also elicited the indicators that volunteer tourist sending organizations identified
as important and useful for monitoring in host communities (Lupoli, Morse, Bailey, &
Schelhas, 2014). Within this project the indicators developed from the sending organizations are compared to those developed in the communities. This is seen as a starting point
for continued dialogue to develop common indicators of the impacts of volunteer tourism
in the host communities from both perspectives. The design enables sending organizations to become catalysts of positive change, to empower communities to directly participate in planning and evaluating volunteer tourism and to facilitate third space
development. Together the hosts and the sending organizations can begin to develop third
spaces for volunteer tourists and community members by discussing the important indicators that each has developed.
The compass of sustainability by AtKisson (2011), an existing participatory methodology for evaluating community well-being and sustainability, was adapted as a
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framework for this research. This methodology is designed to solicit the input of diverse
stakeholders to develop indicators of community well-being that can be monitored to
assess community sustainability. It was tested in five community workshops in Ecuador
and Costa Rica. Analyses of the indicators derived in the workshops and the results of
workshop activities are used: (1) to assess the appropriateness of the methodology for volunteer tourism in small rural communities; (2) to generate and categorize an extensive list
of potential indicators for monitoring the community impacts of volunteer tourism; (3) to
examine the effectiveness of the selected methodology as an organizational scheme for
indicators; and (4) to refine the methodology as an instrument useful in guiding future
impact evaluations. Strengths and weaknesses of the methodology, and potential future
improvement and implementation are discussed. It is a contribution to the emerging field
of participatory indicator development and local impact assessment for volunteer tourism.
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Selecting a framework and methodology for indicator development
Scholars increasingly suggest the use of indirect measures, or indicators, as a strategy for
assessing the varied community impacts of tourism and promoting sustainable development through tourism (Budruk & Phillips, 2011; Hughes, 2002; Miller & Twining-Ward,
2005; Roberts & Tribe, 2008; World Tourism Organization [WTO], 2004). The WTO
(2004, p. 8) defines indicators as “measures of the existence or severity of current issues,
signals of upcoming situations or problems, measures of risk and potential need for
action, and means to identify and measure the results of our actions”. According to Miller
and Twining-Ward (2005), indicators provide an integrated view of tourism’s relationship
with the economy, environment, and society; they also serve to assess trends and indicate
if a situation is moving in a sustainable direction.
Numerous indicator development frameworks exist to assess phenomena such as community well-being, community sustainability, sustainable development, and sustainable
tourism. All are applicable to this research due to existing parallels between these phenomena and volunteer tourism, such as poverty alleviation, economic opportunity,
increasing standard of living, and natural resource conservation. Examples include the triple bottom line framework of sustainability, incorporating economy, environment and
socio-cultural aspects (Roberts & Tribe, 2008; Wood, 2004); the three systems of sustainable development (human, support, and natural systems) by Bossel (2001); the human
and social capital and livelihoods approach of Njuki et al. (2008); the compass of sustainability by AtKisson (2011) that frames community sustainability as a system of nature,
society, well-being and economy; and a framework by Meadows (2008) that focuses on a
hierarchical triangle with four levels consisting of natural capital, built and human capital,
human and social capital, with well-being at the top and as the end goal.
Having a clear and logical organizational framework can avoid long lists of unrelated
indicators and reduce arbitrariness in the indicator development process (Miller &
Twining-Ward, 2005; Reed et al., 2005). However, categorizing indicators thematically
can disregard interrelations and causal chains between different systems (Meadows,
2008; Schianetz & Kavanagh, 2008). Meadows (2008) adds that thematic methodologies
of indicator development are easily used in a bottom-up approach but that this approach
must be accompanied by a systems approach to recognize such interrelations between
systems. Many scholars, therefore, suggest that a framework for indicator development
must be holistic and recognize the interconnectivity in the tourist system, including the
environmental, economic and socio-cultural attributes of the destination (Bossell, 1999;
Miller & Twining-Ward, 2005; Roberts & Tribe, 2008).
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A myriad of frameworks for developing and organizing indicators of community wellbeing were considered for application in this research. Given the increasing importance
placed on citizen participation and bottom-up development processes, the incorporation
of diverse stakeholders, and the interrelations of the environmental, economic and sociocultural factors of the tourist destination, the “compass of sustainability” framework was
chosen. It was created by AtKisson (2011) for the purpose of guiding the development of
indicators to assess sustainable community development.
The “compass of sustainability” (hereafter referred to as “the compass”) framework
incorporates the diverse impacts that development may have on a community, divided
into four categories: nature (N), which refers to the “underlying health and sustainable
management of key ecosystems, bio-geo-physical cycles and natural resources”; economy
(E), which “refers to all the ways human beings work with nature, with knowledge and
with each other to produce the things and services that they need or want”: society (S),
which refers to “the social systems, structures and institutions that are driven by people
acting collectively”: and well-being (W), which “focuses on the individual, as well as on
the smaller webs of intimate relationships that are crucial to health and happiness”
(AtKisson, 2011, pp. 145 146). These represent the four compass points and are intended
to all be of equal value and equally considered. Figure 1 visually illustrates the four compass points in this framework.
The compass framework was chosen to frame this study and the community workshops for several reasons. It represents a holistic and systems perspective of the environmental, economic, social and personal well-being aspects of a community. It is also a
highly participatory methodology that focuses on soliciting information from diverse
stakeholders and community members, as well as directly involving community members
in developing and monitoring indicators. Importantly, the compass framework is amenable to use as a rapid assessment tool in a short workshop. In this way, the compass provides an organizational scheme for indicators and promotes bottom-up process but
maintains a systems perspective on indicator development.
The compass framework is also highly versatile and has been applied and adapted
across a diversity of environments and circumstances though not published in the
reviewed literature. For this research study, the compass framework was modified to fit a
volunteer tourism model and the context of volunteer tourism in rural Latin America.

Figure 1. The compass of sustainability.
Source: AtKisson Inc.
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Literature on the compass framework (AtKisson, 2011) includes a method for conducting
community workshops based on the four directions of the compass. It organizes discussion and an indicator development process around the four elements of community sustainability, represented as the four compass points. It also focuses on incorporating
diverse individuals into group discussions to promote information-sharing and the expression of diverse viewpoints while also reaching common ground and identifying potential
opportunities for change. This process was adapted to the context of the rural communities in Ecuador and Costa Rica where workshops were held.

Methods
A multiple case study design was employed. According to Yin (2009), this follows a replication design in which the same procedure (in this case, the compass methodology) is
tested in several unique host communities. Due to the high degree of variability among
communities and diverse cultural, social, environmental, economic and political factors,
it would be difficult to control for certain community characteristics to predict similar or
contrasting results. It is also unlikely that the results or conclusions from the five communities in this multiple case study can be extrapolated to other volunteer tourism host communities. For this reason, the multiple case study approach focuses on refining and testing
a methodology (the compass) as a rapid, low-cost, assessment tool to identify and assess
the diverse impacts that volunteer tourism may have in a host community. This sets the
foundation for a community or sending organization to form a plan of action and have
effective tools to assess and monitor the ongoing community impacts of their volunteer
tourism program(s). Once tested and refined in five unique host communities, this methodology can then be employed in many other communities that host volunteer tourism
projects by the communities themselves and/or in collaboration with the sending
organization.
Two case studies were conducted in Ecuador and three in Costa Rica. Each case study
was conducted in a community that hosts a volunteer tourism program and consisted of a
one-day community workshop to acquire input from numerous stakeholders within the
community and other stakeholders involved in the volunteer tourism program.
Effort was made to identify a diversity of communities and approaches to volunteer
tourism to test the compass methodology in five unique case studies. Some specific considerations were the inclusion of the following elements: (1) indigenous and mestizo
(non-indigenous) communities; (2) programs that represent diverse types of volunteer
tourism activities; (3) communities that work with volunteer tourism organizations
located outside the host country; (4) communities that work with volunteer tourism organizations located within the host country; (5) communities that work independently of
other volunteer tourist recruiting organizations; and (6) volunteer tourism organizations
of various sizes (<100 volunteers per year, 100 250 volunteers per year, and >250 volunteers per year).
The communities were selected based on contacts formed during the application of an
Internet questionnaire and telephone interviews conducted from 2011 to 2012, all of
which comprise an earlier phase of this research study (Lupoli, 2013). The questionnaire
dealt with many aspects of volunteer tourism and was sent to representatives of volunteer
tourism organizations based in the USA, Canada, UK, Australia, New Zealand and
numerous Latin American countries (see Lupoli, 2013). A subset of questionnaire
respondents was later interviewed over the telephone. Several of the questionnaire
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respondents and interviewees expressed interest in being selected as case studies for this
research project.
Only countries in Latin America were considered for the case studies because this
study has an international focus and the authors of this paper have extensive experience
working in Latin America. The questionnaire revealed that Costa Rica, Peru and Ecuador
are the most popular volunteer tourism destinations in Latin America. Numerous communities and projects in these countries were considered and then narrowed down to Costa
Rica and Ecuador. Travel logistics and costs made Costa Rica and Ecuador ideal destinations for this case study research.
Case study profiles
Community #1 is an indigenous community located in the mountains of northern Ecuador.
It receives a small number of volunteer tourists per year (<10) who generally stay for several months at a time. The volunteer tourists are recruited by an Ecuadorian organization
that recruits between 100 and 250 volunteers per year for placement in one of several host
communities. The volunteer tourists in community #1 work primarily in education, natural
resource conservation and agriculture projects alongside community members.
Community #2 is an indigenous community located in the Amazonian region of
southern Ecuador. It receives 50 100 volunteer tourists per year and the volunteers generally stay for short periods of time (1 2 weeks). The community recruits its own volunteer tourists through its website and is not dependent on any national or international
organization for volunteer recruitment. Volunteers engage in daily community activities
such as agriculture, gathering forest products and household duties, and also collaborate
with the local school.
Community #3 is a non-indigenous community on Costa Rica’s Atlantic coast. It
receives a large number of volunteer tourists seasonally (during turtle nesting season),
many of which are recruited by a Costa Rican organization that recruits under 250 international volunteers per year for placement in one of several host communities. Some volunteer tourists in this community stay for a short amount of time (1 2 weeks) and others
stay several months as research assistants. Volunteer activities are almost exclusively oriented towards sea turtle conservation, monitoring and research.
Community #4 is a non-indigenous community located near Costa Rica’s Pacific
coast. Many of the volunteers in this community are initially recruited by a large volunteer tourism company based in the UK that recruits 250 500 volunteers per year for projects in numerous countries. This company collaborates with a Spanish language school in
Costa Rica to provide its volunteer recruits with an experience in Costa Rica that incorporates language study and volunteer service. Volunteer stays are generally short in community #4, lasting from one to several weeks. Volunteer activities are diverse and include
work with an animal rescue center, agriculture, and education.
Community #5 is a non-indigenous community located in Costa Rica’s mountainous
interior. It receives volunteer tourists who are recruited by a very large international volunteer tourism organization based in the USA that recruits over 2000 volunteers per year
for projects in numerous countries. Activities and trip logistics for volunteer tourists in
community #5 are coordinated by a domestic tour company. Volunteer stays are short,
lasting from one to several weeks. Volunteer activities are diverse and focus on recycling,
natural resource conservation, infrastructure improvement and education.
Across all the communities, the typical volunteer tourists were from northern Europe
or the USA, and relatively few had Spanish language skills.
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Workshop procedure
The primary author of this paper, a fluent Spanish speaker, served as facilitator in all
community workshops. The workshops were held during August and September 2012.
Before arrival in each community, one or more local contacts were established (generally local coordinators) and were made aware of the purpose and details of the workshop.
Each local contact was responsible for recruiting approximately 12 stakeholders to participate in the workshop and for arranging other necessary logistics. A start list of community member workshop participant profile suggestions was given to the local contact
including descriptions such as: someone who directly works with the volunteer tourists,
someone who does not have connections to the volunteer tourist project, teacher, men,
women, etc. They were asked to use these profiles to form a diverse group within the
community.
Workshops ranged in size from 8 to 21 participants; most participants were host community members who were involved in volunteer tourism in various ways, while some
participants represented external volunteer tourism organizations or other entities that
collaborate with volunteer tourism in the community, such as nearby schools, health clinics, NGOs and government offices. The workshops, conducted in Spanish, lasted an average of 4 5 hours each. They were simple, uncomplicated and informal events, held in
local community buildings or schools, skillfully organized to encourage participation,
and ensure relevance to the community and to the aims of the research.
The workshop began with an icebreaker activity in which each participant presented
him/herself and his/her involvement with volunteer tourism. The workshop facilitator
then presented the main points and purpose of the workshop: (1) to establish the desires
and priorities of the community; (2) to discuss the diverse local impacts of volunteer tourism in the community; (3) to develop a list of impacts that are of high priority to the community; (4) to identify strategies for evaluating or measuring the high-priority impacts in
order to establish future goals; and (5) to establish a path for the future of volunteer tourism in the community.
The creation of a long-term vision for the destination was included in the workshop
procedure (point 1 in above paragraph) as a recommendation by the WTO (2004) for indicator development. This participatory activity is designed to define what the stakeholders
wish to accomplish with respect to tourism in general, and helps determine what is important for the destination. To accomplish this first goal of the workshop, the group was presented with a large sheet of paper with the heading: Community Vision. The facilitator
clarified the meaning of this term and presented to the participants the incomplete statement: Through volunteer tourism, we hope to _________ (translated from Spanish). Participants then brainstormed numerous ideas to fill in the blank. All participants were
encouraged to present ideas. The purpose of this activity was to establish a set of community goals which could later serve as a point of reference to understand if and how volunteer tourism could help accomplish such goals, as well as to see if the workshop revealed
new or underlying community priorities not present in the initial visioning exercise.
To organize the diverse impacts of volunteer tourism in the community, the compass
framework was used. While the English version of the compass methodology uses the
cardinal points (N, E, S, W) for differentiating indicators into four unique categories
(nature, economy, society, well-being), this presented an obstacle when translated into
Spanish. Well-being is translated as bienestar in Spanish, while the cardinal point west is
translated as oeste. As the “O” of oeste does not match the “B” of bienestar, this element
of the compass was modified. The term oportunidades (opportunities) was used because
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it matches the “O” of oeste. The facilitator briefly explained the connection between the
concepts of “opportunity” and “well-being”. The other compass points did not present difficulty in the Spanish translation.
The compass framework was visually presented and explained to the participants. The
participants brainstormed one or two examples of local volunteer tourism impacts for
each compass point to ensure their comprehension of the compass framework. The participants then randomly divided into four small groups (approximately three participants per
group) and the facilitator assigned one compass point to each group. Each group then
worked together to brainstorm a list of the impacts that have been observed (or that they
wish to achieve) as a result of volunteer tourism, focusing only on those that correspond
to their compass point. Once finished, the groups placed their papers on the wall to form a
visual compass and took turns presenting their ideas to the audience. The term “impacts”
was used instead of “indicators” in the workshops because “impacts” is a more easily
understandable term and can be understood as positive or negative in nature. The translation of “impacts” was combined with the term measures to promote the same concept as
indicators. These terms were confirmed with a number of native Spanish speakers as preferred. These two terms are used interchangeably in this paper although literature on the
compass methodology uses the term “indicator”.
The compass methodology emphasizes the linkages between nature, economy, society
and personal well-being, in particular how one impact in one of these categories can also
have secondary impacts in the community that may correspond to other compass categories. To demonstrate this, two volunteer participants used pieces of string and tape to
physically connect indicators on different points on the compass that are causally linked.
Participants in the audience provided ideas on potential linkages between different indicators while the two volunteers connected them. This resulted in the beginning stages of a
“systems map” (see Figure 3). This exercise allowed participants to see some of the leverage points in the system, which indicate areas that are causally linked to many other
points and represent places to induce future changes.
To prioritize the numerous indicators that participants had identified and placed onto
the compass, each participant received three stickers in four different colors (12 stickers
per person). Each person then placed stickers on the three most important or desired indicators (according to his/her perspective) in each compass category. The string linkages
may have helped participants to visually identify key leverage points and thus prioritize
certain indicators in the voting process. The number of stickers placed onto each indicator
was summed and participants were able to visualize identify the highest priority (most
voted) indicators in each compass point.
The facilitator spoke about the importance of establishing community goals that can
be achieved through volunteer tourism, and about the importance of being able to evaluate or measure the desired impacts of volunteer tourism. In this way, the community will
be able to assess in the future whether or not such goals are being accomplished. The
facilitator presented on a paper the most important impact from each compass category
(as identified from the sticker count) and the participants brainstormed ideas on how each
impact could be measured or evaluated in the future. This activity helped participants to
think about how desired impacts could be assessed in the future, and also to think about
the challenges present in assessing some impacts that cannot be easily quantified. The
facilitator clarified that the results of the workshop would be used to produce a useful tool
for developing indicators of the environmental, economic, social, and personal well-being
impacts of volunteer tourism, with the goal that organizations and host communities collaborate in measuring and monitoring the impacts.
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To conclude the workshop, the facilitator solicited feedback from participants regarding the success of the workshop and suggestions for future improvement. Two distinct
strategies were tested by the facilitator to accomplish this. In initial workshops the evaluations were conducted orally as a group. In later workshops the facilitator experimented
with a new technique: providing participants with a large piece of paper on the wall and
markers to write individual comments in a more confidential manner.

Data analysis
All workshop data in written form (posters, indicators on the compass) were transcribed
immediately after the workshop. Indicators such as supply of instructional materials and
level of cultural exchange derived in the five workshops were summed (166 total indicators) and then coded into emergent thematic categories. Eighteen unique indicator themes
were developed. A diversity of indicators is represented within each indicator theme and
each theme is not mutually exclusive as some indicators could have been placed into
more than one theme. In most cases the most relevant theme was chosen. A few indicators
contained multiple ideas that corresponded to different themes. For this reason, five indicators were coded into two different themes.
For each community compass, several calculations were made: (1) the number of indicators on the compass that corresponded to each indicator theme; (2) the number of stickers (votes) received by each indicator theme (which represents a summation of sticker
counts for all indicators of each theme on the compass); (3) the number of times that each
indicator was connected to another indicator on the compass by the concept map; and (4)
the average number of stickers that each indicator theme received per participant
(achieved by dividing the total sticker count of each indicator theme by the number of
workshop participants that participated in the sticker exercise). This final calculation
allowed the data on sticker counts to be summed among all five workshops without being
biased by the number of participants in each workshop.
The community vision statements from all five workshops were joined and coded to
identify frequently occurring themes. The same themes used from the indicator list were
applied to code the vision statements. One additional code (growth in tourism) was added
because it did not occur directly in the indicator list.

Results
Community visions
Figure 2 represents the themes present in the community vision statements derived from
the five workshops. Community development/organization and natural resource management were the most prevalent themes among vision statements in terms of the number of
occurrences (seven occurrences each). However, community development/organization
was only present in three community vision statements while natural resource management was only present in two community vision statements (indicated by the shaded
bars). Education was almost as prevalent among all communities (six occurrences) but
this theme was also present in all five community vision statements. Table 1 provides
some examples of the coding process for community vision statements (translated from
Spanish).
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Figure 2. Themes present in community vision statements.

Indicator development
Figure 3 represents a summation of all indicators derived in the five workshops, coded
into 18 themes. Themes are organized in order of total indicator count, from top to bottom. Within each theme (horizontal bar), the number of its indicators that correspond to
each compass point is represented to visually gauge how each indicator theme was distributed among the compass points.

Table 1. Examples of categorization of community vision statements into themes.
Theme
Community development/organization

Natural resource management

Education

Through volunteer tourism, we hope to. . .
. . .involve the community.
. . .beautify the community.
. . .improve infrastructure in the community.
. . .produce more interpretive signs in the community.
. . .maintain biodiversity.
. . .protect the beach.
. . .improve the turtle population.
. . .motivate communities to conserve the environment.
. . .create a center for language instruction.
. . .change the mentality of community members.
. . .fortify the educational system.
. . .provide training for community members.
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Figure 3. Summation of workshop-derived indicators by theme/compass point.

The most prevalent theme was education, comprising 22 indicators. All four compass
points are represented in this theme, though mostly E (economy), S (society), and W
(well-being). Cultural exchange with volunteers is the second most predominant theme,
comprising 18 indicators. It is much less evenly distributed along the compass, with most
of the indicators in the W (well-being) compass point and a small number in S (society).
Other prevalent themes such as community development/organization, cultural impacts/
changes and infrastructure are slightly more evenly distributed along the compass. Some
indicators such as environmental health and reforestation were exclusively categorized
into the N (nature) compass point.
Table 2 illustrates some examples of the indicator coding process. The diversity
among indicators within each theme can be appreciated, as well as the unifying elements
among the indicators in each theme. A complete list of all indicators (translated from
Spanish) and their corresponding thematic categories can be found in Lupoli (2013) and
as Supplementary Data to the online version of this paper.
Figure 4 shows the average number of times that each indicator theme received a
sticker vote by a workshop participant. To calculate this, the total number of sticker votes
for each indicator theme was divided by the number of workshop participants. These five
values (for the five communities) were then averaged together, representing a summation
of all five case studies.
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Table 2. Examples of indicator thematic categories.
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Theme

Example indicators

Education

Supplying instructional materials
Training for people who have not had the opportunity to go to school
Educational exchanges and scholarships
Learning English

Cultural exchange with
volunteers

Appreciation of cultures; cultural exchange
Teaching of dance
Learning about the culture of the volunteers
Training/socialization among volunteers and locals (sports, soccer)

Community development/
organization

Improving the community (infrastructure, sanitation, education)
Need to create a committee to plan volunteer tourism
Community unity (more community wide events)
Creating a social fund for the community

The indicator data attained in each workshop present three unique but correlated
potential calculations to illustrate how each group of participants prioritized certain indicator themes. This consists of: (1) the number of times a theme appeared on the compass;
(2) the number of votes (stickers) received for each indicator theme; and (3) the number

Figure 4. Indicator theme prioritization by participant.
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Table 3. Three forms of calculating the importance of indicator themes.
Community #1
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Indicator theme
Education
Cultural impacts
Agriculture
Health
Environmental health
Cultural preservation
Reforestation
Personal income
Wildlife conservation
Business development
Community development/organization
Cultural exchange with volunteers
Natural resource management
Recycling

Number of
mentions

Number of
votes (stickers)

Number of
connections

7
4
4
1
2
1
1
2
1
2
2
3
1
1

38
19
15
10
8
8
9
5
4
1
3
1
0
0

7
4
5
2
1
1
0
1
1
2
0
1
0
0

of times that an indicator of a particular theme is connected to another indicator on the
concept map. Table 3 provides an example of how this was done for one of the five case
study communities. The most highly prioritized theme (education) received the highest
number of mentions, highest number of votes, and had the highest number of connections
on the concept map. Moving towards indicators of lower priority (from top to bottom in
the table), the values in all three columns show a general pattern of decrease.
Although the aforementioned Figures 2 4 suggest general patterns among communities, there is a substantial amount of variation in indicator prioritization among communities. For example, Figure 3 illustrates the number of stickers (votes) achieved by the top
three overall indicator themes from Figure 4 (education, community development/organization and cultural impacts) on a per community basis. Education is overall the most popular theme but varies greatly in importance among the communities. Community
development/organization and cultural impacts also vary substantially in the degree to
which they are prioritized among the five communities.

Discussion
Lessons learned from the data
The compass methodology functioned as a framework to develop and organize indicators
of the impacts of volunteer tourism in the five host communities that comprise this multiple case study. The compass methodology also facilitated prioritization of the indicators
from the perspective of diverse host community stakeholders.
Participants were able to complete the workshop within an afternoon providing a significant amount of information on indicators, how they were linked in a system, and how
they ranked among the participants. Additionally, the mix of preferred indicators was not
the same across the five communities indicating that the methodology was sensitive
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enough to identify these differences. This is critical: selecting community appropriate
indicators is essential for accurately measuring volunteer tourism’s impacts in these different contexts (Mascarenhas et al. 2010; Strickland-Munro et al. 2010). Finally, feedback
on the quick and simple method was that participants were both appreciative of the opportunity to give input and comfortable with the format, suggesting that they would be willing to do it again in the future.
Education was a prevalent indicator theme in the data from these communities: more
indicators relate to education than any other theme and education was present in all five
community vision statements. This suggests that the theme of education is a priority for
all five host communities. Vision statements also suggest that some communities are
heavily oriented towards the themes of community development/organization and natural
resource management.
Personal income was also expected to be a prevalent theme due to the significant economic impacts of volunteer tourism. However, only one community vision statement had
two mentions of personal income, while this theme was not present in the other four community vision statements. It was also not among the most frequently mentioned indicator
themes and rated lower than social/cultural indicator themes. This may be due to the personal nature of this theme, while the community vision exercise is a discussion on community-level impacts which may de-emphasize personal impacts. Similarly, participants
may also have been reluctant to admit that personal income was a priority. As personal
income ranks higher in Figure 4 (sticker votes) than Figure 3 (number of mentions), it is
possible that participants place a high value on this theme but are less reluctant to express
it publicly.
Three other popular indicator themes (cultural exchange with volunteers, community
development/organization and cultural impacts/changes) indicate a high priority placed
on the socio-cultural and communal impacts of volunteer tourism. The cultural exchange
items were frequently located within the well-being category of the compass framework.
The cultural exchange indicators and language have been found by others as critical for
third space development suggesting that including this new category has tangible benefits
(Palacios, 2010; Zahra & McGehee, 2013). This suggests that host communities may
value these indirect impacts of volunteer tourism more so than the direct impacts of some
popular volunteer activities, such as infrastructure development and environmental conservation. Such activities are still important though, as a large amount of indicators
related to categories such as “infrastructure” and “wildlife conservation”.
These results propose a broader conclusion: the responses of many workshop participants suggest that they may value less tangible impacts (such as education and cultural
exchange) more so than impacts that are more visible, measurable and tangible, such as
infrastructure development and personal monetary income. Likewise, the differing results
between Figures 2 and 3 are indicative of one of the advantages of the compass methodology: it forces participants to see impacts in four unique categories. The community vision
exercise was conducted before the presentation of the compass and did not require that
participants consider the personal and economic impacts of volunteer tourism. This may
explain the existence of some economic indicators (such as income) and personal wellbeing indicators (such as teaching English) that were nearly or completely absent from
community vision statements.
One of the strengths of the systems exercise (connecting participant developed indicators with strings) within the compass methodology is that it reinforces the concept of an
integrated system and the interconnectedness of all indicators. Figure 3 demonstrates that
several of the indicator themes represent three or four compass points. It is therefore
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evident that workshop participants saw the ramifications of such impacts on several or all
points of the compass. For example, indicators related to education and community development/organization represent all four compass categories, particularly economy, society
and well-being. Other themes such as personal income, wildlife conservation, environmental health and reforestation were strongly linked to one compass point, such as economy or nature. This suggests that future workshops may focus on stressing the ways in
which such indicators can also have unforeseen impacts in other compass categories. The
second most popular theme (cultural exchange with volunteers) is primarily represented
on the compass point of “personal well-being”. This suggests that many workshop participants highly value the cultural exchange they have with volunteers and that this is a positive contribution to their lives.
This paper presents two approaches to identifying prevalent indicator themes: an
overall count of the number of times that each theme was represented on a community
compass (shown in Figure 3), and the average number of times than each indicator theme
received a sticker from a workshop participant (shown in Figure 4). In many cases the
latter strategy reinforces the findings of the first strategy. Education is a top priority in
both cases: it was the most commonly mentioned indicator and the average participant
selected over two education-related indicators in the voting process, substantially more
than the majority of other indicator themes. Education, cultural exchange, community
development/organization and cultural impacts are among the top five themes in both
figures. Figure 4 also helps to confirm the validity of the compass methodology in
establishing and prioritizing indicators. The most prevalent indicator themes also generally received the most stickers, suggesting that most frequently mentioned themes were
viewed as high priority from the perspective of workshop participants. Another advantage of the sticker voting process was that it allowed participants to identify indicators of
high personal priority in a less public manner, as the voting process was semiconfidential.
Table 3 revealed three distinct and useful measures for assessing the results of the
indicator development and prioritization process. The theme of education is clearly predominant as it had the highest number of mentions, highest number of sticker votes, and
the highest number of connections on the compass map. The pattern of decrease from top
to bottom in each column indicates that any of these three variables is useful in prioritizing indicators. Future implementations of the compass methodology may also consider
combining all three variables into an index. One caveat in using the number of connections as a variable is the need to produce a complete concept map. In the workshops conducted for this research, the concept map exercise was conducted more as a
demonstration in systems thinking and the concept maps produced were not exhaustive.
More time could have been spent identifying additional linkages among indicators on the
compass. Doing so would have more clearly identified indicators of high priority due to
their influence on other elements of the system.
Each community is unique in the types of indicators that it prioritizes and while some
patterns are present, they are not generalizable to all communities. Another important
point here is that many indicators are community-specific. While some indicators
appeared several times across several communities (such as providing scholarships or creating international friendships see online Supplementary Data), most indicators were
unique. It is for this reason that an indicator theme approach was taken in this paper,
rather than comparing individual indicators. These findings stress the importance of identifying locally specific indicators on a community-by-community basis to capture this heterogeneity among host communities.
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Lessons learned in adapting the compass
The adaptation of the compass framework and method for indicator development to the
context of rural communities in Ecuador and Costa Rica involved some challenges and
some key lessons were also learned. The workshops focused on verbal expression and
interactive activities because many of the participants had a low level of formal education
and minimal reading/writing skills. The use of strings to produce the concept map and
stickers to prioritize impacts are some examples of this. Visual aids were used when possible, such as the use of a ruler to introduce the concept of “impact measurement” and the
visual illustration of an eye to discuss the concept of “vision”. The facilitator also experimented with additional interactive activities to reinforce workshop concepts.
A significant challenge for this participatory methodology in the context of volunteer
tourism in small rural communities is the divide between local community members who
often have a low level of formal education and non-local stakeholders who have a higher
level of formal education and knowledge of the volunteer tourism industry. In many occasions, these latter individuals dominated conversations and brainstorming exercises while
some local community members were silent or much less vocal. This highlights the need
for a skilled facilitator who can ensure that all workshop participants have the opportunity
to provide input. If this does not occur, it can be unclear if the workshop data include
input from both local and non-local workshop participants or if the data primarily reflect
the ideas of non-local participants. As the workshop is designed to acquire the perspectives of local community members and promote a bottom-up development process, this is
an issue that needs to be considered for further development of this methodology in the
context of volunteer tourism.
The interactive elements of the workshop including the creation of the systems map
with strings, and the use of stickers to prioritize impacts, were successful in communicating key concepts and steps of the methodology that would otherwise have been challenging. As such, future implementers of the compass methodology may consider these as
potential additions to the methodology.
Conclusion
We believe that the methodology presented here has four primary benefits: (1) the ability
to rapidly assess indicators in a cost and time effective manner; (2) the compass framework dimensions are easily understood and in their simplicity useful for eliciting a variety
of indicators; (3) the simple systems activity was understandable and used in the rankings;
and (4) the methodology opens the door for exploration of third space volunteer tourism
development negotiations with sending organizations.
“When destination communities’ views are given credence, possibilities emerge for
alternate programs of tourism and counter-discourse to hegemonic modes of interaction”
(Wearing & McGehee, 2013, p. 125). This research study contributes to the emerging
field of participatory indicator development and local impact assessment for volunteer
tourism and opens a dialogue to develop new “third space” volunteer tourism opportunities. The methodology presented here is one phase of engaging the community, the next
phase is for the host community and sending organization to begin dialogue using their
own indicator sets as a foundation for discussion. Furthermore, when assessed across
cases, these indicators can be used to evaluate and highlight good practices that
“maximize potential benefits and reduce potential negative impacts” (Wearing &
McGehee, 2013, p. 124).
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In this paper, a rapid participatory methodology was tested, refined and proved effective in identifying, organizing and prioritizing indicators that are locally appropriate and
represent diverse local impacts of volunteer tourism. Some caveats presented themselves
as the methodology was implemented and must be addressed for the future. By testing the
compass methodology in five communities, an extensive indicator list was developed.
This list serves several purposes: (1) it can be used in future workshops for communities
to learn about how other communities are impacted by volunteer tourism to draw comparisons and contrasts and potentially plan for new desired impacts; (2) it serves to assess the
effectiveness of the compass methodology in organizing indicators as well as promoting
systems-thinking among indicators; and (3) it can help to draw conclusions regarding the
overall desired impacts of volunteer tourism in the communities under study and then
serve as a reference to the volunteer tourism industry in planning for desired impacts.
These data obtained in the workshops are not generalizable beyond the five communities
in this multiple case study. Additionally, the development of specific measures of these
indicators that are “robust, credible, efficient (in time and cost of obtaining the data), and
useful to decision makers” (Sirakaya et al., 2001) will come when the community and the
sending organizations come together to discuss their own indicator sets. However, the
data indicate some trends that can help to guide the volunteer tourism industry and inspire
further exploration of the compass methodology as a tool for impact assessment.
It is important to point out that the literature on indicator development offers many
“master lists” of potential indicators (see, for example, the extensive indicator lists in
WTO, 2004). Each is unique but none are all-encompassing due to the location-specific
indicators likely to be generated in a participatory workshop conducted in situ. One contribution of this paper is that it began with the development of a list of locally produced
indicators, identified themes in the indicator data, and ranked these indicator themes in
several ways. These themes and the ways in which they were prioritized can serve as a
reference for future implementation of the compass methodology to ensure that the indicator development process does not overlook key indicator themes that may be of high
importance for communities.
This paper also contributes to the development and dissemination of a tool for host
communities and volunteer tourism organizations to identify and evaluate the local
impacts of volunteer projects. The host communities and organizations that supported
this multiple case study have already received informational booklets with a summary of
individual workshop results and the compass methodology. They will also receive more
detailed information with complete results, lessons learned, a summation of all data
obtained from all workshops, and a detailed explanation of the compass methodology and
other steps suggested by AtKisson (2004, 2011) and AtKisson Inc. (2011) as a follow-up
to the compass methodology. These will pave the way for future negotiations of third
space opportunities. By sharing information in this way, the volunteer tourism industry
and host communities will have a new tool in their reach for conducting impact
evaluations.
The compass approach was successful in identifying community priorities and developing and prioritizing indicators to evaluate the local impacts of volunteer tourism. Each
community case study was very culturally distinct and each corresponding volunteer tourism program was also unique. One of the fundamental lessons drawn from this research is
that this tool (the compass) may be useful and adaptable to many other cultures and contexts in Latin America and across the developing world. Possible challenges may include
illiteracy, uneasiness with an activity based on writing and reading, cultural opposition to

Downloaded by [] at 12:21 01 October 2015

744

C.A. Lupoli et al.

outside ideas, unfamiliarity with a compass and little conceptual understanding of the four
compass points, and power differentials among participants.
This paper does not propose that the compass methodology is the only or the most
effective methodology for identifying and evaluating the community impacts of volunteer
tourism. A myriad of frameworks and methodologies exist in the literature on community
well-being, community development, sustainability, sustainable tourism, and other
related fields. Although very few of these have been applied to volunteer tourism, there is
potential for other useful methodologies to be applied to conduct impact evaluations for
volunteer tourism. Our selection of the compass methodology implies an emphasis on the
use of indicators, participatory process and community-level and bottom-up development,
in response to current literature on volunteer tourism that stresses these aspects.
Overall, we found the compass methodology was effective in developing and organizing indicators, promoting systems-thinking on the interrelations among indicators, prioritizing indicators, goal-setting for the future, and stressing the importance of measuring or
evaluating impacts. The compass required workshop participants to think of four unique
ways that volunteer tourism impacted them and their communities. The compass framework and associated methodology also promotes a participatory process that empowers
community members, seeks their input, and regards all stakeholders as equally important
in the process. The use of the compass methodology may be another tool for promoting
bottom-up participatory development processes in volunteer tourism while encouraging
meaningful collaboration with international volunteer tourism organizations for developing third space opportunities for volunteer tourists.
Some challenges that were encountered must be addressed for future improvement of
the compass methodology, leading to further refinement of the compass and other effective methodologies, so that the many stakeholders present in the field of international volunteer tourism can acquire the tools they need to effectively evaluate the local impacts of
volunteer tourism projects.
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