
I believe we primarily choose to volunteer because of 
one, selfless reason: our heart. Travelling to volunteer, 

or voluntourism, is an emotionally enriching and 
rewarding experience. You’re tasting a totally different 
culture in all its raw authenticity whilst ‘supporting’ 
someone or a community. It is gratifying; hence, there’s 
also a personal gain. But does volunteering actually 
help the local community? And do the locals benefit 
as much as we do? I believe there is simply no reason 
why both sides can’t benefit in different ways.

Whereas organisations, volunteers themselves, and 
their proud (if initially worried) families often portray 
the commendable aspect of volunteering, attracting 
adventurous tourists to help rural communities has become 
widely criticised by the media. The local community’s 
eventual dependency, coupled with unskilled volunteers, 
are amongst the most-cited adverse aspects. 

Concerning dependency, one must question what 
would happen to an existing project if volunteers stopped 
visiting. For example, when the next pandemic hits and 
borders are closed again, will that newly built clinic retain 
the necessary equipment and staff to function within 
the rural community without the organisation being 
present? If the answer holds even a trickle of doubt, then 
the project has been well funded but not sustainably 
planned. Furthermore, we live in a predominantly 
individualistic society wherein a volunteer can be more 
concerned about their own experience as opposed to 
how they’re actually contributing to the community.

However, it is also true that organisations and volunteers 
are striving to be more ethical and sustainable. In my opinion, 
unskilled volunteers are only a problem if they choose to 
join the wrong project. Unprepared volunteers are those 
who have not been well informed about the community’s 
needs and how the organisation plans to achieve their goals.

Thus it is the organisation’s responsibility to foster an 
environment of sustainable volunteering with long-term 
goals, projects, and financial plans. For instance, using 
funds to engage permanent local staff whom volunteers 
can work with, rather than replace, minimises dependency 
and creates a collaborative work ethic for both sides. 

More importantly, in my opinion, is the individual 
volunteer. In asking the right questions, understanding 
that change occurs gradually, and more significantly, 
respecting the different culture by taking into account 
the local perspective, one is immediately more mindful 
of the ethical consequences of their actions. 

Do the locals benefit as much as voluntourists do? I 
really think we’d have to ask them first. Speak to them, 
interact; that’s where understanding the local perspective 
comes in! On the other hand, I strongly believe that cross-
cultural exchanges — where equitable, collaborative, and 
honest discussions take place, and where friendships are 
formed — are the most intangible assets of volunteering 
for both locals and volunteers. Therefore, if all the aspects 
of a person’s well-being along with sustainability are 
strongly being considered, the world can only benefit 
from more understanding and active individuals! 
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