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Abstract 

Concern for the degradation of the environment (Holden, 2000; Russo, 1999) has seen the 

emergence of a small but steadily increasing number of UK organisations, which are 

primarily situated in the third sector (Office of the Third Sector, 2008). These are increasingly 

cited (Benson, 2004; Clifton & Benson, 2006; Coghlan, 2006) in the emerging and growing 

niche of volunteer tourism (Wearing, 2001).  The organisations bring paying volunteers 

(tourists) and scientists together to work on research projects, and offer similar services but 

the range of specific research projects available to volunteers is both complex and diverse. 

This allows the organisations to differentiate their portfolio based around the projects’ 

destinations (the locations are often remote), the type of ecosystem involved (e.g. marine, 

terrestrial, rainforest) and the actual activity or purpose around which the project is based 

(e.g. diving coral reefs, or related to wildlife).  Despite this diversity, the organisations all 

operate in essentially a common framework of sustainability, that involve notions of 

sustainable development (Holden, 2000; IUCN, 1980; Murphy, 1994; World Commission on 

Environment and Development, 1987), sustainable tourism (France, 1997; Hall & Lew, 1998; 

Holden, 2000; UNWTO, 2004) and the triple bottom line (Rogers & Ryan, 2001; Vanclay, 

2004; Willard, 2002).  The framework of sustainability is built on three pillars: economic, 

environmental and social. The literature clearly indicates that a balance between the three 

pillars is essential if sustainability is to be achieved (Burns & Holden, 1995; Clarke, 1997; 

Cronin, 1990; Hardy, Beeton, & Pearson, 2002; Ko, 2005; Swarbrooke, 1999; United 

Nationals Development Programme, 2005).  In order for this balance to be achieved and 

therefore, sustainable tourism development to be successful a range of stakeholders 

(Freeman, 1984; Friedman & Miles, 2002; Phillips & Freeman, 2003) must be involved in the 

process.  However, stakeholders are people and as such hold values (Rokeach, 1973) which 

drive their behaviour, both individuals and organisations adhere to values.  Values or sets of 

values vary across groups and cultures as well as across individuals (Hogg & Vaughan, 

2002).  Consequently, the aim of this research was to explore the complexity of trying to 

work within a framework of sustainability, with a given number of stakeholders (in this case, 

a UK organisation, its customers (volunteers, primarily British) and the local community 

(Indonesian) where the project operates) that may hold different values and the extent to 
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which the values of the stakeholders affected interaction and behaviour and therefore the 

success of achieving sustainability. 

This study was exploratory in nature and consequently required a qualitative approach 

(Creswell, 1994; Leedy & Ormond, 2005).  The qualitative methods were designed in order 

to understand the interactions and relationships between the organisation, the volunteers 

and the community with the purpose of enabling the values to be captured, which could then 

be applied to the framework of sustainability.  A case study approach was used for the 

organisation as it enabled an in-depth investigation into a specific set of circumstances in a 

particular context (Yin, 2003a; 2003b).  The investigation of phenomena within a case is 

supported by Yin (2003b) who argues that case studies are particularly appropriate where 

the observer has access to a novel, previously unexplained phenomenon.  A mixed-method 

approach (Stake, 1998; Yin, 2003 a and b) was adopted for the case study.  The methods 

consisted of participant observation and semi-structured interviews; in addition material in 

the public domain and documents produced by the organisations was also examined such 

as final accounts, volunteer briefing documents, publicity articles and company websites.   

Participant observation was undertaken with the researcher’s identity being revealed to all 

respondents. Consequently, the research took the role of participant as observer (Gill and 

Johnson, 2002).  Descriptive observation (Robson, 2002) notes were kept which consisted 

of observations of the physical setting; diagrams were drawn of the main buildings which 

were used by the organisations.  Key participants and activities were recorded.  In this study 

only primary observations and secondary observation techniques were used (Delbridge and 

Kirkpatrick, 1994); consequently, recording consisted of keeping a diary (primary) and 

recording statements of what happened or was said (secondary).  The other qualitative 

method used consisted of individual, semi-structured, face-to-face interviews thus allowing 

flexibility during the actual interview process. In total forty nine interviews were conducted 

with volunteers.  All of the interviews were recorded, with the consent of each respondent, 

transcribed and imported into the qualitative software package NVivo 7.  NVivo became the 

vehicle for working through the transcripts, thus allowing unstructured data to be analysed.  

Subsequently, the data was coded for themes, content and axial intersections (Panditt, 

1996).  The classifying and sorting of the data under themes enabled meaning or answers to 

be extracted.  NVivo allows the generation of free nodes (stand alone themes); tree nodes 

(enabling sub coding under a theme) and case nodes (allowing socio-demographic 

characteristics to be generated).  All three types of nodes were used in order to interrogate 

the data.   

The findings of the study suggest that the underpinning ethos for the organisation was 

Conservation, Education and Research which if managed and implemented by the 
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organisation had the potential to have far reaching implications at a local and potentially 

global level (the organisation runs other projects worldwide).  The cornerstones of 

sustainability highlight the interdependence of the economic system, the social system and 

the environmental system and there is much evidence to suggest that the organisation work 

within these boundaries.  The volunteers whilst engaging in rhetoric that subscribes to the 

values of the community had some difficulties in demonstrating this in terms of their 

behaviour. The community has strong traditional values, which are underpinned by their 

religion, however, the need for economic benefits clearly challenge the hierarchy of some 

community values.  Conflict within the stakeholder groups was evident, but the willingness 

by all actors to work towards mutual benefit was clearly becoming a conscious albeit 

emerging value.  
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