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Preface 

It’s 2014, I’m sitting on my couch and mindlessly scrolling through Instagram. The social 

media platform has been at least a small part of my everyday routine since I downloaded it at 13 

years old, but at no point had I reflected on the images that passed through my consciousness. If I 

wasn’t really looking, how could it affect me? I would occasionally stop on one type of photo 

that kept appearing- a white girl cradling a black child with a caption chock full of love. As a 

white person who grew up in a predominantly white suburb of New York, most of the people I 

followed on Instagram were white. Here she was showing her followers a black child from 

somewhere in Africa, like they were some rarity. I gathered that she had gone on one of those 

service trips or “teen tours” that were so popular in my area for kids who had aged out of 

summer camp but had the economic privilege to put off a job. For a high schooler who wanted to 

give back and went to a private school with the motto “not for self, but for service,” I was 

excited to come across this photo.  

Within months, I was booked on a service trip to Fiji where I was guaranteed 40 hours of 

community service and a scuba diving certification at the end of 3 weeks. I brought a camera and 

had the children take photos of us together, always looking for that perfect shot. My Fiji trip 

turned into an Ecuador trip the next year which gained traction into a gap year before college 

throughout Nepal, India, Thailand, and South Africa. My experiences in such distinct cultures 

blurred together in memories because they all followed the same format: play with children, 

build a structure, go sightseeing, and take lots of pictures. Kids have always liked me and so I 

never read anything into it when children would flock to our vans overjoyed. I did feel like a 

savior. The sending organizations would drop 16-year-olds into rural schools with no lesson plan 

and make us feel like God’s gift to these communities. I didn’t look around to see that every 
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volunteer was white while every child was not. Someone had to explain to me how to do every 

single action when building something which took longer than if they had just done it 

themselves. I was always technically volunteering, but something felt off. I knew my main 

motivation was travelling, but I still wanted the personal gratification of helping people and 

never really got it. I felt ineffective. At home, I felt fulfilled when I volunteered, but my service 

actions abroad left me feeling embarrassed.  

 

Figure 1: Deleted image from my Instagram page from the 2014 voluntourism trip to Fiji 

I still posted the photos because I wanted people to think I was having a good time. I 

never looked into the actual faces of the children that surrounded me on the screen, only at the 

ticking number of likes below. Through Instagram, I broadcasted that I was a good person who 

gave up my summer to work with people less fortunate. In Figure 1, My editing decisions 

involved the use of a vignette which would literally frame my face while darkening theirs. I 

include this photo to remind myself of my own culpability in the volunteer tourism practice 

while attempting to preserve the privacy of the children with whom I worked. I blurred the photo 
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to protect the identity of the children, but in many ways, it still enacts violence by centering the 

only white face in the photo.  

  I was so focused on how I would present this story to others that I couldn’t retain what I 

had learned about the culture. My peers gave me the recognition I craved. They were impressed 

at my ability to power through tough situations, and I would reply that the trip made me grateful. 

I had made real connections while I was there, but over time they washed away. My host mother 

who cared for me when I was sick became an anecdote. The man who showed me how to mix 

concrete is faceless even if the technique remains in my mind. The little girl who never left my 

side is etched only into an Instagram feed, forever 6 years old.  

I was young and sheltered from racial power dynamics, but volunteer tourism still shaped 

me into the person I am. I had some of the most formative examples of volunteer tourism during 

my six weeks in India which is how I decided to narrow the study to the subcontinent. My 

experiences made me want to study the connection between performativity and the creation of 

self that is so present on social media immediately following volunteer tourism. Throughout the 

study, I remain as neutral as possible as a researcher, but it is important to lay out the truth of my 

background to understand my approach to the subject.  
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Introduction 

On the social-media application, Instagram, there is a prevalent type of photo that 

assumes good intentions while celebrating the service of volunteer tourism. People engage in 

trips across the world in places such as India with the stated goal of wanting to help others and 

then reproduce an image of their efforts online. I focus this study on India in order to understand 

how neocolonial logics can be produced by visitors that construct their own narratives of help on 

Instagram. People arrive with entrenched imaginaries of what they expect to find in India based 

on years of European exploitation and exoticism, often going out of their way to seek these 

images to post on social media. Volunteer tourists often unintentionally reproduce the colonial 

image-making process that kept the British in control. The choice of mainly countries in the 

Global South for volunteer tourism excursions strengthens the belief that the volunteers are 

needed to travel internationally even when local volunteering opportunities exist everywhere.1 

Without any context, the Instagram photos continue to reify colonial narratives of a poverty-

stricken India needing the help of predominantly white volunteer tourists.  

Instagram is a photo sharing website owned by Facebook whose business model is based 

on the circulation of images among people who subscribe to others for content, known as 

“followers.” Users have the option of a public or private account which affects the amount of 

people who can see their photos. Public accounts have wider reach because their image is 

searchable by anyone, but privacy settings do not provide much additional protection other than 

content being restricted only to followers. People post images freely with no limit and the images 

become an extension of oneself through a digital self-presentation. The collection of potentially 

 
1 Shenila Khoja-Moolji. "Dialectics of Power and Resistance: Service-Learning in International Contexts. “In The 

SAGE Sourcebook of Service-Learning and Civic Engagement, (Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, Inc., 

2015). 362.  
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disparate images become the patchwork of identity on the social media platform. Photos are 

rewarded through “likes” displayed underneath the image that can be interpreted as one’s 

popularity or ability to take a good photo. Social capital is built through Instagram depending on 

the types of activities that people choose to broadcast. Pictures of a volunteering trip will make 

you look morally good to followers that you may or may not know outside of Instagram. While 

popularity may not be the only motivation in posting this type of photo, it is often a subconscious 

move to gain favor in the social media maze. In this thesis, I will argue that volunteer tourists use 

Instagram as a medium of public identity formation to establish themselves as moral people with 

the adverse effect of transforming the people they help into props for this performativity.  

Volunteer tourism or “voluntourism,” used interchangeably in this thesis, is popularly 

defined as “‘tourists who volunteer in an organized way to undertake holidays.”2 Volunteer 

tourism comes in many different forms that center around the object of their help such as the 

environment, animals, and children.3 Wearing defines the practice as primarily vacation-oriented, 

but in the two decades since this definition it has grown well beyond its mass tourism origins. 

There is something else people are searching for through volunteer tourism that is not fulfilled by 

a sightseeing tour. However, Wearing’s definition points out the key hypocrisy that young 

people tend to use service trips to see other parts of the world, often unaware of the unequal 

power relations they reproduce. The shorter time period of these trips feels so short that the 

volunteer tourist couldn’t negatively affect someone’s life, but also that it is actually so short that 

one person can’t have a sustainable positive impact either. This thesis tackles a deep 

understanding of voluntourism on social media and its impact on global citizenship and self-

 
2 Stephen Wearing. Volunteer Tourism: Experiences that Make a Difference, ProQuest Ebook Central, CABI, 

(2001). 1. 
3 Gwendelyn Nisbett and Marianna Strzelecka. “Appealing to Goodwill or YOLO-Promoting Conservation 

Volunteering to Millennials.” (Voluntas 28: 2017). 302.  
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reflection. Volunteering abroad is marketed as a “life-changing” experience, but the short-term 

nature and underlying motivations challenge any evidence of a worldview shift.  

The trips have been often criticized as ineffective at best and harmful at worst for the host 

countries, but young people continue to go. Millennials and Generation Z people share this part 

of their lives on social media just as they would anything else. When volunteer tourists post the 

same images of romanticized poverty to their followers, they perpetuate a one-dimensional India 

of need, regardless of the actual situation in specific communities. The actions of the volunteer 

tourists concerning social media reveal that the Global South exists primarily as a conceptual 

space for western participants to play out their desires to help and then leave. The disconnect 

between social media presentations and real experiences of volunteer tourists in India reinforces 

beliefs of western superiority and white supremacy rather than changing the lives of anyone 

involved. 

The type of volunteer tourism featured in this research is concentrated in distinctly non-

religious tracts, but the historical antecedents of religious-based missionaries still affect every 

interaction between the volunteer and the person being helped. Missionaries travelled all over the 

world to spread the message of God, pushing advancements in travel that made mass tourism 

possible. They came armed with the divine directive to convert as many people as possible. In 

many ways, the missionary work was constructed as benevolent, while more exploitative 

practices of colonialism would ravage communities. Even today, church groups travel around the 

world to help those they presume to need it, ensuring the good works aspect of their worship. 

Elements of the narrative to civilize are still a part of volunteer tourism and the implication is 

that Indian people are savage and in need of white intervention. 
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Volunteer tourism relies on the sense of expedition and desire to explore other parts of 

the world that was created by colonialism, which is why it is so popular in mainly Western 

countries. Although the trip may have different end goals it still operates on the same 

presumptions of superiority where the white country has something to provide. Liberal 

individualism as a tenet in American society allows for people to believe that they have a right to 

help others in whatever format deemed necessary. 4 Most of the time however, the people are not 

directly consulted on what type of intervention would be most helpful. The agenda is set based 

on the short time period of the trip and what can be feasibly accomplished by unskilled young 

people. The subaltern voices are then not heard by the privileged volunteers as others make the 

decisions for them.5 The volunteer tourist can then become the hero in these situations for 

selflessly donating their time and money. While volunteer tourism is often represented as 

altruistic, it is important to critically examine the concept of self for the volunteer that arises in 

this method of giving back and how it relates to the Other, who receives the help.  

The presence of the white savior complex could be more damaging than any volunteer 

work could offset. Not all volunteer tourists are white, but they make up a majority and 

regardless of the individual’s race they can still reproduce narratives based on race. They impart 

assumed Western knowledge due to their position of assumed supremacy in the form of teaching 

English to children when they lack formal education training. The whole experience is tailored 

for people to feel good about themselves for helping, even when the actual help may not make 

much of a difference. 

 
4 Teju Cole. “The White-Savior Industrial Complex.” The Atlantic. (21 March 2012). 
5 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak. “Can the Subaltern Speak?” in (Colonial Discourse and Post-Colonial Theory: A 

Reader, eds. Patrick Williams and Laura Chrisman Hemel Hempstead: Harvester, 1993). 92.  
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The trip will ultimately make a difference for the volunteer tourist who often forges parts 

of their identity when exposed to a new lifestyle even if just for a few weeks and it provides an 

opportunity for self-representation on Instagram. Volunteer tourism is represented as an intrepid 

excursion into the lives of other people. The trip organizers deliberately put the young volunteers 

in difficult situations to challenge them to grow, but the issues they fabricate are usually just the 

way that less economically privileged people live. The volunteer tourists capture their life-

changing experience within the square multicolored box of Instagram photos, furthering their 

identity formation into a digital format. As the one generation who has never lived without the 

internet, Generation Z has an attachment to applications like Instagram because they are a main 

source of social interaction. They learn socialization through their smartphones and absorb 

expected behavior based on what they see which makes the Instagram posts of volunteer tourism 

specifically influential. 

The thesis, “Like I was Freaking Mother Teresa!”: Volunteer Tourism in India through 

the Medium of Self-Representation on Instagram is critical of volunteer tourism and its effects on 

social media. However, I recognize that there is a lot of positive change that can be created 

through sustainable programs. There are organizations committed to de-centering the self and 

providing programs that actually help people. Even watching kids can provide a brief respite for 

busy parents. The actions themselves are not inherently harmful, but the assumptions behind 

designing a program for teens to volunteer in this manner creates intended consequences such as 

the prop-making I describe. Instagram will only grow in popularity which is why it is so 

important to be intentional about how we use it and who is affected by our seemingly benign 

posts. My goal is not to tear down the industry, but rather reveal the problematic aspects that 

demand more attention. 
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Outline 

The title is a direct quote from one of the interviewees that situates being perceived by 

others as a savior with a bit of humor to undercut the actual assumptions in being compared to 

Mother Teresa. Through a complicated reputation, she advanced the politics of help in India as a 

western-centric practice, but I will not be covering her history. The title thus serves the exact 

intentions of the original statement by making uninformed claims of moral superiority through 

identity formation because of the volunteer tourism experience. In the first chapter, I cover the 

main scholarship of volunteer tourism, image-making, and colonialism in a literature review. I 

will explain the history of each of these three topics in detail in terms of how they overlap in the 

research. Chapter Two will detail the methodology of my research which is a mixed-methods 

study that includes a sample of 102 Instagram posts and eight in-depth interviews with former 

volunteer tourists. In Chapter Three, I will cover the Instagram screenshots and how they inform 

the topic at large. The media analysis works through a hand-coded set of variables to visually 

analyze different types of posts and discover their frequency in the sample. In Chapter Four, I 

delve into the analysis of the interviews. The process focused on the actions of participants in 

India to discover their understanding of a social media footprint and their general cultural 

takeaways. Finally, I will conclude the thesis with takeaways of the study and suggestions for 

future research. 
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Chapter One: Literature Review 

 

Introduction 

The proliferation of Instagram photos displaying volunteer tourism represents a long 

history of colonialism in India as tied to tourism studies. The literature that comprises this thesis 

encompasses three major scholarships of volunteer tourism, India’s colonial history, and the 

study of images on social media. Volunteer tourism became its own category of study in recent 

years after emerging from under the umbrella of tourism. Colonialism in India as the routine 

exploitation by the British for over 200 years began with the East India Company and they 

eventually transferred power directly under the Crown. In order to understand the broader 

implications made through social media behavior, it is necessary to connect tourism studies to 

Indian history to see how the damaging and reductionist narratives of the past can be reproduced 

on Instagram, a photo-sharing website. The study focuses on India as an example of how 

neoliberal willingness to help is less empowering when it is not centered around the needs of 

local people.6 Observable inequality and cultural difference are necessary for volunteer tourism 

because it provides a visible problem to be solved through volunteer action. Volunteer tourists 

can then share their images that prove they helped those less fortunate to social media. India is 

one of the most popular locations for these types of trips due to its widespread poverty.  

In 2008, It was estimated that 1.6 million people travelled for volunteer tourism trips 

annually, which has only grown.7 The massive industry has to be interrogated for the ways it 

plays into the racial dynamics of today. The service trips brand themselves as a more authentic 

 
6 Wanda Vrasti. Volunteer Tourism in the Global South: Giving back in neoliberal times. (London. 2012). 6. 
7 Tourism Research and Marketing (TRAM) & European Association for Tourism and Leisure Education & 

Tourism Research and Marketing. “Volunteer tourism: a global analysis: a report.”  (ATLAS, Arnhem, The 

Netherlands, 2008). 
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way to experience different cultures by interacting with local people directly.8 The tourists that 

participate often share their experiences on social networking sites such as Instagram, a photo 

sharing software. Volunteer tourism as represented online is indicative of a larger trend in which 

people from privileged backgrounds use people that they perceive as Others in the background of 

their self-development. The photos visually show an example of this symptom which reveals 

deep seated white supremacy even in the willingness to help people. 

 

Figure 2: Image #15 from the screenshot corpus of a female volunteer dancing with a defensive caption  

Even with the best intentions, Western people arriving in the Global South under the 

guise of help is a reproduction of contemporary neo colonial logics that create strict notions of 

superiority.9 In Figure 2, The volunteer tourist attempts to defend herself by claiming an 

emotional connection with the children, but she digs into her assumed authority by giving herself 

the right to share the image publicly.  

 
8 K.D. Lyons, and S. Wearing. Journeys of Discovery in Volunteer Tourism: International Case Study Perspectives, 

(CABI, 2008). 4.  
9 Ruth Cheung Judge. “Refusing Reform, Reworking Pity, or Reinforcing Privilege? The Multivalent Politics of 

Young People’s Fun and Friendship within a Volunteering Encounter” (Antipode Vol. 0 No. 0. 2020). 2. 
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After the trip, volunteer tourists practice their new-found soft global citizenship by 

claiming cultural affinities to places such as India based on their volunteer experience.10 People 

arrive with entrenched ideas of what they expect to find in India based on what they’ve been 

taught, often going out of their way to seek these images to post on social media. India then 

becomes what volunteer tourists imagine extreme poverty to look like regardless of the actual 

situation. While economic stratification is a reality in the country, there is racism present in the 

imaginaries and retellings of India. The volunteer tourist ultimately uses the trip to construct an 

image of themselves amid the backdrop of the Other. 

 

Whiteness 

About 80% of the people who partake in volunteer tourism are white.11 Regardless of their 

race, most volunteer tourists come from predominantly white nations and may be perceived as 

more anglicized and culturally Western in their interactions. People use the trip to feel good 

about themselves for giving back without fully interrogating the positionality of race in their 

actions.  The “possessive investment in whiteness” as introduced by George Lipsitz reverses the 

colonial gaze of white nations upon the Other to fully interrogate whiteness and liberal 

individualism.12 Lipsitz reminds us that race is capital in the United States to which being white 

has held supremacy by pretending as though it is the default. Through volunteer tourism, U.S. 

racial relations are supplanted in a nation where whiteness is not the population norm yet is still 

viewed as dominant throughout the world.  Instead of encouraging the individual to give back 

 
10 Mark Griffiths. “‘It’s all bollocks!’ and other critical standpoints on the UK Government’s vision of global 

citizenship.” (Identities, 24:4, 2017). 398.  
11 Mary Mostafanezhad. “‘Getting in Touch with Your Inner Angelina’: Celebrity Humanitarianism and the Cultural 

Politics of Gendered Generosity in Volunteer Tourism.” (Third World Quarterly 34:3 2013). 485. 
12  George Lipsitz. “The Possessive Investment in Whiteness: Racialized Social Democracy and the ‘White’ 

Problem in American Studies.” (American Quarterly 47, no. 3 1995). 369 
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and praising him for it, white people collectively need to recognize that they are already a part of 

the problem by regularly profiting off of their race. 

White saviorism is the practice of justifying intervention solely on the implicit bias that white 

people must know better. As the volunteer tourism industry grew, Cole criticized the presence of 

the white savior industrial complex that utilized racist beliefs to profess that it is helping 

people.13 The white savior narrative is a modern version of the “White Man’s Burden” in which 

people can actually be made to feel like volunteer tourism is a service rather than a 

responsibility, but benefit whiteness at the expense of local populations.14 The white savior 

narrative is a common, though not always admitted, motivation for volunteer tourism that is 

steeped in colonialism. Volunteer tourists want to feel like a hero by providing a benefit to those 

that seem needy.15 

Thus, images that center a smiling white face with a series of small brown ones can tend to 

have negative affect by way of comparison. Even if the actual image is never seen by the 

children in the photo, it still represents a narrative that centers whiteness. It requires volunteers to 

seriously recognize their possessive investment in whiteness in a society that rewards it.16 

Volunteers need to be aware of the cultural constructs regarding race in any society they visit so 

as not to reinforce racist beliefs when they interact with children. Germain calls it “benevolent 

racism” that exists in volunteer tourism trips where no one is outwardly claiming racism, but 

 
13 Cole. “The White-Savior Industrial Complex.” 
14 Kipling. “The White Man’s Burden: The United States & The Philippine Islands, 1899.” 
15 G. M. Walsh. “Challenging the hero narrative: Moving towards reparational citizenship education.” (Societies, 

10:2, 34. 2020). 1. 
16 George Lipsitz. The Possessive Investment in Whiteness How White People Profit from Identity Politics. Rev. and 

expanded ed. Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2006 
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subtly portrays it through their actions.17 Whiteness is also made to be innocent or absent the 

type of power it holds.  

Volunteer Tourism  

The definition of volunteer tourism coined by Stephen Wearing in 2001 of “‘tourists who 

volunteer in an organized way to undertake holidays” is a fairly simplistic way of describing a 

phenomenon that has since skyrocketed in popularity. 18 There is also a terminology disconnect 

where many would not view their selfless activities to be in any way a “holiday.”19 Nor do they 

even want to call themselves volunteer tourists, preferring the more apolitical “international 

volunteer.”20 By minimizing the political impact of the term, volunteer tourists are made to 

believe that their presence does not enact the same violence they arrived to combat.  

 

History of Helping  

As one of the most prolific writers on the topic, Wearing traces the early roots of tourism to 

the grand tour of young British aristocrats. The Grand tour began a style of travel that was 

distinct from the mass tourism that set off with the first Thomas Cook train in 1841. This upper 

echelon of experiencing other cultures was created out of economic access. The ability to get up 

close and personal created a more “authentic” travel experience that mass tourism lacks. It is a 

way to see not just the sights of a place but to get to know the people. Vrasti points out that 

searching for authenticity is an attempt for elites to distance themselves from the readily 

 
17  F. Germain. “The Earthquake, the Missionaries, and the Future of Vodou.” (Journal of Black Studies, 42:2, 

2011): 250.  
18 Wearing. Volunteer Tourism: Experiences that Make a Difference. 1. 
19 Ibid.1. 
20 Kaylan C. Schwarz. “’It's Not Voluntourism’: Unpacking Young People's Narrative Claims to Authenticity and 

Differentiation in the International Volunteer Experience.” (Newnham College. University of Cambridge. July 

2016). 3.  
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available nature of mass travel today.21 Voluntourism may seem like a way to get a more 

authentic read of a country when in reality it relies on a stereotype of the place and categorizes 

people like zoo animals.  

Volunteer tourism also grew out of the centuries-old practice of missionaries. The clear 

agenda was to promote the power and reach of the Church which continues in religious mission 

trips today. The connecting factor to modern volunteer tourism is the prevailing beliefs of 

cultural or racial superiority that ends up forcing values upon people you claim to help. Over 

time, people pursued less violent means of conversion, but the main goal when building a school 

is still to set off a path that may lead to conversion. The volunteer tourism that I focus on is 

decidedly secular in agenda of its programs, but it builds upon a long history of religiously 

motivated tourism. These early religious missions were justified through the writings of people 

such as Rudyard Kipling who illustrated Indians as savage in contrast to the civilized white 

intervention due to religious beliefs. 22    

 

Volunteer Tourism and you! 

Voluntourism will never be able to fully disentangle from the concept of self because the 

version completed by young people occurs at such a formative time. Bone discusses the concept 

of mapping these identity conflicts in the article Voluntouring as Cartography of Self.23 They 

discuss the boundaries that exist between the tourists and who they help. The sharper 

dichotomies allow the volunteer tourist to construct a stronger image of themselves, so they seek 

out the clear ways in which they differ. They operate in a geography with simple boundaries to 

 
21 Vrasti. Volunteer Tourism in the Global South: Giving back in neoliberal times. 6. 
22 Rudyard Kipling. “The White Man’s Burden: The United States & The Philippine Islands, 1899.” 
23 Jane and Kate Bone. “Voluntourism as Cartography of Self: A Deleuzian Analysis of a Postgraduate Visit to 

India.” (Tourist Studies 18, no. 2 June 2018): 177 
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rationalize their unskilled labor as a development solution.24 It is an opportunity to break down 

some of the binaries in terms of poverty and what is good within volunteer tourism. 

Voluntourism currently resides upon a pedestal of moral good when it may be more accurate to 

view it as a consumable product.25 It is not just a volunteer experience, but a total package. By 

this logic, the volunteer tourist is the consumer which allows them greater freedom to dictate 

terms. 

The experience is as influenced by their discretionary time as it is by the amount they are 

actually working as specifically designed by sending organizations. Therefore, the trips to the 

Taj Mahal are all related to their overall takeaways even though it is not explicitly 

volunteering.26 Sending organizations are the groups that create the agenda for the trips and use 

their knowledge of their area to get their client’s exclusive access. They play a major role in 

capitalizing on the major motivating factors not expressly related to helping others. The 

marketing communication varies depending on how much the hedonistic nature of the trip is 

emphasized.27 The sending organizations have material that can be seen through their individual 

catalogs as well as an extensive social media presence. They have to emphasize the dual nature 

of truly making a difference while having a lot of fun in order to justify their exorbitant prices. 

According to travel website Go Abroad, the average cost of volunteering in India is roughly $617 

a week without sending organization perks.28 In contrast, Where There be Dragons offers a 4-

week North India program for $7,710 before flights.29 Volunteer tourism combines the self-

 
24 Kate Simpson. "'Doing Development': The Gap Year, Volunteer-Tourists and a Popular Practice of 

Development." (Journal of International Development 16, no. 5:7. 2004). 681. 
25 Bone. “Voluntourism as Cartography of Self: A Deleuzian Analysis of a Postgraduate Visit to India.” 182. 
26 Stephen Wearing and Nancy Gard McGehee. “Volunteer tourism: A review.” (Progress in Tourism Management. 

Elsevier Ltd. Volume 38, October 2013): 122. 
27 Nisbett. “Appealing to Goodwill or YOLO-Promoting Conservation Volunteering to Millennials.” 289. 
28 GOABROAD WRITING TEAM. “How Much Does It Cost to Volunteer Abroad? We Dove Deep to Find Out” 

2019.  
29 Where There Be Dragons. “SUMMER & GAP PROGRAMS.” 
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indulgence of tourism with the selflessness of development work, allowing both things to be true 

simultaneously for a steep price.30   

Motivations for engaging in volunteer tourism tend to range, but one study has provided a 

framework of personal, interpersonal, and other.31 The personal category includes topics such as 

seeking an authentic experience, interest in travel, and challenge. The interpersonal category is 

the desire to help, interaction with culture, encouragement by another person, and enhancing 

their relationships. The third category represents a range that is often tied to specific goals per 

person. These classifications reveal more than a completely altruistic desire which is in tension 

with the standard selflessness factor many people choose to highlight throughout their volunteer 

tourism experience.  

People care about themselves throughout their personal and interpersonal issues even when 

it’s connected to giving back. The personal category going into the experience can be compared 

with what people eventually got out of their experience and whether or not it was consistent. The 

people who sought to challenge themselves may have approached their interactions differently or 

ultimately contributed more to the development of their identity. In order to dive into the 

aftereffects of volunteer tourism, it is important to take a look at the perceived motivations 

entering into it.  

Building a concept of self is the main motivation for these trips, even if it is not immediately 

obvious to the participants. They crave the individualism of travel and combine it with 

volunteering to feel better about their decisions. Volunteer tourism operates as a way to cleanse 

 
30 Simpson. "'Doing Development': The Gap Year, Volunteer-Tourists and a Popular Practice of Development." 690.  
31 Li-Ju Chen and Joseph S Chen. “The motivations and expectations of international volunteer tourists: A case 

study of ‘Chinese Village Tradition.’” (Volume 32, Issue 2, April 2011): 435.  
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the guilt of the middle class.32 People with enough money to be comfortable give back on their 

vacations, but ultimately get more out of the experience than anyone they help. Volunteer 

tourists want to engage in these projects internationally in order to become part of a global 

citizenship that may eventually funnel themselves into development work.33 Although 

cosmopolitanism often involves interpersonal goals, it continues to reference the world in 

relation to the individual, exemplifying that even global motives can be self-centered.34  

 

Giving Back 

 In terms of the volunteer tourist’s relationship to charity, one study suggests that self-

esteem is related to donating at least on the internet. Wallace discusses interacting with a charity 

website, not necessarily volunteering directly. Yet, it is pertinent to understand why people 

broadcast their selfless actions the way they do to understand the Instagram behavior of 

volunteer tourists. In the study, high self-esteem was correlated with higher self-oriented visible 

donation behavior.35 The flipside being that high self-monitoring was more related to other-

oriented visible donation behavior which is negatively associated with actual donation intentions. 

So, people with lower self-esteem who are used to monitoring themselves in accordance with the 

behaviors of others may “like” a charity online only to prove themselves to the group rather than 

actually wanting to make a difference. The study suggests that people’s personalities and life 

experience can affect their relationship to charities and by extension charity work. The 

 
32 Harng Luh Sin. “VOLUNTEER TOURISM— “INVOLVE ME AND I WILL LEARN?” (Annals of Tourism 

Research, Volume 36, Issue 3, 2009): 488. 
33 Ruth Cheung Judge. “Class and global citizenship: perspectives from non-elite young people’s participation in 

volunteer tourism.” (Tourism Recreation Research, 42:2, 2017): 164. 
34 Helene Snee. “Framing the Other: cosmopolitanism and the representation of difference in overseas gap year 

narratives.” (The British Journal of Sociology. Volume 64. Issue 1. 2013): 142. 
35 Elaine Wallace and Isabel Buil and Leslie Chernatony. “When does ‘liking’ a charity lead to donation behaviour? 

Exploring conspicuous donation behaviour on social media platforms.” (European Journal of Marketing. 51. 2017): 

2002. 
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conclusion is that people want to be perceived as a good person, which leads to their interaction 

with charities, but whether or not they do this for themselves is potentially based on how they 

feel about themselves.36 Wallace reminds us that, despite stated intentions, altruism also benefits 

the self. 

Altruism comes up in all conversations regarding volunteer work especially one with such 

promising international benefits. Luh Sin reminds us to also resist the normative assumption that 

all volunteering is a good thing, especially when those receiving the “help” may not be 

advancing.37 So when we laud the volunteer tourist for their sacrifice, we must pinpoint who 

benefited from the interaction because we may just be supporting the same structures that created 

the need for volunteer intervention. Despite its guiding principles, even altruism is a part of the 

social exchange theory where individuals enter into beneficial relationships.38 In exchange for 

two weeks in a remote village in India, participants can talk up their charitable nature in job 

interviews for years and, perhaps more importantly, be understood as a good person among their 

peers. Volunteer tourists want to fix the extreme poverty imagined for these communities in 

India, but in reality, they enter into a situation that benefits them, primarily through the centering 

of the self in volunteer tourism.  

In order to access all of this, they need to adhere to the assertion that it was done for altruistic 

purposes or more colloquially “to give back.” Paraskevaidis interrogates altruism within tourism 

studies pointing out that it would be taboo to actually admit that the primary motivation for 

volunteer tourism was social recognition. Instead, it has to be hidden for fear of moral hypocrisy, 

 
36 Wallace. “When does ‘liking’ a charity lead to donation behaviour? Exploring conspicuous donation behaviour on 

social media platforms.” 2002. 
37 Harng Luh Sin and Shirleen He. “Voluntouring on Facebook and Instagram: Photography and social media in 

constructing the ‘Third World’ experience.” (Tourist Studies. 19. 2018). 3. 
38 Kirstin Hallmann and Anita Zehrer. “How do Perceived Benefits and Costs Predict Volunteers' Satisfaction?” 

(International Journal of Voluntary and Nonprofit Organizations, Vol. 27, No. 2 April 2016): 746 
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despite the fact that many people feel similarly as seen through their prolific presentation on 

Instagram.39  The only redeeming quality of focusing the entire trip on oneself could be aiming 

for critical reflexivity.40 Self-reflexivity as a principle for future volunteer tourism would require 

recognition of the non-altruistic motivations as well as an interrogation of the volunteer’s 

positionality. Unspoken rules to avoid admitting the social benefit may leave participants feeling 

stuck when trying to conceptualize their impact. 

Altruism is a necessary predicate to achieving the hero status established after the trip as the 

volunteer tourist would never be able to reach it on their limited skills alone. Walsh opens his 

challenge to the hero narrative with a key question of why do people who say they want to help 

others not listen to those being helped?41 The deliberate refusal to listen is much more insidious 

when understood in a neocolonial context, even described as a “kinder colonialism.”42 The 

historical pretext to allow white teens from the Global North to impose educational mandates is 

deeply political and reflective of the ignorance of other historical perspectives.43  

 

Knowledge 

The assumption of volunteer tourism is that the Global South needs to be taught something 

and the Global North teenagers are the ones to do it. As theorized by Foucault, knowledge 

production is inherently tied up in the power dynamics that would exist in micro-relationships 

throughout the volunteer tourism experience.44 People seek out these experiences to learn 

 
39 P. Paraskevaidis, and K. Andriotis. “Altruism in tourism: Social Exchange Theory vs Altruistic Surplus 

Phenomenon in host volunteering.” (Annals of Tourism Research, 62, 2017): 26 
40 Erin K. Sharpe and Samantha Dear. “Points of Discomfort: Reflections on Power and Partnerships in International 

Service-Learning” (Michigan Journal of Community Service Learning. 2013): 49. 
41 Walsh. “Challenging the hero narrative: Moving towards reparational citizenship education.” 2. 
42 Ibid. 2. 
43 Walsh. “Challenging the hero narrative: Moving towards reparational citizenship education.” 
44 Michel Foucault. Power / Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings, 1972 – 1977. New York: Vintage, 

1980. 96.  
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something different about the world or themselves and end up conforming to the power structure 

they sought to disrupt by helping others. The host country perspective of the people who actually 

live there is rarely incorporated.45 NGOs may not even be representative of the communities, yet 

they are typically the only point of reference with the sending organizations.46  

 One of the most popular activities for volunteer tourists is to teach English without any 

formal training. Yet there are problematic assumptions when white westerners impart their 

knowledge and rely on their unskilled labor. The knowledge production serves the western-

centric view that upholds colonialist narratives.47 The lack of training implies an assumed racial 

superiority to be able to teach without any background. The pleasurable aspects of exploitation 

which Foucault introduces are also at play in terms of the schooling itself which is only enhanced 

through the power dynamics among teacher and student in volunteer tourism.48 

 In 2004, 21% of volunteer tourism projects were centered on children and in 2021, the 

ability to work with children is a major selling point for the sending organizations.49 Working 

with such young members of society has its own set of complications and required temperament, 

but volunteer tourists are not prepared in any way for children.  The worst-case scenario in 

childcare would be an incidence of abuse, but also volunteers are not equipped for most issues 

that could arise. They are not held to even the same standard of care as a day camp counselor in 

the United States.50  

 
45 Hayley Wright. “Volunteer tourism and its (mis)perceptions: A comparative analysis of tourist/host perceptions.” 

(Tourism and Hospitality Research, Vol. 13, No. 4. Sage Publications, Ltd. October 2013): 244. 
46 Rebecca Frilund. “Teasing the boundaries of ‘volunteer tourism’: local NGOs looking for global workforce.” 

(Current Issues in Tourism, Vol. 21, No. 4, 2018): 355. 
47 Lyons. Journeys of Discovery in Volunteer Tourism: International Case Study Perspectives.7. 
48 Foucault. Power / Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings. 55. 
49 Liz Wilson. “Finding the win-win. Providing supportive and enriching volunteer tourism experiences while 

promoting sustainable social change” (Emerald Publishing Limited, 2015). 202. 
50 American Camp Association. “Training Tool Sheets for Camp Directors and Camp Counselors.” 
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The voluntourists cannot complete the manual labor they claim to donate without significant 

instruction by a skilled laborer, often a local. Sharpe demands that we problematize the entire 

concept of service especially when unskilled people take jobs away from laborers who supervise 

their ill completed work.51 

The concept of knowledge transfer or sharing as introduced by Foucault is a potential 

method to improve volunteer tourism by legitimizing local knowledge.52 When students arrive to 

complete projects, they need to focus on what they gain from the experience rather than what 

they sacrifice to be there. Certain ethical standards of sending organizations have demanded 

more of a solidarity transfer to center reciprocity in the field.53 Specifically self-reflexivity as a 

major focus of any development work would shift the conversation from “giving back” to 

“mutual leaning.”54 Emphasizing listening and learning from others will mitigate unintended 

consequences that create reduced agency for the Indian schools.  

 

Where do we go?  

Volunteer tourism was created to satisfy a capitalist demand for paid volunteer opportunities, 

which makes decolonizing the process difficult because it is so central to its function. In 

Wretched of the Earth, Fanon believes the only option for true decolonization would be violence, 

but not solely physical.55 It would require a geospatial reorganization of former colonial physical 

spaces and control over naming. Specifically in terms of volunteer tourism, it would likely 

require local schools and NGOs to offer the programs themselves if it were to truly disrupt the 

 
51 Sharpe. “Points of Discomfort: Reflections on Power and Partnerships in International Service-Learning.” 57. 
52 Lyons. Journeys of Discovery in Volunteer Tourism: International Case Study Perspectives. 10. 
53 Eric Hartman. “Fair Trade Learning: Ethical standards for community-engaged international volunteer tourism.” 

Sage Publications, Ltd. Tourism and Hospitality Research, (April 2014). 109. 
54 Nancy Cook. “Shifting the focus of development: Turning ‘helping’ into self-reflexive learning.” (Critical 

Literacy: Theories and Practices, 2(1), 2008). 17.  
55 Fanon, Franz. The Wretched of the Earth. New York: Grove Press, 2005. 
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current power structure. The sending organizations charge massive amounts of money that would 

be better spent as donations to the local people they intend to help. Instead, voluntourism sets the 

stage for a false volunteer experience.  

The solution to more sustainable volunteer tourism has been conceptualized as a process of 

decentering the self and focusing on the subjectivities that return power to the Global South. 56 

Whiteness has to be a constant conversation among the volunteer tourists as it continues to 

reproduce itself in the classroom and in everyday actions with the children. The youth of the 

participants should be recognized because they are in the process of identity formation as well as 

imposing their understanding on others.57 However, because the trips are self-centered by design, 

the goal of de-centering requires coordination of individuals beyond the manipulation of the 

sending organization. Walsh reminds us to consistently challenge the hero narrative that is 

present in the voluntourism creation of self. The local communities need to be viewed as more 

than static objects and in control of their own agendas if anything were to change.58 

 

Colonial 

 Throughout this section of the literature review, I argue that modern volunteer tourism is 

intimately connected to India’s colonial past and continues to reify these beliefs in a new 

generation. In India, there is a long history of white men arriving to help as a means of control. 

British colonization lasted for over 200 years and had immeasurable effects on the social and 

economic life of the country today. India is a massive subcontinent that is made up of hundreds 

of languages and 1.366 billion people. To generalize in any sense would be to reproduce colonial 

 
56 Khoja-Moolji. "Dialectics of Power and Resistance: Service-Learning in International Contexts." 398. 
57 Cheung Judge ““Refusing Reform, Reworking Pity, or Reinforcing Privilege? The Multivalent Politics of Young 

People’s Fun and Friendship within a Volunteering Encounter.” 3. 
58 Frilund. “Teasing the boundaries of ‘volunteer tourism’: local NGOs looking for global workforce.” 368. 
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narratives that equated each place to another when in reality the 29 states tend to be as different 

as most countries. However, there is a shared history as it relates to colonialism that affects every 

citizen today and is especially important to studying the cultural perceptions of India from 

outsiders. The colonizer notions of poverty and backwardness are diffused through modern day 

interactions. 

 

British Influence 

As in many other colonialist projects, the British pushed education and other 

development projects alongside trade and resource extraction. At the time of the educational 

projects in India, they were understood to be a benevolent action on the part of the British, but 

they taught with extremely pejorative attitudes. Thomas Babington Macaulay, a member of the 

governing Council of India, exemplified the belief of many British soldiers in his infamous 

“Minute on Education” published for the Committee of Public Instruction in 1835. He assumes 

little value in the Sanskrit or Arabic language stating that “I have never found one among them 

who could deny that a single shelf of a good European library was worth the whole native 

literature of India and Arabia.”59 The attitude is important to our purposes because it discounts 

the academic contribution of anyone who isn’t a part of Western culture. Volunteer tourists can 

visit India with no training as a teacher and impart their assumed knowledge because of these 

original beliefs in Western superiority.  

 
59 Thomas Macaulay. "Minute of 2 February 1835 on Indian Education."2. 
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Figure 3: Comic from the Illustrated London News depicting the Madras Famine of 187760 

The very history of poverty in India which volunteer tourists seek to rescue Indians from, 

is traced back to British involvement through their colonial exploitation. The British purported 

the Malthusian concept of overpopulation as the explanation for their role in multiple famines to 

relieve themselves of responsibility. As many environmental studies have suggested today, 

famines are rarely natural and actually involve human manipulation such as the British extraction 

of Indian crops.61 As the Madras Famine ravaged the state of Bengal in the late 1870s, the British 

continued to center themselves as the saviors as seen in Figure 3. The historical context provides 

the stark difference between the actuality of governance and the rhetoric of helping. The comic 

centers the starving bodies of those begging for food with the mother and child faces visible 

while the man hides out of shame. The upright British soldiers can then center their masculinity 

with their altruism by providing relief for a famine in which they were complicit. These 

 
60 Johnson. Image. “The Famine in India – Distribution of relief to the sufferers at Bellary, Madras Presidency.” 

Illustrated London News (May 26,1877). 
61 Senait Gebregziabher. “Response to FEWSNET report of 260,000 dead in Somalia 2010/11 famine.” (Oxfam. 

2013) 
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misleading representations of help can be compared to volunteer tourism trips where the actual 

volunteer action may be very different from the story that is referenced afterwards through social 

media.  

 

Orientalism 

In 1974, Edward Said revolutionized cultural studies by examining the implications of 

the Orientalist doctrine and his concept of “the Other.”62 Said provides one of the earliest 

framings of how to talk about colonial relationships. He discusses how the ideas associated with 

the “Orient” were completely fabricated by Europeans to create “’a place of romance, exotic 

beings, haunting memories and landscapes, remarkable experiences.’”63 This magical place has 

never existed but has been a part of the European imaginary that is imposed on Indians even 

today. Said deconstructs the reflexive process of how “The Orient” defined Europe while 

Europeans thought they were shaping other cultures in their image. It was actually through 

contact with the image of “the Other” that Europeans constructed their own identity.64 The ideas 

associated with the “Orient” are not in fact about the place itself at all, but rather the “Occident” 

as a construction of the “Other.” In terms of volunteer tourism, “framing” the other as suggested 

by Snee is an aspect to understanding yourself as you go through a transformative experience in 

your encounters.65  

Young people often engage in volunteer tourism at the most formative times in their life 

to help find themselves through peer socialization and new experiences, but what they fail to 

realize is how they do this against a constructed “Other.” Edward Said introduced this concept of 

 
62 Said, Edward. Orientalism. (New York: Pantheon Books. 1974). 1.  
63 Ibid. 9.  
64 Ibid. 9. 
65 Snee “Framing the Other: cosmopolitanism and the representation of difference in overseas gap year narratives.” 

147.  
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creating an “Other,” in his book Orientalism as a process that codifies differences between the 

Western observer and those observed. In volunteer tourism, these differences come into play at 

times when the participant is less aware of the workings of the world, thus repeating destructive 

behaviors. 

 

Poverty  

Although visitors may theorize all poverty to be the same in India, the internal structures 

codified by colonialism created the visible stratification today. Caste is a central discussion for 

understanding the cultural history of India, but it is often very misunderstood. As a religious 

practice, Caste is a class system based on both varna, color or class, and jati, local occupation.66 

It is a religious distinction where people work towards being reincarnated into a higher caste as a 

reward for good works. When the British arrived, they capitalized and manipulated this system 

by codifying it into the strict rules it became rather than the looser structure it was initially. The 

People most exploited by the system are prevented from overthrowing it for religious fears.  

Those at the very bottom of the caste system are sometimes incorrectly referred to as 

“Untouchables” and more commonly known as “Dalits.” The people in this class are often 

mistreated and made to have least desirable jobs in the society specifically in terms of hygiene 

management.  On one hand, visitors tend to give the cultural concept more weight than it 

warrants to justify foreign involvement and characterize India as backwards. On the other hand, 

caste and the privilege associated with it is a structural issue that cannot be extricated from 

histories of Indian people and the diaspora.67 The politics of help associated with caste can be 

reinforced by misguided American involvement in development projects. For example, creating 

 
66Lindsay Jones et. al. Encyclopedia of Religion. (Detroit: Macmillan Reference USA. 2nd. 2005): 9522 
67Thenmozhi Soundararajan and Sinthujan Varatharajah. “Caste Privilege 101: A Primer for the Privileged.” 2015. 
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a culture of reliance for the Dalits undermines the work that Dalit leaders such as Dr. B.R. 

Ambedkar have done to lift themselves up. As a religious construct, caste also reminds us of how 

important religion is to life in India.  

The poverty seen in many Instagram photos is romanticized as such a different way of 

life that the people who can generally afford the high expense of volunteer tourism cannot 

comprehend it. Westerners continue to exoticize people that live in poverty, but only with the 

constructed distance that it could never happen to them. The concept of this distance is 

encapsulated by Chouliaraki as she investigates them as an ironic spectator of suffering. She 

connects the suffering of poverty to the celebrity culture of humanitarianism and offers ways to 

counter neoliberalism through more general cosmopolitanism.68 Her push for global citizenship 

in this respect calls for less of a distance of spectatorship and more intimate relationships that 

recognize both parties. Falsities and misrepresentations can lead to further issues which is why it 

is critical to educate people who profess they want to help. 

 

Development  

Development can often be just another means of asserting that people of color need the 

help of white people. Specifically, it is the field of western good intentions rather than true 

solutions or what people actually need.69 While it is not exactly colonialism, the neocolonial 

roots take hold in the assumption of white expertise. Many volunteer tourists claim an interest in 

the field and the short trips allow them the opportunity to “do development.”70 Development as a 

field encompasses aid, infrastructure, and foreign direct investment through the medium of short-

 
68 Christian Burke. "The Ironic Spectator: Solidarity in the Age of Post-Humanitarianism." (Canadian Journal of 

Communication Vol. 39, Iss. 2, 2014): 289 
69 Simpson. "'Doing Development': The Gap Year, Volunteer-Tourists and a Popular Practice of Development." 690.  
70 Ibid. 690.  
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term projects or longer programs. Volunteer tourists can often use their experience to wind up in 

more sustainable development careers, but the initial voluntourism trips lack the training and 

sensitivity of development interventions. People are able to try this field with very minimal 

commitment and then represent themselves as morally superior after the trip.71  

 

 

Images 

 

 The proliferation of voluntourism images on Instagram is a method of communication 

through media to gain validation within the visual economy. Through this section of the 

literature review, I argue that images relate the self to the world which is key in identity 

formation through volunteer tourism. The “visual economy” as coined by Poole is defined by the 

relationships and exchanges involved in image production and distribution. Specifically, it is the 

“production, circulation of goods, cultural and discursive ways in which the images are appraised 

and assigned worth.”72 The concept easily translates to Instagram where the circulation and 

appraisal can be seen through the accumulation of likes. More broadly, the “visual economy” 

explains how we relate to each other through images whether as proof of an emotional 

connection, physical location, or even the ability to see things others may ignore.  

Poole explores how the medium of portraiture and the “carte de visite” of the 18th century 

was fundamental in codifying ideas of race in the Andean region.73  The carte de visite is a 

specific phenomenon where people would give photographs of themselves to others as gifts 

which bears some resemblance to the way that we conduct ourselves on Instagram today. The 

 
71  Snee. “Framing the Other: cosmopolitanism and the representation of difference in overseas gap year narratives.” 
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72 Deborah Poole. Vision, Race, and Modernity: Visual Economy of the Andean Image World. (Princeton, NJ: 
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73  Ibid. 70.  
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construction of our identity on Instagram is formatted for the idealized viewer based on what we 

think will get “likes” and praise within the system.  

 

Proof of presence 

 Photography requires a degree of intimacy between the subject and the object, especially 

when shot in close range.74 Luh Sin investigates the purpose of photography in voluntourism 

specifically through a series of interviews. He reveals the performativity inherent in posting these 

photos online and in how they become a material artifact to share with outside social circles.75 

Image-making is part and parcel of colonial production of “the Other” that needs saving because 

there is proof of the volunteer tourist interaction. The photos are understood to represent 

something different thus creating the need to focus on them as objects of exoticism.  

Even if the object is not a person, photography still requires one to be physically there in 

order to capture the verifiable image it produces. In his discussion of framing the other, Snee 

identifies the depictions of “authenticity” as a globally reproductive practice because of its roots 

in exoticism especially through the proof of a photograph for Instagram. It does not challenge the 

status quo because it wants to preserve what is “authentic” like in a museum. A globally 

reflexive practice would actually require one to think critically on the place and the positionality 

of the volunteer tourist.76 Spivak similarly criticizes the desire to represent a pure or “authentic” 

voice in research because the representations cannot actually recognize the subaltern, or they 

would cease to exist.77 The tension between these different views is primarily navigated through 

 
74 Mary Mostafanezhad. “Volunteer tourism and the popular humanitarian gaze.” (Geoforum, Volume 54, 2014). 

112. 
75 Luh Sin. “Voluntouring on Facebook and Instagram: Photography and social media in constructing the ‘Third 

World.’” 2. 
76 Snee. “Framing the Other: cosmopolitanism and the representation of difference in overseas gap year narratives.” 

145. 
77 Spivak. “Can the Subaltern Speak?” 80. 
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reflections after the fact on volunteer tourist trips. Whether the stories become an anecdote of 

moral superiority or serve to shift their core values depends on the person.78  

 

Aesthetics 

 Luh Sin talks to his interview subjects about the process of editing the photos when they 

got home in order to post them on Facebook. The aesthetic nature of these photos is a common 

trope of social media in general, but what does it mean to see poverty as an aesthetic? Aesthetics 

are primarily concerned with an external gaze of how people would view something that is 

shared. They have an “aspirational- self” that only social media helps them achieve and thus they 

need the photographs regardless of who it may hurt or expose.79 Mostafanezhad’s main issue is 

the aesthetics of addressing these broader structural issues such as poverty when a critical 

approach is what is actually needed.80  

People put work into curating what is meant for them and their friends. The process of 

posting photos utilizes imagined surveillance and onto yourself.81 The emphasis on aesthetics is 

underpinned by offering filters within the app itself. The social media aspect questions how 

people perform on the platforms and what they desire to get out of the digital interaction. One 

issue is often the lack of context because the caption is not enough. People are forced to draw 

their own conclusions about an image posted by someone they follow.  

 
78Solon Magrizos. “Volunteer Tourism as a Transformative Experience: A Mixed Methods Empirical Study.” 

(Journal of Travel Research, Vol 60, Issue 4, 2020). 878.  
79 Cheung Judge. “Class and global citizenship: perspectives from non-elite young people’s participation in 

volunteer tourism.” 164. 
80 Mostafanezhad. “Volunteer tourism and the popular humanitarian gaze.” 117. 
81K. C. Schwarz. “Humanitarian humor, digilantism, and the dilemmas of representing volunteer tourism on social 

media.” (New Media & Society, 21:9, 2019): 1930. 
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Pictures of potentially vulnerable populations used on dating websites suffer greatly from 

this “context collapse.”82 Social media is constantly in conversation with itself leading to the rise 

of websites like the Humanitarians of Tinder website that makes fun of people using these 

photographs so cluelessly and engaging in a somewhat subversive practice in the process.83 

Although humor may challenge the normativity of these actions, it does not suggest that people 

should resist posting these photos all together, just the particularly tone-deaf ones. Websites such 

as Humanitarians of Tinder remind us that the internet is a public good where almost anything 

can be accessed by anyone else. The content we post can be described as a “juicy piece of meat 

to distract the watchdog of the mind” in terms of what the constant scrolling on Instagram 

actually does to us as people.84 The encapsulation of the image relates to concepts of ownership 

and how people should use the things they produce.85  

The images and practice of volunteer tourism become separate but related commodities. 

Specifically for volunteer tourism, “concern” is what is commodified.86 In the images of India 

where poverty can be the main draw, the images turn suffering into a commodity.87 Commodity 

fetishism as conceptualized by Karl Marx can be considered here where everything has an 

inherent value which connects people to their labor even Instagram posts.88   

 
82 Schwarz. “Humanitarian humor, digilantism, and the dilemmas of representing volunteer tourism on social 

media.” 1930. 
83 Ibid. 1932. 
84 Marshall Mcluhan. “The Medium is the Message.” in Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man. (1964). 8. 
85 André Jansson. “The Transmedia Tourist: A Theory of How Digitalization Reinforces the de-Differentiation of 

Tourism and Social Life.” (Tourist Studies 20, no. 4. 2020). 392. 
86 Mostafanezhad. “Volunteer tourism and the popular humanitarian gaze.” 117. 
87 Luh Sin. “Voluntouring on Facebook and Instagram: Photography and social media in constructing the ‘Third 

World.’” 10. 
88 Marx, Karl. Capital: A Critique of Political Economy. (Progress Publishers, Moscow, USSR; 1887). 30. 
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Humanitarianism 

The underlying impetus in posting these photos is to appear as a good person. Manzo 

critiques the use of images in humanitarian campaigns that are often dehumanizing by 

minimizing the agency of real people down to an emaciated hand.89 The human rights discourse 

is present in studying these images where Esmeir reminds us that the entire concept is predicated 

on certain people being able to dictate what it means to be human to others.90 Sometimes the 

dialogue works against itself. Regardless, the images are clearly an issue which is why there is a 

series of rules for NGOs to protect the dignity of those they work for. No such rules exist in the 

Instagram space for young voluntourists.  

 The popular image utilized by volunteer tourists is typically a female volunteer and a 

child from the host country. The image evokes Madonna and child iconography while avoiding 

the traverse of race and gender relations.91 In his piece “White Woman’s Burden,” 

Bandyopadhyay specifically points out this resistance and theorizes that while older colonial 

logics were ruled by white masculinist themes, volunteer tourism is constructed by white 

feminism.92 The trips are overwhelmingly done by women with a general gender imbalance of 

80/20.93 The trips tend to involve caretaking roles that women are socialized to believe they 

should take up as well as some of them may genuinely enjoy playing with children. The 

humanitarianism angle is encapsulated by Selma Hayek when she was snapped breastfeeding an 

 
89 Manzo, Kate. “Imaging Humanitarianism: NGO Identity and the Iconography of Childhood.” (Antipode. 40:4. 

2008): 632. 
90 Samera Esmeir. "On Making Dehumanization Possible." (PMLA 121, no. 5 2006). 1544. 
91 Mostafanezhad. “‘Getting in Touch with Your Inner Angelina’: Celebrity Humanitarianism and the Cultural 

Politics of Gendered Generosity in Volunteer Tourism.” 486.  
92 Bandyopadhyay, Ranjan and Ranjan Patil. “‘The white woman's burden’ – the racialized, gendered politics of 

volunteer tourism,” (Tourism Geographies, 19:4, 2017). 644. 
93 Mostafanezhad. “‘Getting in Touch with Your Inner Angelina’: Celebrity Humanitarianism and the Cultural 

Politics of Gendered Generosity in Volunteer Tourism.”485. 
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infant in Sierra Leone.94 The celebrity images make it look like things are changing, but 

Mostafanezhad criticizes these practices as a “band-aid on economic equality through 

commodified intervention, while structural sores fester.”95 When we use Instagram, we 

aesthetically, not critically address these structural issues. We post pictures of ourselves applying 

the band-aid and immediately forget the wound.  

The images are so effective in drawing more people to volunteer tourism because of the 

way they affect people. Affect theory as conceptualized by Hsu is a way of relating to the world 

in what he describes as “the new age of anxiety.”96 The concept is that “identifying with 

someone else could fundamentally change you in the way that we are addicted to having our 

heartstrings pulled.”97 Yet power relations work through affect because when we feel for others, 

it seems like the emotions contributed to change; In reality, liking an Instagram photo has done 

nothing.98 Strangers on the internet form support communities  in the form of likes and 

comments around the “affectivities'' represented in many of the photos where a teen girl cradles a 

younger Indian child.99 The photography of voluntourism is primarily designed to make you feel 

something and is reproduced over and over again in different contexts.100  

Throughout the review, I have illustrated the roots of the nuanced issue of volunteer 

tourism and social media in India and now I intend to provide my own research to that effect. 

Instagram is still relatively new and so studying its effects on our identity and self-presentation is 

necessary to understand how new technology shapes us. In this age, Instagram mediates the 

 
94 Adia Benton. “Risky Business: Race, Nonequivalence and the Humanitarian Politics of Life.” (Visual 

Anthropology 29, no. 2 March 2016). 188. 
95  Mostafanezhad. “Volunteer tourism and the popular humanitarian gaze.” 117.  
96 Hua Hsu. “Affect Theory and the New Age of Anxiety.” (New Yorker. 2019). 
97 Ibid. 
98 Zembylas Michalinos. "Revisiting Spivak’s “Can the Subaltern Speak” through the Lens of Affect Theory." 

(Qualitative Research Journal 18, no. 2 2018): 115 
99 Khoja-Moolji. "Dialectics of Power and Resistance: Service-Learning in International Contexts." 360. 
100 Vrasti. Volunteer Tourism in the Global South: Giving back in neoliberal times. 9. 
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formative experiences of our lives which may be volunteer tourism for many young teens 

choosing to engage in this behavior. They navigate these complicated intersections of race, the 

politics of help, and their own identity in just a few short weeks, struggling to grapple with what 

they’ve learned after the fact. Throughout the following methodology and analysis sections, I 

will explain my original research that seeks to answer some of the questions not yet addressed in 

literature.   
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Chapter Two: Methodology 

 

Introduction  

In this chapter, I will cover the methodology of my separate, but connected technique of 

interviews and visual analysis. In my research, I tackled the question of what volunteer tourists 

gain from their trips to India and how these lessons are reflected in their social media behavior. 

In the previous chapter, I covered the scholarship in the overlapping areas of volunteer tourism, 

colonialism, and image-making. The literature sets up a strong foundation for the ensuing study 

which combines a hand-coded analysis of Instagram posts about volunteer tourism with in-depth 

interviews. The semi-structured interviews were conducted with eight former volunteer tourists 

and provide a meta-pragmatic approach to learn about how the subjects think about what they 

did. I juxtapose these interviews with a frequency table that is arrayed to reveal the most 

common actions visible in their Instagram posts among a sample of 102 photos. In today’s 

world, how you appear through apps like Instagram is truly an extension of yourself in terms of 

relating to others. I study the epistemological connections between volunteer tourism as a form 

of identity formation and the volunteer’s self-presentation through social media. 

Despite my background, this thesis is not meant to be simply a series of interviews with 

friends who think like me or screenshots of what I see online even if that is how it started. I have 

been uncomfortable with the images of volunteer tourism on Instagram since high school but 

never knew how to place the discomfort. The white girl surrounded by black children seemed to 

be really helping them. You could tell that they were the ones that needed help as their clothing 

was tattered and stretched out. As I grew in my critical thinking throughout college, I have 

returned to this topic to understand exactly what people are getting out of these trips by asking 

them.  
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The Instagram photos allowed me to incorporate findings about the field of volunteer 

tourism such as the subconscious bias that may not have appeared as readily in the interviews.  

As I noticed this trend among friends, I wanted to talk about it more with interview participants 

while also conducting independent analysis of the volunteer tourist presence on Instagram. The 

second methodology was collecting Instagram photos and hand-coding them to look for trends, 

represented with the behavior’s frequency. I pursued this method to see what volunteer tourists 

communicate to their followers or the wider community if they have a public account.  Private 

accounts are increasingly popular as employers and universities regularly research their 

applicant’s online presence. Most of the interview participants had private accounts and in the 

service of protecting their identity, I opted to broaden my search for screenshots of any volunteer 

tourism in India.  

I led the interview with some basic questions and then used the information they gave me 

to probe further. The interview process allowed me to come to conclusions about motivating 

factors in their behavior, including the decision to post pictures of their experience online. Yet 

the difficulty in measuring this topic includes the less well understood subliminal actions, such 

as centering yourself in a photo to remind others of your importance. Volunteers may not be able 

to name that they were engaging in these actions because if we assume best intentions, they 

weren’t doing it on purpose. While I recognize the need for further research into the host country 

perspective, getting into the mindset of the volunteer tourist was a strength I had as a researcher 

and so I leveraged this interest in the field to develop a critical study of its problematic 

presentation online. The distinct, but complimentary methodology approach allows us to see 

where there may be discrepancies with how people protect themselves from scrutiny versus what 

they think is important to post online. 
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The Screenshots 

In the generation of near constant social media usage, almost everything is posted online, 

for better or worse. Instagram is a public website owned by Facebook that enables users to share 

photographs and edit them within the smartphone application. The number of “likes” each photo 

receives is included below the photo, contributing to an increased level of social capital. In my 

observations, I realized that some people really care about how their photos fare in the battlefield 

of the Instagram algorithm. Instagram bases the order in which photos appear on certain 

qualities, such as how many times a picture is “saved” to someone’s personal collection, instead 

of showing them chronologically. On the data alone, I cannot determine motivating factors, but I 

can find the instance of typical volunteer tourist behavior. The volunteer tourist’s desire to shape 

themselves into a certain mold online neglects the opinions of any other participant as seen 

through a sample of Instagram screenshots.  

My Instagram study complements the interviews by using a collection of images 

available online to reveal the more problematic aspects of volunteering abroad and posting about 

it. The photos that inspired me to write the thesis had to be an aspect of the final product and 

analyzing them through a coding scheme was an effective way to combine quantitative data with 

the qualitative interviews. People can choose either a public account where a picture can be 

viewed by anyone or a private account where followers have to be individually accepted. The 

popularity of private accounts was very common among the interview sample to prevent 

universities and employers from seeing what they post online. There is still no guaranteed 

privacy on the internet, especially when private accounts have over 1,000 followers. In this 

study, I focus on public accounts for the ease of collection as well as the greater audience they 
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can reach through elements of Instagram such as hashtags that connect their photo to similar 

topics.  

 

Figure 4: Image #31 from the screenshot sample of a woman cradling a child. 

In collecting my sample, I was interested in the type of “classic” photo that the literature 

and many interview participants had alluded to as one of their main issues with volunteer 

tourism. Generationally, it is a well-known type of Instagram post that advertises a volunteer 

tourism trip to followers such as in Figure 4. It usually relies on the affective politics of 

including children and more subtly the visual representation of difference. It is referred to as 

“classic” because it appears very frequently on the Instagram feeds of people interested in 

volunteering. The prevalence may be a self-fulfilling prophecy in that Instagram and Facebook 

are very sophisticated machines that attempt to show you exactly what you want to see. Another 

possible conclusion is that people see these photos because they, like me, come from an area 

where this behavior is socially rewarded which may have unconsciously contributed to their 

decision to participate in volunteer tourism.  
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The archetype photo includes a child with a volunteer tourist and very little additional 

context. I broadened the sample to include all actions of voluntourism I could find such as 

working with animals, doing construction, and visiting landmarks. Even in this limited sample of 

convenience, the child-centric photos still constitute a majority due to their overwhelming 

popularity. People expect their images of helping children, or showing them any affection, to 

pull the emotional heartstrings of their viewers enough for a “like.” The owners of these accounts 

typically do not know the names of the child subjects and subsequently cannot “tag” them in the 

post itself. “Tagging” is the process of linking one account to another to give credit or show that 

others were involved. The children have no sort of control over these posts and so the narrative 

becomes only what the volunteer tourist dictates. All of the photos in my sample are public 

despite the ethics. The “classic” photo is incredibly effective as a communication method to 

show followers and friends a heartwarming example of your contribution without having to be 

too specific. 

 

Collection 

Volunteer tourists with public accounts were the population of the study from anywhere 

in the world. I collected a sample of 102 photos by researching popular hashtags and looking in-

depth into the Instagrams of the sending organizations. It was not completely possible to 

determine exact ages or ethnicity from their Instagram accounts as the “Biography” section of 

Instagram pages does not typically have much information. Due to the method of collection, 

there is still doubt as to whether or not the subjects actually participated in volunteer tourism 

trips. I controlled for this by extensively searching their Instagrams to determine that the trip was 

short-term as indicated by the date posted, the captions mentioned volunteering, and simply that 

the volunteer was not of Indian descent to rule out any local volunteers.  
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I first looked up hashtags to find photos beyond what would appear in my own Instagram 

feed based on who I follow. Hashtags connect people focused on any topic to a series of many 

photos that may or may not be related. People do this to promote their own photos and increase 

the number of likes. The hashtags are not regulated which turned the process into a lot of sifting 

through advertisements and extraneous material in order to find one usable photo. In the hashtag 

search feature, I looked up #indiavolunteer, #volunteerindia, #indiavolunteertrip, 

#internationalvolunteer, #volunteerswithoutborders, #indiatravel, #indiachildren, #storiesofindia 

to name a few. The hashtags tend to be overcrowded such as #indiachildren yielding about 1,540 

results.101 It became very difficult to weed out the exact volunteer tourism posts in India without 

being able to search for multiple hashtags at a time, so I changed course to focus on mainly the 

Instagrams of sending organizations. On these pages, I could also verify that they had gone on a 

volunteer tourism trip similar to that of the interview participants.  

 

Figure 5: Example of a sending organizations advertisement using a volunteer photo 

 
101 as of 4/25/21 
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The sending organizations use Instagram to interact with their young customer base and 

promote the immersive experience. They use the actual photos of their volunteers as 

advertisements for the company, but they do credit the users. The organizations use the 

Instagram feature, “tagging,” to connect the users to the page of the volunteer featured. With a 

public Instagram, the pictures are easily accessible to influence many people that they provide an 

authentic experience in India. I would often follow the chain of tagging to discover entire cohorts 

of a trip that all included each other and posted similar content.  

Users like @visitindia.official highlight the beauty of the country to encourage mass 

tourism rather than volunteer tourism. They are mainly focused on the architecture, but even 

these sites include photos of children to appeal to the emotions of their followers. The smaller 

number of volunteers I discovered through this path required additional vetting to establish that 

they fit my criteria of a volunteer tourist. 

  I took screenshots of every photo I found on Instagram which saves a picture of the 

image onto my laptop. The terms screenshot, photo, and image are used interchangeably 

throughout the thesis. Once I collected enough images,  I compiled them into a single document. 

They were randomly assigned ascending numbers to keep the data clear in the ensuing analysis. 

 

Analysis 

 The images were hand-coded across 39 variables that asked subjective questions based on 

what was immediately visible in the photo and the caption:  
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Photo Variables 

 

The characteristics listed above were based on what was immediately visible in the photo 

and the caption. I asked the question “Does the photo include the following?” for each variable. 

The process was designed to investigate the social media behavior of volunteer tourists by what 

was visible in their photos. In order to compare the nominal variable, I used statistical dummy 

variables. I assigned “1” to equal yes and “0” to equal no when it was possible to determine, 

otherwise the answer would be “.” for not applicable. In doing this, I was able to apply all of the 

variables to the pictures in the sample, resulting in data about the frequency of each behavior. 

Once every photo was hand coded, I found the frequency of each type within the sample through 

Excel.  

I created the indicators based on the concepts related to the after-effects of volunteer 

tourism. The measurements could only be determined through interpretative visual analysis for 

the photos themselves. Measurements like enjoyment of the child was seen through the 

prevalence of a smile in the photo, specifically with teeth. I focused on the appearance of teeth 

because I noticed throughout the analysis that many of the Western volunteers were baring their 

teeth while the children featured kept their mouth closed in almost a smirk. I created many of 

these variables by noticing trends throughout the collection process and determining which could 

be measured. I am not simply after the answers to these questions, but rather how the variables 
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interact with each other, as no two photos had the exact same combination. For example, I 

wanted to know whether the person that posted the photo had featured themselves because then I 

could begin to establish a correlation to some of their other behaviors such as whether or not they 

featured a child, who was smiling and how much, and whether or not they were appropriating 

Indian clothing. The one interval variable was “Number of people present in the photo” to 

compare across the images for a richer data set even if it couldn’t be statistically used in the same 

manner as the nominal variables. 

Caption Variables 

 

Studying the captions in conjunction with the behaviors visible in the photos was 

important to replicate how the Instagram photo presents to the viewer. The two cannot be 

separated from each other and the caption often informs the perception of the photo. The margin 

for error was larger for the caption analysis because they were more subjective categories. 

Mentions of “future” could be easily recognized but searching for a larger theme of self-centered 

language was not as simple. This variable could not exactly be determined, but lots of “I” 

statements and storytelling about their journey was used as an indicator in my interpretation. 

Due to the subjective nature of the research, I conducted an inter-coder reliability test on 

5.9% of the corpus to check for consistency. I recruited and trained another person not involved 

in the study to hand-code 6 photos across the 38 variables. They went through this small sample 
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of the total corpus and discussed with me where there may be discrepancies. The test yielded a 

correspondence coefficient of 0.07 similarity which is above the 0.05 level of significance. The 

correspondence means that I agreed with the decisions made by the other coder about 93% of the 

time, which indicates high levels of understanding and agreement among the variables even if 

they were subjective. Notable points of disagreement were over whether the Thar Desert should 

count as a landmark or what exactly would be perceived as a smile. The conversation was 

helpful for me to see my data set through another’s eyes and work to make the variables as easily 

understandable as possible. 

The predictive validity of the indicators is an important consideration. The variables were 

created to measure a number of behaviors that related to my research question of what the 

volunteers were getting out of their experience and specifically their social media behavior in 

this case. Although social media is a curated experience about one person, the usage does not 

necessarily predict selfish attitudes. Utilizing only Instagram screenshots in a study would be 

misleading because social media does not tell the entire volunteer experience. However, in 

conjunction with the interviews, the images provide more background for the tendencies of 

volunteer tourists especially in a non-academic context. 

 

The Interviews 

 The interviews provide a deep insight into the thought process of the volunteer tourists 

throughout their experience. The criteria for participation in the study was being a volunteer 

tourist under the age of 26 who had volunteered within the last four years and had an Instagram. 

The sample I collected ranged from 19 to 26 but were 22 on average and most of them had 

volunteered in high school. The subjects were 62.5% white, which is representative of the 
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industry as well as 62.5% female which is a bit lower than the typical reference.102 The subjects 

were all from the United States except for one participant who lived in Cambodia. The socio-

economic status of most subjects was unknown, but they could all afford the higher expense of 

volunteer tourism trips. The trips themselves were all less than 6 weeks to preserve the short-

term nature of the study. Everyone in the study worked with children to some degree. The 

programs consisted of teaching, healthcare education, female empowerment, and/or construction 

work. Most participants volunteered at least two years ago which gave them enough time to 

reflect on their experience while also taking a critical look at their involvement.  

During the interview, participants consulted photos and journal entries to remember the 

more minute details of the trip. The memory recall combines the actual experiences of the trip as 

well as the participant’s emotions since the trip, probing deeper into what they actually took 

away and how it shaped who they are now. Recruitment was conducted through Facebook, 

Instagram, and my personal network of travelers. As discussed below, I knew some of the 

participants quite well which was an advantage  in some ways and required additional 

considerations in others. Specifically, I sensed certain self-preservation tendencies in all subjects, 

but especially in those that thought I might judge them. In the consent form, participants were 

made aware of the study’s connection to social media and seemingly came prepared with 

remarks on the topic.  

 

Recruitment 

After Institutional Review Board approval, I recruited participants through Facebook 

groups, alumni networks, and personal connections. Utilizing social media channels for a study 

 
102 Mostafanezhad. “‘Getting in Touch with Your Inner Angelina’: Celebrity Humanitarianism and the Cultural 

Politics of Gendered Generosity in Volunteer Tourism.” 485. 
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about social media was pertinent to reach my audience. I included a poster to describe the study 

and participant criteria, as well as my contact information to schedule an interview. I joined over 

30 Facebook groups related to travelling or India to promote the poster. The groups tended to be 

informal such as “Volunteering opportunities around the world (General List)” and sometimes 

were hosted by a larger organization such as Erasmus.103 The groups ranged from 150 to over 

160,000 members, but my informational poster received about the same amount of attention 

regardless of group size. Due to my gender identity, I thought I may have greater success posting 

in groups like “female traveller [sic]” and “Girls LOVE Travel ®.”104,105 Although there were not 

many groups specific to volunteer tourism that I could find, the international community of self-

described nomads seemed to join Facebook groups as a way to share travelling stories. I found 

some groups that identified with a love of travel but were still deeply critical of volunteer 

tourism such as “Critical Volunteering Reviews (IVHQ, Projects Abroad, Frontier and others)” 

run by a group called Responsible Volunteering.106 It became clear through the recruitment 

process before even speaking to participants that travelling was a feature of identity shaping. 

I utilized the personal connections I had from Georgetown University, sending 

organizations, and my previous experience with volunteer tourism. As a student in the School of 

Foreign Service, I surmised that I would attract an internationally minded crowd by posting in 

the Facebook group for the Class of 2021 and in a group titled “Georgetown University Alumni 

in India.” I emailed every major sending organization such as Bold Earth, Where There Be 

Dragons, and Rustic Pathways to ask for the contact information of their alumni, but most 

 
103 “Volunteering opportunities around the world (General List).” Facebook Group.  
104 “female traveller.” Facebook Group.  
105 “Girls LOVE Travel ®.” Facebook Group.  
106 “Critical Volunteering Reviews (IVHQ, Projects Abroad, Frontier and others).” Facebook Group.   
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refused to provide this for privacy reasons. I sought help from family and friends through a mass 

email asking them to disseminate the poster to anyone who may fit the criteria. Finally, I used 

the small private Facebook groups of my trips to Fiji, Ecuador, and the Nepal/India/Thailand trip 

to recruit people that may know me.  

In the end, the majority of the subjects had a personal connection with me. I had initially 

pushed against including these people in my study because I wanted to be as objective as 

possible. However, I realized that the subjectivity of the interviews does not make them any less 

valid even if the research is not based on completely unmediated data. A researcher with more 

distance from their interview subjects cannot get at their raw opinions that fall through with 

profane language and frustration because there is a constructed distance of professionalism with 

someone you have never met. The participants who knew me talked at length and said it felt like 

one of many conversations that we had shared rather than an interview. Another layer of working 

with someone you know is a fear of looking bad in front of them. I felt the tension of my subjects 

trying to share their critical opinions while still protecting their actions in volunteer tourism as 

much as possible. Whereas participants who didn’t know me felt more comfortable in their 

anonymity. Everyone would hide certain things so I wouldn’t be able to judge them, but as a 

friend the stakes are higher than with an unknown researcher. I had to use patient interview style 

and analytical tools after the fact to tease out the things that made my subjects uncomfortable. I 

was very upfront so as to never deceive them after they had entrusted me with their stories.  

Even though the many Facebook groups did not yield as many interview subjects as the 

personal attachments, I was still able to explore the social media framework to see what would 

work and search the keywords that would come to define my study. The people I had 

successfully recruited with no prior relation to me helped create a fuller picture of the industry as 
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a whole. The juxtaposition of people who knew me and those that didn’t created a spectrum of 

insights into the phenomenon to varying degrees of honesty. I can understand each participant's 

motivations better by relying on one group to fill in gaps left by the other. Based solely on the 

transcripts, similarities arise in terms of how volunteer tourists grew from their experiences 

suggesting that personal connections may not completely change the data. Expanding the sample 

through effective recruiting allowed me to count a larger population in my study through age and 

ethnicity. In the data analysis chapter, I walk the line of protecting my interview subjects while 

critically exploring the concept of volunteer tourism and social media in India.  

 

Procedure 

The interviews were all scheduled through email correspondence on my Georgetown 

University account and a Zoom link sent a few days prior. In the COVID-19 pandemic, Zoom, a 

video platform, became a key resource for effective video communication. While this research 

was conducted, most college students had been taking classes fully virtual for at least a semester. 

I did assume a working knowledge of the platform for the age group of my population as almost 

everyone relied on this technology in 2020. They all returned the signed consent form 

electronically before the interview which explained the research in very broad strokes so as to 

not prime their responses. The consent form also included a stipulation on recording the 

interview for my own transcription purposes. Despite time zone and country differences, there 

were no technological issues or a need for further explanation. I kept small talk to a minimum in 

order to focus on the topic at hand and began recording almost immediately.  

In the 30-to-60-minute interview, I asked general questions about their trip to see what 

my participants would reveal as important to them. I tried to avoid explicit mention of “volunteer 

tourism” as the terminology has been described as loaded, but many of them brought it up on 
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their own.107 My first question was always “tell me about the trip” which typically led to them 

listing out an itinerary that would provide fodder for specific follow-up questions. The question 

of “Why did you go?” was usually met with more surprise and connected deeper to what I was 

really trying to figure out. I used the information they gave me including pauses and stammering 

to pursue their true opinions hidden behind a turn of phrase. Many people had already formed 

opinions and were happy to just talk out their ideas. There were many silences to wait out and 

see where participants would take the conversation when they became too uncomfortable. 

Usually about halfway through, I would connect volunteer tourism to social media if they 

hadn’t already breached the subject. Almost all participants were vocal about the photos they 

took as if it were an expected part of travel today, much like carrying a passport. This discussion 

would provide an easy segue for me to ask, “What was your relationship to the pictures you 

took?” and “Why did you post them on Instagram?” I asked them to pull up their social media 

and go through it with me without actually showing me the photos. Everyone obliged and we 

were able to scroll-back through their posts together to analyze their digital impact, utilizing a 

method introduced by Schwartz. 108 We would denaturalize the posts from everyday social media 

behavior to a conscious statement. Participants would explain their choice in photos and 

sometimes trip over their words in justifying certain captions that they no longer supported. 

Interestingly, some participants had to go to their archives where deleted Instagram photos can 

be stored in order to pull examples. I ended the interview on what felt like a natural stopping 

point after at least 30 minutes or if they had to rush off to other commitments. I did offer them a 

 
107 Schwarz. “’It's Not Voluntourism’: Unpacking Young People's Narrative Claims to Authenticity and 

Differentiation in the International Volunteer Experience.” 3.  
108 Schwarz. “Humanitarian humor, digilantism, and the dilemmas of representing volunteer tourism on social 

media.” 1941.  
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debrief of small talk which I kept off the record and an opportunity to ask me any questions 

about the research. 

Every participant had given me consent to record their interview which made transcribing 

a much simpler process. All recordings, notes, and consent forms were stored on the Georgetown 

Box for privacy. I also took hand-written notes that were mostly used during the interview to 

stay on one point of focus. I used the software, Transcribe, to automatically type the 

interviews.109 After checking for errors, I analyzed the transcripts for major themes and 

consolidated them into a document. Over the course of multiple listens, I added questions and 

quotations to find connections across the interviews. Finally, I pulled the disaggregated quotes 

from all the interviews to use as my data in constructing the argument. The methodology section 

shares some of the background in creating this study and how these decisions inform the overall 

argument that volunteer tourists use the other as a prop in their own identity formation.  

 
  

 
109 Wreally LLC. Transcribe. 
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Chapter Three: Instagram Screenshot Analysis 

 

Introduction 

 

 The cultural impact of Instagram in the research of volunteer tourism and social media 

could only be accurately captured by studying the Instagram posts themselves. I collected a 

sample of 102 photos from the population of young people who volunteered in India for a 

seemingly short period of time, most typically with children. Throughout the interviews, I 

demonstrated the proclivity for people of the Generation Z and millennial generations to post 

their photos of their volunteer tourism despite their own ethical concerns. The population for this 

sample is most likely many thousands of photographs with different focal points like animals or 

landmarks. Even still, the “classic” photograph referenced throughout the interviews of a white 

teen holding a non-white child with big smiles was very prevalent in the sample.  

As explained in the methodology, I took a sample of convenience by looking through 

related hashtags as well as volunteer tourism Instagram accounts. I verified their volunteer tourist 

status by looking for a short duration of post frequency while in India, volunteering activities, 

and whether they were linked to a sending organization. The sending organizations are some of 

the biggest circulators of these images because they use their volunteer’s pictures as 

advertisements.  

The following analysis will go through each of the 38 variables measured throughout the 

photographs and their connected captions. I arranged the Excel table in terms of the frequency of 

each behavior. My contribution through this research will be the specific questions of my dataset 

for future visual and textual analysis. I chose this method to analyze all the photos together in a 

tangible way for the frequency of behaviors. The tendencies across the data set can tell us more 

about the types of images that people post about their volunteer tourism experience. 
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Furthermore, by breaking down the images into their parts we are not distracted by a hero 

narrative and can focus on the prevalence of potentially problematic behavior across the 

Instagram feed as a whole.   

 

Figure 6: Image #81 from the screenshot corpus of a male volunteer lifting a child  

I created the variables to critically examine some of the trends that were brought up in the 

literature and interviews. Issues such as race, cultural appropriation, and false shows of affection 

to represent an emotional connection are well-studied throughout the topic of volunteer 

tourism.110 Throughout my analysis, I present evidence of these topics while also picking up on 

more subtle messaging throughout the images. The technology of Instagram gives us a method to 

center ourselves through control over the images that represent us. The broadcast of a volunteer 

tourism post is that you are a good person, and you gave back to these people because they 

needed your help such as in Figure 6. The volunteer tourist represents this conclusion though 

 
110 Mostafanezhad, “‘Getting in Touch with Your Inner Angelina’: Celebrity Humanitarianism and the Cultural 

Politics of Gendered Generosity in Volunteer Tourism.” 485. 
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body language, choice of background, and photo editing decisions even if it is unintentional. The 

captions ensure that the perception is positive by highlighting the volunteer tourist’s gratitude 

and how much they learned from the country.  

The Instagram screenshot data provides examples of the artistic decisions in image- 

making that is visible through the internet. Although often consumed passively, Instagram has an 

impact on the way we view other cultures and the way we want people to view us, especially 

when it is generated in the thousands. According to the interviews, they take pictures because 

they want to remember or appreciate the experiences, but they post it for others. They frame their 

experience into an already existing profile on the internet. The images serve as proof of their life-

changing experience and identity formation without acknowledging the people in the pictures. 

The process contributes to the prop-making of Indian subjects while the volunteer tourist is able 

to further center themselves in the story of moral superiority on Instagram. 

 

Image 

 By studying the photos, I was able to gather subjective data on their presentation to a 

third-party audience. Some of the variables in the data set were intended for information 

gathering such as gender, race, and observable action. However, due to the long history of 

colonialism and gender roles of the industry even these variables are not completely neutral. 

Other variables were intended to discover the narrative that the photos were trying to construct. 

If a picture is worth a thousand words, it should be able to communicate the answer to any 

question that may be posed. When it doesn’t there is a degree of “context collapse” where people 
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try to piece together the truth.111 Especially within its Instagram positionality, these photos were 

meant to be seen and interpreted by friends and strangers alike. Visible indicators of happiness 

are read through the presence of a smile and close relationships can only be seen through the 

physical distance between subjects. Finally, there is a background to create a fuller sense of the 

world captured in the photo whether or not it may be the truth. Outside factors such as visible 

landmarks can ground the image and confirm the narrative purported by the volunteer tourist. 

 

White Savior Self 

Volunteer tourism’s colonial roots forces it to contend with the white savior narrative 

throughout the industry, not necessarily just through individual interactions. Even though about 

80% of volunteer tourists are white, the process itself of travelling internationally to help the 

helpless is a process rooted in whiteness and especially superiority.112 In my sample, about 86% 

of the volunteers featured in the photos were white and only 10% were male. These data points 

have been covered throughout literature and only confirms its consistency as represented on 

Instagram with the rest of the industry. 113 By contrast, 80% of the images also included people 

who were assumed to be of Indian descent. This choice either provides authenticity to the 

experience or a clear juxtaposition of the white volunteer and the Indian subject. Even amid 

differing intentions, interpretations by third parties such as I have conducted in this research are 

important to understand the impact that photos like these can have. 

 
111 Schwarz. “Humanitarian humor, digilantism, and the dilemmas of representing volunteer tourism on social 

media.” 1930. 
112 Mostafanezhad, “‘Getting in Touch with Your Inner Angelina’: Celebrity Humanitarianism and the Cultural 

Politics of Gendered Generosity in Volunteer Tourism.” 485. 
113 Ibid. 490. 
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An Instagram page is supposed to be about you, but how you choose to highlight yourself 

may be to the detriment of others. The Instagram posts of this generation contribute to the 

identity formation of volunteer tourists. Taken out of context, the photos would make it easy to 

judge a person for self-aggrandizement. The person was the subject of their own photo 76% of 

the time throughout the sample. The variable doesn’t reveal much on its own,  but it is important 

when compared with the statistic that they only featured other volunteers 27% of the time. The 

photo was always supposed to be about the volunteer tourist with the account and not a 

representation of real- life. Volunteer tourism trips are typically filled with a large group of teens 

who travel together or least a few other American volunteers. The conscious decision to avoid 

including them elevates the perceived sacrifice of the original poster.  

 

Relationships 

The poster can represent their relationships with the other subjects of the photo visually 

through physical touch and smiles to indicate enjoyment. Physical touch was prevalent in 63% of 

the photos, but not just between the volunteer and those they were helping. I interpreted photos 

of children intertwined as another sign of physical touch. Distance between subjects can make a 

viewer feel uncomfortable or read into the dead space. Filling that through any interconnected 

bodies on the other hand communicates a narrative of closeness that could only be achieved 

through volunteer tourism. The amount of attention given to the elements of physical touch mark 

the experience as different from one that could be achieved at home whether intentional or not. 

Kissing was only visible 3% of the time, but initially I saw it as a phenomenon that I thought 

would be repeated more often. Even just on the cheek, it is a strong sign of intimacy that varies 

across cultures.  
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Visible happiness is interpreted in real life through body language such as smiles, but the 

assumption may not always hold as true for social media. I wanted to follow the convention of 

how happy people were expected to look while also being aware that a smile in front of a camera 

may not actually account for how people were feeling. Regardless of how real the smile is, it is 

still a representation on social media worth investigating especially in understanding the posed 

nature of many of these images. I coded “Volunteer Action” as “0” if the people seemed to just 

be posing for the photo rather than completing any sort of task. The pictures of just smiling at the 

camera are commonplace in this generation’s life experiences which is why a volunteer tourism 

picture required other elements such as Indian children or a landmark background to 

communicate that there was something distinct about this experience. The percentage of 

volunteer action, or the absence of these stiff posing images, was 34%. The majority of the  

photos opted for a simple smile, rather than showing the volunteer tourism action.  

Posing may not always be an example of a false presentation, but as revealed throughout 

the interviews, the volunteer tourist experiences were not all completely positive. Volunteers 

definitely struggled throughout their challenge to grow, but even if that was true beneath the 

surface it was not visible on Instagram. Pictures that featured the volunteer smiling made up 74% 

of the sample and they bared teeth in 63% of those images. Social media is meant to show the 

highlight reel of one’s life instead of the behind the scenes, so a happier presentation is the 

cultural norm. 

However, there is a demonstrable difference in smiling between the volunteers and those 

that they choose to feature. The other people in the picture, typically Indian children, were 

smiling only 59% of the time and showing teeth in only 37% of those images. At first glance, I 

wondered if this difference intimated that the children may not be enjoying themselves 
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throughout this experience, but that may be reading more into the image than the data we have 

available. The phenomenon can be explained away through a number of factors such as the fact 

that children may have been shy during the photo-taking. The images go further to demonstrate 

the success of the trip overall depending on the reaction that one can get out of a child. It could 

also be a sign of respect that the volunteer tourists don’t read into at first glance. Smiles in a 

volunteer tourism context are incredibly important as a “signifier of aid efficiency.”114 

Children were present in more than half of the sample at 58%. The volunteer tourists had 

to  establish a close connection with the children in order to get the kind of image that would 

play well online. Most tourists just represented their attachment through a typical posing photo. 

However, 8% of the sample chose the more dynamic set-up of playing a game with the children.  

 

Figure 7: Image #37 from the screenshot corpus of a woman holding three children.  

While volunteering in India may be a new experience for the volunteer tourist, the child 

has likely gone through multiple cycles of volunteers to which this person may not be offering 

anything new other than their attention. A hint to this effect is that the exact same school in 

 
114 Manzo. “Imaging Humanitarianism: NGO Identity and the Iconography of Childhood.” 640. 
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Jhadol was featured in multiple volunteer’s photos revealing a larger trend of these Indian 

schools that regularly profit from hosting volunteers. I noticed that the volunteers were visibly 

very excited and wanted to show their teeth to exaggerate this level when communicating 

through an Instagram photo. Smiling with teeth is a mode of presentation that Western cultures 

value, especially in the United States with the common reliance on a fake smile. People are 

expected to walk throughout their day as if nothing bothers them which does not have the same 

weight to it in other parts of the world. The children featured in the photos with volunteer tourists 

preferred to opt for a closed mouth smile if they smiled at all.  

 

Background 

In the photos, volunteer tourists had to create a clear picture as to what they wanted to 

show in the background while almost always including themselves in the foreground. The 

backstory that was not immediately visible online could be communicated through aesthetic 

decisions on the volunteer tourist’s part. For example, wearing traditional Indian clothing or even 

just tourist pants that could be picked up at the market allows the viewer to assume that the 

volunteer tourist had lived there long enough to dress like a local. People want to represent 

themselves in this manner in order to show how involved with the culture they had become even 

in such a short period of time. Volunteer tourists chose images that featured themselves in Indian 

clothing 42% of the time, which can be understood as cultural appropriation to critics even if the 

intention was to show respect or just to be comfortable. There is still an element of profiting off 

the novelty that is wearing clothing people wouldn't expect from you; the elephant pants become 

a de facto costume.  

The experience of a volunteer tourist is not that of a typical volunteer or a tourist even 

though the trip has elements of both. The experience is bifurcated through excursions to 
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landmarks the majority of the week and then shorter stints at local schools. In the sample, there 

are many examples of volunteer tourists who posted about their trip multiple times and they 

chose to balance these often-competing experiences. Landmarks were visible in the images 15% 

of the time so it wasn’t a very popular practice. Travelling sometimes includes interaction with 

new wildlife as 6% of the photos reflect animals. Certain volunteers chose to share all aspects of 

their trip rather than just presenting a selfless volunteer narrative, reminding viewers that it was 

still a “holiday.”115 Revealing all aspects of the trip shows the nuances of the experience rather 

than just one story of volunteering without context. Another important consideration should be 

post frequency. Some people are just more active on Instagram and may have multiple images 

from the same trip while others may choose only those that show them in a good light. 

Throughout the data set, I pose a series of questions to the photos that focus on the 

implied aesthetics at play. Many of the volunteer tourists throughout the sample probably did not 

even consider the fact that their photos don’t tend to include images of other volunteers just 

because they may not be as interesting to them. Editing the photos or shooting them very 

carefully does provide justification that Instagram should be considered an art medium. Any 

photos that were blurry or seemed to be taken quickly just for proof of the experience were not 

coded as including “Photography Skills” However, there was much more intentionality in the 

32% of photos that featured the specific camera lining up for the pictures or the decision to edit 

them afterwards. Instagram provides filters within the app itself which encourages users to 

present themselves in the most stylistic way possible. Different people will have their own 

thresholds for how they want to utilize these tools.  

 
115 Wearing, S., Volunteer Tourism: Experiences that Make a Difference. 1. 
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In the field of volunteer tourism photography, aesthetics can become a very politicized 

concept. The question is whether these tourists were trying to make themselves look good or 

gloss over the realities of what they came to help? Choosing a filter is not a neutral act because it 

encourages further representation in this mode that only views children as props to look as cute 

as possible. The photos themselves are able to communicate a wide range of opinions and self-

presentation aspects that sometimes take on a life of their own and have unintended 

consequences. I measured specific variables throughout the data collection process to illustrate 

the prevalence of the trends I wanted to measure. The sample reflects the larger population 

through conclusions drawn about the industry, the narrative of the volunteer tourist, and the 

background used to support the lead. When combined with the captions, these Instagram posts 

are often all that the average person knows about volunteer tourism trips in India.  

 

Captions 

 Within Instagram, the user can add a caption to each photo to provide additional context 

or include any words they wish to go along with their picture. The social convention tends to be 

a short message that is not always related to the image itself but attempts to be humorous. The 

volunteer tourists in my sample took advantage of this feature to relay messages about their 

experience in helping others and specifically how it changed them. The caption analysis was 

based on the specific words that came up in  Instagram captions and their related synonyms 

rather than any subjective judgement on my part. I looked for the instance of certain words that I 

saw arise multiple times throughout the data collection. The analysis includes the specific 

captions as well as the hashtags that people included to represent their post. Hashtags are used to 

connect the photo to a larger database of images that can be found by searching that term. They 
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can often be used to spread awareness for social campaigns or just connect the photo to a larger 

database. The sample uses a variety of different languages including Dutch, French, Portuguese, 

and Hindi. The decision to capture the prevalence of these words specifically yielded three major 

themes of trying to establish connection, show the experience, and contribute to a hero narrative. 

I noticed that captions are very individual to the person which creates many different types of 

language, so the percentages are not as high as compared to the visual analysis.  

 

Figure 8: Image #20 from the screenshot corpus of a female volunteer doing a one-legged foot race with a child 

Connection 

After a trip to India for volunteer tourism, many people speak excitedly about the 

connections they made with local people and the types of reciprocal exchange they engaged in 

throughout. In the caption portion of my data, “love” was the word used most often, appearing in 

42% of captions. I interpreted emoji hearts on the captions as signs of love because they 

communicate a similarly intimate connection. However, emoji symbols are thrown around with 

much less consideration than the actual word love, so this conflation is worth mentioning as a 
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potential flaw in the data. The images contained people from India in about 80% of the images as 

seen through the image variable “Indians Present.” Therefore, the terminology of “love” was 

potentially directed toward a particular person the volunteer worked with or a state of “love” 

when visiting India.  

 The volunteer tourists expressed connection to the place specifically through mentions of 

culture and beauty. The mentions of culture were only specifically referenced 2% of the time, but 

religion was pointed out in 7% of the images. The finding is consistent with how people are 

fascinated by experiences that are so different from what they know. Religious and cultural 

practices in India are often exoticized and described as “very very different” across the interview 

sample.  

The volunteer tourist presentation on Instagram is similarly singled out through mentions 

of the word “beautiful” in 6% of images. Volunteer tourists were also happy to report their new 

friends in 7% of photos. All of these connection buzzwords communicate a version of the trip 

where volunteer tourists are able to take massive strides in understanding and relationship 

building in a small amount of time. These linguistic modes of discussion can operate as 

justification for voluntourism in India. Many of the interviews revealed a deeply critical opinion 

of their actions despite the flowery language of the caption. For some the caption may have been 

a place to cover doubts in words of connection.  

 Instagram is primarily a place to show off images that fuel jealousy whether or not it is an 

explicit decision by the original poster. There is an incentive to represent the trip as the best 

experience of your life. The term “paradise” was not as popular as vague descriptions of the 

“journey” which appeared in 11% of the sample. The interviews give much more explanation as 

to what is exactly meant by some of these terms, but the lack of context is the point of including  



FitzPatrick 68 

 

 

these screenshots. You are not supposed to get a whole picture of volunteer tourism looking at an 

image, but instead make assumptions.  

 

Experience 

Volunteering abroad is attractive for a number of reasons, but people mainly want what 

they describe as an “authentic” experience. They already understand the cultural norms of their 

hometown which is why volunteering locally doesn’t fulfill this need. They can learn native 

languages on volunteer tourism trips which they take to their captions about 9% of the time. To 

live “authentically” as a volunteer tourist, as was mentioned in 10% of the images, you need to 

have the rugged experiences balanced out by the more mass tourism-based excursions. The 

presentation by sending organizations is exactly what they will take as fact regardless of the 

implications inherent in taking a “detour through other people’s lives” as mentioned by Wanda 

Vrasti.116 In the context of voluntourism, Living authentically means acting as though you are 

someone else.  

Although the caption has a limited ability to reveal the actual experience of the volunteer 

tourist, it can definitely further the one-dimensional narrative that people in India need help. The 

volunteer tourist shows themselves with children as a way to characterize the caring nature of 

their contributions. However, they don’t give enough information or voice to the other people 

featured to prove if there was actually demonstrable change in India as a result of the trip. 

Volunteer tourists highlight education in 24% of their posts as the main way to give back. The 

industry is fraught with young students themselves who have no degrees or sensitivity training to 

 
116 Vrasti. Volunteer Tourism in the Global South: Giving back in neoliberal times. 3. 
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teach even for a short time in India. Yet, on social media they proudly celebrate it as an 

achievement on their part.  

“Future” is mentioned 2% of the time for both the volunteers and the children which is a 

small but meaningful way to signal that they may be intertwined even though it is clear that this 

will be their only interaction. The regular use of poverty language to describe the volunteer 

tourist venture into India was one method for making clear distinctions that infantilized every 

interaction. Through the Instagram captions, people used terms like “slums,” “street children,” 

and “mud hut” in 9% of the sample. The representation factor is especially important because 

using this language confirms the narratives that India is a primarily a place of poverty. 

 

Narrative 

The limited details given to the people opposite the volunteer tourist make way for a hero 

character to emerge. The volunteer tourist experience is described as an “adventure” in 6% of the 

captions which is more telling of the true motivations for the volunteers in seeking this kind of 

trip. The experience is organized around other people, but it is truly centered around the 

volunteer in a way that can help them grow. Some of the Instagram captions, about 16%, actually 

express this by mentioning themselves instead of trying to pretend like they didn’t primarily gain 

from the trip. Another metric I used to measure this phenomenon was by looking for what I call a 

“volunteer-centered narrative.” If they stuck to mainly “I” statements and explained how 

everything affected them personally in the caption, I coded them as a part of this narrative. The 

captions revealed the tendency in about 36% of images. I would have expected it to be higher, 

but as previously mentioned, captions are very distinct to the person. Even if the post was about 

them, it may not have been as obvious through the caption. Regardless, this figure does reveal 
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that the way people tell others about India after a volunteer tourism trip is to focus on 

themselves.  

Further than simply accepting the trip for what it is, the captions and images ignore the 

other people to provide anything more than color for the story. They want to show off that they 

interacted with an Indian child, but do not provide for further engagement. The visual analysis 

makes it clear to exactly the degree people are willing to go to make others look like props in 

their overall volunteer tourist experience.  
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Chapter Four: Interview Analysis 

 

Introduction 

 

Through conducting eight semi-structured in-depth interviews, I was able to characterize 

the volunteer tourist’s motivations, experiences, and ultimate takeaways. They all expressed the 

general desire to help people but were definitely interested in other aspects of the trip as well. 

When I was determining interview criteria, I made sure that their volunteer tourism trip was less 

than four years ago to keep the memories as fresh as possible. Still in most cases it had been at 

least two years, which allowed them to reflect and process their concerns with the concept. Many 

were eager to share their critical thoughts on voluntourism with a constructed distance from the 

issue. Yet when pressed for their own reflections, most of them tended to retreat from their 

hardline stance and be more apologetic about the experience. I will go through the major themes 

that arose during the interviews using quotations as evidence. On Indian volunteer tourism trips, 

the people continue to be only a prop in the experience, boosting the self-confidence for the 

volunteer tourist. All of the interviews conveyed some sense of personal growth from the trip 

which I argue is ultimately the purpose of volunteer tourism.  

The unregulated Instagram photos are one of the easiest ways to present yourself as a 

hero because not many people can fact-check this assertion. Identity on Instagram is entirely 

self-constructed in order to evoke certain reactions from the viewer. The visual aspect also 

doesn’t make it explicitly clear what the original poster is intending to communicate, but the 

message received in the viewer’s mind is that of a hero. The original poster is seen with no 

context to be helping young children without other information that could complicate the simple 

story seen on Instagram. Despite the sending organization's best intentions, people may still 

center themselves after the trip in their anecdotes. Herein lies the fundamental conflict to 
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improving volunteer tourism, how much are you able to decenter yourself enough to prevent a 

hero narrative when the trip is about you?  

The interview subjects expressed the desire to volunteer, but as secondary to wanting to 

travel, to be perceived in a certain way, and especially to learn. These volunteer tourists shared 

many different motivations with me that were specific to their upbringing or the way they saw 

the world, but always with the qualification that they actually did care about other people. They 

started sentences like “I’ve always been a charity person” to represent that volunteering was 

something fundamental to their personality even if they had other motivations. Admitting that the 

trip was flawed was an important self-reflexive exercise for them. I made sure not to influence 

their thinking through any conclusions of my own,  but most people wanted to talk about the bad 

with the good. In accepting that some of their motivations were selfish and that they were not 

“Mother Teresa,” they thought more about how the experience could positively inform the way 

they live their lives now.   

 

The White Gaze 

 Volunteer tourism is ultimately affected by the positionality of those that participate in 

these trips, which is overwhelmingly white.117 The trip organizers present the form of India that 

is palatable to the white audience. The voluntourists interact with brown children, and ultimately 

send the tourists on their way with the credentials to tell the story of their time in India. About 

37.5% of the research subjects were not white which they discussed extensively as a distinct part 

of their experience that separated them from the norm. The racial makeup of the participants 

does have a large effect on their interactions in India, but the trip itself is rooted in whiteness for 

 
117 Mostafanezhad. “‘Getting in Touch with Your Inner Angelina’: Celebrity Humanitarianism and the Cultural 

Politics of Gendered Generosity in Volunteer Tourism.” 485. 
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its colonial roots and still contributes to the white gaze in the area. The trips were designed to 

make the participants feel good about being there. They describe how they were fed a version of 

Indian history and culture that seemed tailored to volunteer tourists rather than being an accurate 

depiction. Most importantly, as Lila, a 22-year-old female, points out “the colonialist rhetoric is 

based on the helplessness of the nations in the Global South.” So, by giving only a small glimpse 

of India it reinforces the need for help in the area and the fact that white people should be the 

ones to do it.    

The interview subjects described the welcoming presence of the children they worked 

with at length and were surprised at the excitement they experienced. One explanation is that 

young children were just excited to have visitors, but the white gaze still comes into play because 

volunteer tourists feel justified to help due to their race. They usually do not have any expertise, 

but instead were there on the condition that the children needed help to be provided by mostly 

white teenagers. For Carson, a 20-year-old male, that love of attention and feeling good about 

himself waned when he realized “there's some distorted thing happening there where for some 

reason like the color of your skin makes you super, I guess interesting to them.” He was 

beginning to pick apart the ways in which his presence could be potentially harmful to the 

children he was interacting with, even if his intentions were simply to help. He centers his skin 

color as the reason why they are interested in him without ever asking. Not only does his 

presence reify a white gaze, but whiteness is the first point of difference he notes. 

The visible effects of colonialism are present throughout India and were mentioned by 

participants as a part of their experience through infrastructure like Victorian buildings that fell 

into disrepair and billboards featuring primarily white faces. Overall, these representations serve 

only to remind volunteer tourists about how the colonial gaze is actually present in every 
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interaction they had within the country. Even in the welcoming nature of the children, they were 

unduly praised potentially for their race as Carson assumes. Certain subjects actively tried to 

avoid white supremacist behaviors they had been taught by continuing to remind themselves that 

they could not “fix” India. The trip was a cultural experience with volunteering, but their 

contribution would not significantly improve anything. One volunteer names this as the “sense of 

expedition rooted in whiteness.” Due to the legacy of colonialism, the world is still presented as 

something to explore for mainly white people. They believe it is theirs for the taking because 

they are constantly reminded that they can do whatever they want, and they will be celebrated for 

it.  

The non-white participants pushed back on this concept. One Asian interview subject 

believed that people were actually more willing to open up with her because she was not white, 

and it felt like more of a genuine interaction. The white participants assuming their interactions 

were more important is emblematic of the type of surface level help they give in volunteer 

tourism. Some participants said they leaned into their ethnic ambiguity to engender themselves 

with the children they taught. Non-white volunteers also felt closer to those that they were 

working with because people would tell them how they looked like their relatives in India. 

People experience the white gaze to differing levels depending on their positionality and choices 

on the trip. 

Voluntourism is the commodification of helping people while truly only helping yourself 

and imposing white saviorism. If the group does not actively recognize and try to mitigate the 

effect of their presence, then they are contributing to white saviorism. We are not in a truly 

postcolonial period due to the unrelenting belief in this duty to help throughout the world, 

whether or not it is wanted. Teju Cole describes the white savior industrial complex as this “big 
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emotional experience to validate privilege.”118 By giving back through voluntourism, the trip is 

supposed to be “learning about what life is like for other people.” The time that volunteers put 

into this learning is somehow supposed to offset their privilege in being able to take a trip like 

this. Participants are made to feel as if they are solving an issue when in fact the contribution 

they provide is their presence. By just showing up and being mostly white, volunteer tourists are 

able to access very intimate spaces where they can catalog a net positive experience for 

themselves. However, it was never about the people they were supposed to be helping and they 

continue to be the props in the background of this transformative white saviorism.    

The creation of knowledge systems can create issues of elitism as pointed out by Foucault 

who argued for a system of knowledge transfer in which people share the things they have 

learned rather than impose assumed knowledge.119 One of the biggest issues of volunteer tourism 

is the assumption that teenagers have all the necessary skills to teach English when they have 

never been trained. The degree of assumed knowledge is deeply rooted in the racist assumption 

that all white people have something to teach to people of other races. Rain, a 23-year-old 

volunteer, describes it as “classic [that] like a group of white teens that like don't know anything 

just like go into a community and like teach.” Here is another example of the “classic” or 

socially expected behavior. In this context, it involves the normalization of volunteer tourism 

even amid questionable impact. Volunteer tourists are retroactively aware of their problematic 

knowledge sharing techniques, but do not disparage voluntourism completely.  

Some participants experienced a more equitable knowledge transfer through excursions 

into workshops that taught a specific trade such as a jeweler and carpet maker. Rhya, a 20-year-

 
118 Cole. “The White-Savior Industrial Complex.”  
119  Foucault. Power / Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings. 55. 
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old female, described this exchange as the “opposite of white saviorism” because it was up-front 

about the fact that these teenagers might not actually know everything. She describes this as one 

of the most “genuine” experiences of the trip because it recognized that she was there to learn 

and not the other way around. The volunteer’s admission that the whole project was for her 

benefit helped shift the experience for her to consciously not operate in a space where she was 

there to impose and fix. Knowledge production is heavily affected by racial biases. I did not 

approach this project trying to demonize volunteer tourism, but rather point out the hypocrisies 

especially in terms of how people present themselves and form their identities. 

Not every interview subject was American, but the pervasiveness of the western impact 

on the colonial gaze allows isolationist fears to affect perceptions about India. Interview subjects 

had based their pre-trip ideas of India on the stories and media they had experienced at a young 

age. Subjects brought up examples of “violence against women domestic violence or like honor 

killings and stuff” as affecting how they viewed the country. There is a belief rooted in 

colonialism that all women in India need to be saved from the oppressive politics of the 

subcontinent. 120 This narrative paints them as victims while drawing a sharp distinction between 

the Western women who don't occupy an object status under this construction and the women of 

the so-called Third World. In her piece “Can the Subaltern Speak?”, Gayatri Spivak theorizes the 

need for “white men [to save] brown women from brown men” as a product of western 

assumptions and the oversimplification of victimhood.121 The construction of a victim allows the 

volunteer tourist to justify their presence despite the fact that they may be enacting further 

violence against the silenced subaltern. Even though there is little space for white women in 

 
120 Chandra Talpade Mohanty. "Under Western eyes: feminist scholarship and colonial discourses". (Boundary 2. 

1984). 333. 
121 Spivak. “Can the Subaltern Speak?” 92.  
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older colonialist logics, neocolonialism is rife with the “white woman's burden.”122 Volunteer 

tourism has allowed white women to use their position of presumed innocence to insert 

themselves in these spaces. 

 

Selfish learning 

Volunteer tourism as a fulfillment of a selfish need does not have the kind of direct 

positive effects on the community that are often advertised. People choose these experiences at a 

young age to learn how to travel. Self-awareness increases from the daily logistical challenges 

that one has to go through to move around the world. Travelling around the world has always 

been a popular way for someone to find themselves from the grand tours of the late seventeenth 

century to European backpacking during gap years today.123  

Volunteer tourists learn about structural issues or new ways of knowledge that could 

inform meaningful change, but in their first visit they are not meant to benefit the host country. 

Some participants were more self-aware in this respect than others. Lila, a 22-year-old female, 

lays it out: 

That was not the intention of my going there of the trip. It was not to fix India. Not that I ever thought that I 

could or that I even know what that means or what that what the fuck that is, but just that I was there to 

learn. I was there from a selfish. -Or for selfish even seems like I don't know if that's the right word. But I 

was there for me I was there to learn. 

Lila addresses her primary motivation in terms of her education while also recognizing that the 

more altruistic answer may be a falsehood. If you are truly focused on helping others, you imply 

a need to “fix” things in India. Although it may have a negative connotation, “selfish” does not 

always mean bad. Learning can be an outward absorption of cultural knowledge or just learning 

about yourself against the backdrop of India.  

 
122Bandyopadhyay, “‘The white woman's burden’ – the racialized, gendered politics of volunteer tourism,” 644. 
123Wearing, Volunteer Tourism: Experiences that Make a Difference, 1. 
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 Lila continues this thought that “if I don't go now It's going to forever be very foreign 

and maybe even a little scary to me.” The caveat is that the trip has to occur at a young age so as 

to reach maximum cultural awareness before the real world hardens you. This explanation may 

be an exaggeration of the participants beliefs, but they did frequently mention the importance of 

youth to learning. Volunteer tourists don’t think they can necessarily gain as much from the trip 

if it’s not an integral part of their learning experience at a young age. She wants to go while she’s 

still young because she views it as integral to her development. Even in the desire to learn about 

other places, it is something to be consumed as early as possible. Volunteer tourism allows the 

volunteer the opportunity to dispel this kind of “scary” narrative through further knowledge, but 

potentially requires that it be done within the confines of age.  

 

Institutions 

The sending organizations create trips as their business model and thus cannot withstand 

too much critical investigation into volunteer tourism or their revenue source would crumble. 

Examples of sending organizations are Rustic Pathways, Where There Be Dragons, Operation 

Smile, Bold Earth, Youth International, and hundreds of others. The organizations target young 

teens through effective advertisements on mediums such as Instagram. The “classic” type of 

photo I discuss throughout the thesis can function as a way to show someone the benefits of the 

trip as a selling point even if the results are unrealistic.  

The organizations all strive to be the most sustainable option in the market, but at the 

core of their business they still represent a capitalistic industry that requires constant 

renegotiation with power dynamics among host countries. There are also almost no popular 

companies that exist in solely one country and so their attention is usually spread throughout at 

least a few countries at a time. The trips need to have a very structured schedule and typically 
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include a couple of older adults to supervise the young teens. These safety aspects are simply to 

appease parents during a trip halfway across the world and to address the liability that the 

company takes on. Once they lure the target audience with emotional advertisements and key 

safeguards, the price is revealed. Volunteer tourism costs thousands of dollars only to be 

described after the fact by participants as “those fake service trips.” They are recognizable 

throughout Instagram posts and become a signal of wealth and “luxury” as previously described. 

In my area of Westchester, New York, it seemed like every other person was on one of these 

trips despite the exorbitant price tag. The volunteer tourism experience is limited to only those 

who can afford it. The people living in this New York City suburb were going to make damn 

sure their kid mixed some concrete, but not anywhere near home like the Bronx. 

The volunteer pays the sending organization because they assess a value beyond what 

they could get from free volunteering. It likely could have been related to race, as the 

juxtaposition of a white savior next to a brown child accepting the help plays much better in 

media optics than if the child were white. The value could also have been in the complete 

freedom to design a curriculum with no oversight or training to be completed in such a short 

period of time. If you follow the cash flows, you see that the schools accept the money because 

they are actually the ones providing the service. They allow the volunteer tourists to live out their 

fantasy of helping those less fortunate quickly and without much commitment. This is not to say 

that the volunteers are not doing any work, but they are not paid for their labor nor do they do 

this labor out of altruism. Very little of the money actually reaches the school and most of it gets 

trapped in the middleman sending organization. If volunteers really wanted to donate, they could 

give their time or their money, volunteer tourism does neither. 
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Picture Taking 

The volunteer tourists preserve their experience by taking pictures of everything. It is an 

experience people never want to forget with only a few weeks of beautiful sights and sometimes 

transformative change.124  There was not a clear consensus on the appropriateness of picture-

taking. Some believed that “you could never have too many” while other people felt 

uncomfortable with any human subjects in their photos by saying it “just feels kind of weird. -It's 

like they live there. They're not a prop.” 

For most people, just taking the photo before putting it on social media wasn’t an issue in 

and of itself according to the interviews. Yet the process of image making is not neutral and has 

narrative implications.125 Even taking the photo was never free of the internal gaze of social 

media because regular Instagram users are always imagining how it would look on a feed. To 

post on social media is to curate how you would like to be perceived. Reliving memories is one 

way that people take pictures for themselves, but there is also a degree to which volunteer 

tourists take photos for others. The participants expressed the expectation that they would be 

sharing the photos with their family and friends and took that into consideration when framing an 

image. Rhya, a 20-year-old female, discusses her love for travelling within a frame of image-

making saying “I do genuinely love traveling and being other places and seeing new things, but 

like a little like side effect in the back of my mind. It's like, oh my gosh, I'm gonna get so many 

cool pictures.” The pictures are mediated through the word “cool” which implies a value 

judgement on the types of scenes she could capture. As a young person, Rhya’s preferences have 

 
124 Magrizos, “Volunteer Tourism as a Transformative Experience: A Mixed Methods Empirical Study.” 878. 
125 Poole Vision, Race, and Modernity: Visual Economy of the Andean Image World. 113. 
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been shaped by what is acceptable on Instagram. Even before posting it, the “side effect” of 

picture-taking dictates how she experiences her travel.  

 

Figure 9: Image #102 from the screenshot corpus of a female volunteer showing a child how to use a camera 

Posting 

If taking a picture could be benign, sharing the experience of volunteer tourism on the 

internet superhighway is entirely different. People with public accounts on Instagram make the 

image accessible from anywhere for anyone to like it. The subjects expressed that they did not 

want their photos to disappear into an Instagram feed, but that they were searching for some kind 

of engagement. Sure, likes were always about the social capital, but commenting on a photo 

allowed direct and specific communication. Volunteer tourists loved the comments that 
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confirmed how their experience was indeed a sacrifice and done for the greater good. One 

example was Carson, a 20-year-old male, who discussed that when he posted about the programs 

he was involved in “everyone in the comments is like doing God's work and it's like I don't even 

believe in God.” He laughs looking back at it now and derides the praise by saying  “I just found 

that to be absolutely classic.” His description of the comment behavior as “classic” ties into my 

notion of the “classic” photo which he exemplifies by carrying a small child named Shravanthi in 

the photo. Volunteer tourist plus non-white child is the formula for attention on Instagram which 

in this case is characterized by religious comments. The “classic” photo yielded “classic” 

comments of praise which was expected even if he makes fun of it. Yet in the moment, he may 

have appreciated the validation of these comments. He points out the clear disconnect between 

who he is and who his followers believe him to be through the comment about religion.  

Many people reported great personal struggle but the sense of community they gained 

online help stave off some feelings of loneliness. However, they knew that the carefree 

projection they shared wasn’t real, causing a degree of cognitive dissonance. They felt as though 

they had to conform to the images they put on Instagram. The subjects mock their own 

performativity as “look at me” behavior, but that sentiment could be applied to any image posted 

to Instagram, not just pictures of voluntourism. Potentially because of the rarity of the experience 

or the exotic location, these pictures feel different to the volunteer tourists than the average 

Instagram post. After spring break, Alfie, a 22-year-old male,  one volunteer explained how his 

Instagram feed was flooded with images of people’s vacations and he deliberately didn’t post 

because: 

I just didn't feel that I needed to share the landscape photos and felt it would seem kind of 

tacky … or I don't know like disingenuous if you like post about like volunteering” 
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Alfie represents those who avoid posting their trips because they think it invalidates the 

experience somehow. He recognizes that It was not necessarily just sharing the photo to a closed 

network of friends, but on Instagram, it becomes an image that would circulate widely and  come 

to represent him. Yet, even in trying to resist a cultural practice of posting on Instagram, He is 

intimately aware of the “tacky” perception he may be judged on. He goes on to say “so I had this 

life-changing experience. Look at me-like it just seemed kind of showy and takes away from it.” 

For him and others that run counter-cultural, posting threatens both what he gained from the trip 

and what people will think about him in real-life. 

When you post to Instagram, you always reserve the power to take down an image that 

you no longer want to represent you.  Yet, because the internet remains forever you could never 

fully remove the image, but at least to the general public, you can hide an image. A few subjects 

discussed discomfort with sharing people’s faces or feeling like they were being braggadocious. 

Carson, a 20-year-old male, expressed similar reservations to Alfie, speaking specifically about 

appearing “basic” in the images, a colloquial term used to express social acceptance. “Basic” 

operates within volunteer tourism as a way to regulate the behaviors of others and show a 

recognition of the social norms. It has a negative association so that people feel social pressure 

appear as unique as possible. 

 Some subjects would delete the images upon reflection a few years after and others 

removed them almost immediately. The image by itself was not actually the problem, but rather 

that in a different political climate it made the original poster look bad. By deleting it they 

remove their association with the practice even if they still support it privately or wish to 

continue their actions in volunteer tourism. Every image or experience is codified to benefit the 

starring role and can be removed at will.   
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American Expectations 

Alfie, a 22-year-old male,  was only able to get a spot on a volunteer tourism trip when 

someone dropped out because “their parents thought ISIS was like a threat in India or that India 

was near Pakistan, which is where Bin Laden was found.” In this context, ISIS refers to the 

Islamic State of Iraq and Syria, a terrorist organization in the Middle East. The warrant for this 

parent’s justification is nothing short of a racist ideological collapse of all countries near each 

other. Aside from the fallacies, it is an extreme version of the assumptions that people were 

already making about a very diverse subcontinent. It represents what Said warns us about the 

Orient becoming one homogenous group that is directly opposed to the Occident.126 In this case, 

terrorism is something that happens in the Orient, but not in the Occident.  

Interview subjects primarily cite the great dissimilarity perceived between themselves 

and the people they would be helping. They talk about the country’s “reputation for being very 

very different than like North American culture” which is understandably nerve-wracking for 

any young person, especially as many of the subjects grew up in self-described “bubbles,” the 

typically white communities and suburbs that many of the participants grew up in. The “bubble” 

provides a degree of safety, but also lacks the “challenge to grow” aspect which is why people 

search for it on volunteer tourism trips. It was not always fear that this concept of difference 

thrives in. The volunteer tourists craved wanting to have something for themselves that was 

totally new to the people at home, which was the objectified Indian culture. The experience 

wouldn’t be easily replicated or explained but would fit nicely within a social media profile. In 

 
126 Said. Orientalism. 9. 
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some ways, the prop-making is intended for other people. Three-dimensional actors will look 

different from the props they place behind them that lack the substance they provide to the role.  

 

On the Job 

According to the interviews, a large part of the trip that certifies it as a more authentic 

way to travel is the homestay where you would live with an Indian family. Some interview 

subjects felt comforted by this semblance of a home life when everything else was so in flux. 

Others talk about the experience of living the way people in India actually do as one of the most 

challenging aspects of the trip. The volunteers relied on a rudimentary schema that they created 

in their mind. The people who opened their homes were yet another way to further demonstrate 

the difference between cultures especially through navigating a language barrier. The inability 

for volunteers to understand what was actually being asked of them was key to continuing the 

narrative of backward people. The cultural expectations that people went in with and the ones 

they will repeat for years to come all contribute to the making of India as a mythical place for the 

volunteer tourist rather than the true appreciation of difference.  

   One of the biggest questions surrounding volunteer tourism is whether or not it has an 

effect on the people whom the tourists are supposed to be helping, positive or negative. Each trip 

is such a short period of time that people may assume there could be no fundamental difference 

brought upon by any individual. What I have argued thus far is that the negative effects to the 

host country come from the cycle of predominantly white teens being pumped into Indian 

schools, creating emotionally charged, but potentially destabilizing connections with children 

and lauding their achievements on social media. In extreme cases, children in these oft visited 
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schools develop attachment disorders.127 The participant’s perception of their effectiveness while 

volunteering greatly affected their overall experience in the country. The inability to make any 

meaningful change was by design of the program, but it was also the realization that led the 

subjects to become disillusioned with volunteer tourism. In their minds, they justified a volunteer 

tourism trip with the caveat that they would be helping people through construction projects, 

language instruction, and teaching young kids. The experience did not give most people the 

tangible feeling of giving back they described in volunteer projects in their own community.   

 

Figure 10: Image #80 from the screenshot corpus of construction work  

 Subjects describe their contribution as “busy work” that could have been done better by 

locals. They knew their projects would be simple enough for an unskilled volunteer to partake in, 

but not until they were actually mixing the concrete did they realize just how inefficient it was to 

have teenagers take on the project.  Rhya, a 20-year-old female, goes on to say that she felt “in 

the way” when she was trying to help because there wasn’t much she could contribute beyond a 

 
127 Center for Girls. “The Dangers of Voluntourism.” March 22, 2018 
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willingness to work. It was simply a measure to save the institution the cost of hiring someone 

and instead getting paid to allow unskilled teenagers to do the work. The construction projects 

were at least a small part of most volunteer tourism trips. The heavy lifting was not meant to be 

fun, but perhaps within the mundane nature it would teach the students to be humbler. But what 

kind of message does it send to these young people that these necessary jobs were so 

undervalued as to be completed by teens?  

Others were more steadfast to try their “damn best” even if they privately held 

reservations about the effectiveness of the program. The volunteers felt “weird” about being 

there at all as completely unskilled teachers operating only on the assumed knowledge of western 

culture. Recognizing the strain on the Indian educational system was key for the volunteers to 

justify the benefit in their presence. Volunteers theorized that the classrooms would have been 

empty otherwise, so it was important to have the kids engaged in some way even if it didn’t feel 

like the best use of time. The trip was never meant to be a real experience in volunteer work 

which takes a longer investment in order to be sustainable. Yet, when the volunteers looked 

around to see the falsehoods of their ability to teach, they became more disappointed in 

themselves. 

 Certain teaching jobs were more structured and intense, but everyone described not 

knowing exactly what to do with the kids. The young kids were so excited at the initial 

introduction, but the volunteer’s confidence wavered quickly once they were confronted with 

language barrier issues. Rain, a 23-year-old female, talks about how she worked at making 

lesson plans only to have the kids “like laugh really hard and it would be it was really really 

really demoralizing. -And so, I ended up yeah, I got the attitude where I was like screw this.” As 

a Chinese American woman, Rain is used to being able to communicate freely when teaching in 
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China, but volunteering in India was frustrating. By making fun of her ability to communicate, 

the children are challenging the typical power hierarchy of the teacher-student. They recognize 

that she is only there for a short period of time and that they can take advantage of her to get out 

of schoolwork. Although she talked about how much she loved the kids, she is dejected in this 

moment when she realizes how much work it actually takes to be able to help. Her internal cost-

benefit analysis concluded “screw this'' because it was not worth it to her anymore. 

 

Show-off 

Volunteer tourism as a combination of volunteering and tourism sometimes manages to 

do neither effectively. The volunteer tourists act as though their experience was more authentic 

than mass tourism because of their sacrifices, but as demonstrated, the contributions tended to be 

minimal if they provided anything. Many of the volunteer tourists referenced their local 

volunteering experience almost as if they were trying to prove something to me. As if 

volunteering at home showed more of a commitment to helping people in general and it didn’t 

really matter to them where the act occurred. The interviews were fraught with this sort of self-

preservationist behavior, but if local volunteering was so fulfilling why did they go to India to 

help? They recognized a need near them  but chose to exercise the need abroad to get a vacation 

that looks like volunteer work.  

 What people revealed throughout interviews with me is not typically the way they would 

talk about the experience with friends. Without being primed, they were aware that my study 

looked critically at social media throughout volunteer tourism trips in India. Some people 

prioritized helping others have “the basic necessities that you do in life,” which is a strong 

assumption of abject poverty in India. Many of them talked about volunteering with local 

communities like Carson. One of the potential life-changing effects of voluntourism may very 
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well be changing the way people view giving back for the worse. While many seem inspired by 

their time abroad, the expectations on volunteer tourism in India were to fall in love with the 

concept of helping others by conducting short lackluster projects. When they came back, they 

were not always inspired to continue the work in the local community, but rather felt like a 

curtain had been pulled back on what they thought they would be able to do while in India. They 

did not become the hero they imagined. Instead, they were left feeling ineffective once “the 

facade was broken down.” They would still share the images to social media but at the same time 

struggled as time passed and “the helping people thing felt [dis]ingenuine.” Giving back in any 

context was thus colored by their performative sacrifice in volunteer tourism. 

 

What do you know? 

 Alfie, a 22-year-old male, was surprised by the level of western cultural knowledge that 

some of the people he worked with had in terms of the NBA basketball playoffs. To go into a 

situation so unaware of the western hegemony of thought and celebrity imposed throughout the 

world is in some ways to assume ignorance of the population. The media is so full of these 

images that become relevant to the rest of the world. Even if “none of them going knew how to 

play basketball, they all knew who Kobe Bryant and LeBron were.” The volunteer's surprise 

exemplifies how volunteer tourists frequently arrived with standardized binaries of intelligence 

that people in India wouldn’t have the insider American cultural knowledge. The volunteer 

tourist understands others through this all or nothing lens because it is how they can interpret a 

world so different from their own “bubbles.” The created separation also makes it easier to 

exoticize Indian people and conclude that they must need help, like the colonizers before them. 

One of the steps to do this is to assume a complete blank slate to fill with information that can 

only be provided by the volunteer tourist. It connects back to the volunteer tourist’s lack of skills, 
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but when coupled with their reductionist assumptions about local knowledge, it becomes a 

colonialist expectation of the “savage” with nothing in their heads.  

 Throughout his experience of teaching, Alfie knew that it wasn’t going to make a major 

difference in the lives of his students “like a Rube Goldberg machine,” where one action sets off 

many smaller ones in the service of a final task. He said it wasn’t like “Boom. I did this and then 

this happens, but it's okay. They have a Sprinkle of knowledge.” The implication was that they 

had this knowledge because of him. The “sprinkle” in this case was helping Tibetan monks with 

basic English which is definitely a rudimentary start. A quote like this however, regardless of 

intention, is telling for what he assumes about the monk’s intelligence. These people knew an 

entire other language, sometimes multiple, but because they lacked basic English they are 

characterized as only having a little bit of knowledge. Through British colonialism and American 

imperialism, the English language has become internationally invaluable. Unfortunately, that 

further contributes to a schema that views non-English speakers as stupid. 

 

Hygiene 

 Most of the volunteers reported working on a project concerning hygiene during their 

time in India. The fact that almost everyone did this type of work implies that they believed 

Indians had a lack of hygiene knowledge or infrastructure to the point that outside help was 

necessary. Early British colonial discourse of the unclean savage made it possible to justify 

narratives that increased their own control. These constructions continue even to this day even in 

how the participants like Bri, a 26-year-old female discusses “like they don't use the toilet and 

stuff and we when asking it's going back to the religious.” The mischaracterization that they 

“don’t use the toilet” is just the lack of a Western toilet with indoor plumbing and rather a 

different sanitation system that is very popular throughout the continent of Asia. The assumption 
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that hygiene is related religion is not a verified fact and even so India has hundreds of religious 

practices with widely different values. The damaging associations between Indian people and 

bad hygiene allows the volunteer to put them even further in the background because of their 

presupposed inability to remain clean in a western conception. 

The program chooses so many sanitation projects for the same reason that they believe 

they have a right to be there in the first place, Indians need the help of westerners. They want the 

simplest project possible in order to have it completed by unskilled teenagers. The volunteers 

even note a “bit of a theme” in how many projects they completed with this focus. During their 

projects, volunteers felt the least useful during the construction aspects because they could not 

complete anything independently. Most of this work felt disconnected from their motivations of 

helping people when building a septic tank foundation. The cognitive attachment to their moral 

motivation was not satisfied by the manual labor that would not produce direct visible change.  

Hygiene is not the innocent discourse it may appear to be because of long standing 

associations with purity and whiteness.128 Even those with a healthcare project described 

teaching Indian children how to brush their teeth. Carson, a 20-year-old male, realized 

throughout our conversation that he was complicit in confirming a narrative that children did not 

even know the simplest part of self-care. Hygiene was such a common thread that it warrants 

further exploration into the intentions of those designing the projects.  

 

Ruggedness & Ease 

Many of the more economically privileged people that I spoke with didn’t see their life at 

home as difficult enough to create a change in personal growth. Social media was a way to feel 

 
128 Lipsitz. "The Possessive Investment in Whiteness: Racialized Social Democracy and the ‘White’ Problem in 

American Studies.” 369.  
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“closer to home,” while letting others know “ I'm doing something rugged and something that 

you would never fucking do and like and watch me do it.”  They need to simulate these 

conditions by living as other people do making inherent assumptions about how Indians actually 

live. When the volunteer tourists arrived, the rural areas and crowded spaces of India allowed 

them to build up resiliency to bring back to their real lives.  

The price reveals that voluntourism is meant to be more than a typical free volunteering 

experience. The trip organizes all of the lodging, tourist activities, and the small fee they pay 

schools to accept the volunteering help. These costs make up the factors that create the 

production of voluntourism. Certain experiences are purposefully rugged to create the illusion of 

authenticity, but most of the time is spent in comfort because the students are paying such a high 

price that they expect certain luxuries. The extras are also a way for sending organizations to 

compete with each other if they can provide both sustainable volunteering and sensational 

tourism. Alfie, a 22-year-old male, describes sleeping under the stars one night as “glamping like 

we had Sherpas and mules that would haul our large bags.” They had these opportunities 

alongside hard days of digging for septic tanks to create a sense of balance in such a short 

amount of time because one would not have occurred naturally. The “Sherpa” is not necessarily 

the correct terminology for someone who carries a bag up a mountain, but rather a specific 

Nepalese ethnic group that tends to lead people up a mountain as more of a guide.129 They are  

listed alongside animals and used for the purpose of creating an easier night of camping for 

teenagers as if they weren't doing a specific service for the tourists. The “Sherpa” is yet another 

prop to be used for the illustration of a tourism experience without volunteering. 

 
129 New World Encyclopedia contributors, "Sherpa," New World Encyclopedia. 
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Carson, a 20-year-old male, drew the distinction through the lens of volunteer tourism 

being “glamourous” to others: 

I'm a little embarrassed. I like I don't really like talk about it with people because it's like Yeah, I went to 

India, but I was also working spending a lot of time working in my own community. And that was 

something that was less glamorous, but I spent a lot more hours in the pool with special needs children in 

high school. Why did I have to go? You know Halfway Around the World to help people. I didn't. 

The participants were so open about how the trip wasn’t always glamourous and how 

sometimes the point was to be intentionally “rugged.” Both things can still be true because an 

important facet of volunteer tourism is that it is made for the volunteer. The challenges are 

designed to help you grow, but the cost associated with it requires a degree of comfort.  Carson’s 

explanation reveals how travelling has implied wealth associated with it even if the activities 

themselves are not luxurious. Even if there were many personal struggles throughout the trip, the 

only posts on an Instagram feed are the highlight reel. The perception of volunteer tourism on 

social media can be that of a glamorous celebrity humanitarian jaunt because the participant had 

full control over the narrative. Conversely, volunteering in your community is not something to 

post or even really talk about at length. The implications about bragging in this respect make the 

local volunteer efforts seem insincere, but somehow the travelling nature of volunteer tourism 

permits less of a moral imperative to stay silent about the work done in India.  

Going on a volunteer tourism trip can occur at any stage of life, so long as you can afford 

it, but young volunteers in high school come to India with the goal of building resiliency. The 

subjects were deliberately seeking a challenge in their lives that would be enjoyable, but  also 

force them to grow at a critical time in their lives. They want to be uncomfortable in order to 

expand their comfort zone. India as part of the Global South is meant as a stark juxtaposition to 

the conditions that the volunteers normally live in. The entire country itself is presented through 
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the sending organizations as more of an offering in this way for people to test out how ambitious 

they actually are. Social media behavior is an integral part of the challenge to grow narrative 

because people can celebrate these achievements over the constructed challenges of travelling in 

India.  

Many people talked about the truly “rough” points of their trip and reflected on feelings 

of “intense loneliness and isolation.” Although the volunteer contributions may have been fake 

or at least over-exaggerated, the toll on the volunteers was not a façade. Most of them were still 

young at the time of these experiences and navigating identity formation can be a painful 

process. The trip could be hard at times for the volunteers, but that doesn’t lend absolute moral 

justification to the prop-making and visual process they continue to engage in. The key critique 

here is that both things can be true in a topic as problematic as volunteer tourism. 

The end of this experience leaves volunteers with a host of new skills based on the way 

that they cultivated their resiliency during the trip and leaves the children they claim to love so 

much with very little. There have been multiple studies done on this form of transformational 

feeling that volunteers report immediately after the trip. Most of it doesn’t last. There are always 

some people who really take what they have learned about the country, but mostly the takeaway 

is what you learn about yourself. Many of the interview subjects reported that this trip was their 

first experience outside of the U.S.. In that way, they can see what they have learned about 

themselves as a traveler and as a person who volunteers simultaneously. Brandon, a 23-year-old 

male, talks about how the trip helped him build empathy and other emotions that are not as easily 

visible through an Instagram feed. If the challenge to grow aspect is what people are really trying 

to get out of the volunteer tourism experience like they say they do then why are these not the 

stories they share online? They talk about how they were changed through their volunteering but 
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never own up to the transformational nature that was supposedly the reason they went on this trip 

in the first place.   
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Conclusion 

 
In order to investigate volunteer tourism as a cultural phenomenon, I conducted a study 

involving a sample of Instagram photos featuring the behavior and in-depth interviews with 

former volunteer tourists. Considering my own background in volunteer tourism, I was careful to 

approach the subject by withholding judgement. Throughout my research, I wanted to find the 

motivations behind the action of posting on Instagram and the degree to which it was a conscious 

choice to make yourself look like a good person. People may not always know that they are 

doing it, but I contend that volunteer tourists are making the Indian children they claim to have 

helped into the backdrop for their own identity formation by utilizing their likeness on Instagram 

without sufficient context.  

The thesis utilized quantitative and qualitative methods to create a holistic picture of 

volunteer tourism in India as presented on Instagram. The screenshots as featured throughout the 

thesis exemplify the type of “classic” behavior that is so prevalent online with Generation Z. 

Throughout the entire sample, there are less obvious examples of exploitation, but all photos of 

children online are meant to spur an emotional response in a potential viewer. The attention 

gained from these photos is not something that the interview subjects could easily explain, but 

they knew from the beginning of their trip that they were going to post something on Instagram.  

The interviews humanized the volunteer tourism industry to be young people who did 

what they thought they would help others. They provide an important first-hand account of the 

experience, but neither method is without complications. Relying on only interviews would be 

falling victim to the attitudinal fallacy that situational behavior can be assumed from the verbal 
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testimony of participants.130 The potential self-reflexive practices after the fact would be to 

actually learn from other people rather than impart assumed knowledge or frame it solely in a 

pity mindset. No one is completely free of institutional influence especially in terms of colonial 

histories and race bias. Although the research focuses on the actions of individuals, they are 

simply the results of a functioning system that rewards posting these “classic” photos. The photo 

then reinforces white supremacy by painting the volunteer tourists as the arbiters of help. Snee 

offers the solution of more “pedagogically informed gap years” to allow more intentional 

decision making on the part of sending organizations.131 

The majority of people who engage in volunteer tourism really do want to help people, 

but they fail to see how their positionality and the process itself can “other” the recipients of their 

help. The historical antecedents are theorized heavily in the work of Edward Said. Orientalism 

reveals how people construct the perceptions of themselves as Western based on what is in direct 

opposition to the “Other.”132 Throughout the thesis, deconstructing whiteness transitioned 

through understanding the possessive investment as capital, the white savior presentation, and 

the white gaze involved in the image production. The research was always focused on the 

volunteer tourists themselves, but in the process I unfortunately also fell into the logic of 

explaining the colonial gaze before shifting that towards the volunteer tourists themselves. Once 

I understood how this was similarly reinscribing white supremacist knowledge systems that 

maintain power by avoiding the magnifying glass, I chose to utilize theory that would reveal how 

whiteness was a large factor in the volunteer tourist’s relationship to India. 
 

 
130 Colin Jerolmack. “Talk Is Cheap: Ethnography and the Attitudinal Fallacy.” (Sociological Methods & Research 

43, no. 2 2014): 178. 
131 Snee “Framing the Other: cosmopolitanism and the representation of difference in overseas gap year narratives.” 

158. 
132 Said, Edward. Orientalism. 9. 
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In volunteer tourism, the difficulty in developing genuine connections with people in the 

host country has to do with wealth because colonialism fueled capitalistic exploitation. One of 

the ways that wealth discrepancy affects the volunteer tourist’s ability to “other” is through the 

objectification of poverty. Poverty in India is shocking to most that visit. The Western culture of 

pulling yourself up by your bootstraps turns poverty into a personal failure. These ingrained 

opinions do not go away when confronted with a new reality, in fact it doubles down into a 

superiority complex that is fed by whiteness. The volunteer tourists who see the horrors of 

wealth stratification are often blind to the existence of it in their own countries but want to save 

the Indian children during their two-week trip.  

The expense of volunteer tourism attracts similarly wealthy students as seen through the 

demographics of the interview sample. Many described living in a “bubble” that was burst by 

seeing the conditions in India and having the natural response to want to fix it. While this desire 

may be understandable, it does not necessitate altruism. People want to ease the guilt around 

their race or socio-economic status by giving back. The underpinning motivation to make 

themselves feel better is what makes the process unsustainable. Volunteer tourism is about you, 

no matter how you feel about it, because helping others without investment in their wellbeing 

reinforces neocolonial logics. Volunteer tourists create their identity at this critical part in their 

lives based on what they are not. They extend it even further to the presentation on social media 

as this is a key part of digital identity for Generation Z. The humanitarianism of volunteer 

tourism focuses on the wrong person by making it about the volunteer thus everyone else just 

becomes a supporting character. 

People work hard to weave these elaborate internet tapestries with a range of filters and 

captions to hit the right audience, but they do not often look beyond the lines to see what they are 
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communicating. The complete control over the narrative is possible only on social media, where 

you can be any kind of hero you want. The visual economy of Instagram is a hungry animal that 

demands regular content with an ever-changing temperament for what is acceptable. People post 

mainly for their friends and family, but the social media outlet can reach a much larger audience 

if desired. Through public accounts and hashtags, the photo of a volunteer tourist building a 

sanitation system can be found by millions. Volunteer tourists will tell stories to capture a part of 

their experience, but through Instagram, you can present the verifiable proof in the form of an 

image that you are indeed a good person. The linear assumption that volunteering, no matter the 

conditions, is what makes you a good person is challenged by the thesis. The presentation of the 

“hero narrative” is especially telling of the true motivations of volunteer tourism.133 People can 

want to help and want others to know they helped at the same time; they aren’t necessarily at 

odds. The fundamental weakness is how volunteer tourists view the recipients of their help. The 

hero narrative has to shrink every other actor to create the larger-than-life presentation of the 

main character.  

Further study should be conducted on the intersection between volunteer tourism and 

social media as Generation Z grows up. Volunteer tourism was already a process of travelling to 

a new place in the Global South and leaving with more than you came with, but now including 

the use of Instagram to gain social capital, the colonialist implications need to be addressed. As 

volunteer tourism grows in popularity, the industry will have to adjust practices to maintain its 

place within liberal individualism. Self-reflexive programs that focus on volunteer positionalities 

in order to make the whole process less about them could be a potential answer, but it may 

negatively affect the sending organization’s bottom line. Finally, identity formation online is still 

 
133  Walsh. “Challenging the hero narrative: Moving towards reparational citizenship education.” 
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developing as a field, but my argument of prop-making could be expanded on through further 

psychological research.  
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