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Abstract 

 

There is limited research published on the significance of volunteer tourism in assisting host 

communities in the recovery of a tourism destination and its industry after a disaster. Our paper 

addresses this research gap with reference to a case study of Nepal's tourism recovery after the 

country's 2015 earthquake. We argue that a clear post disaster volunteer tourism framework 

could validate volunteer tourism's potential role to ensure that communities do not miss out on 

any form of assistance that may be of use in re-establishing destination or community lifestyle. 

Our paper provides an initial exploratory understanding of how post disaster volunteer tourism 

might be effective; it uses a disaster management framework to conceptualize the phenomenon. 

 

Summary 

 

There is no doubt that debates about what volunteer tourism offers the tourism industry and greater 

society will continue to be contentious (Wearing & McGehee, 2013). The case study reveals how 

volunteer tourism has become an important part of Nepal's overall tourism market and a core 

element of the post-earthquake recovery strategy. This is despite the relatively small number of 

volunteer tourists when compared with other types of tourists who visit Nepal such as the trekking 

market. In order to effectively assess the significance of volunteer tourism, the Nepalese 

government needs to ensure that volunteer tourists are clearly identified as a discreet sector of the 

inbound tourism market. Currently, due to the fact that volunteer tourists to Nepal could be 

classified as trekkers, religious pilgrims or even tourists, the best researchers are able to do is to 

make an educated guess at the true scale of volunteer tourism in Nepal. 

 

There are several ways that volunteer tourism can enable recovery in a destination such as Nepal 

in the aftermath of a natural disaster. First, a number of foreign tourists, especially those with 

professional or trade skills, should be invited to stay and volunteer to help emergency services in 

the reconstruction of cities and towns and to assist medical organisations. Volunteer tourists, 

especially those located in isolated villages, are willing to accept the same dangers as local 
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residents. Second, a communications strategy which includes high profile celebrities promoting 

the destination's plight and the need for engagement at the time, could be employed. 

Third, there are increasing opportunities for tourists to contribute their assistance through 

structured volunteer tourism programs  that recruit people without specialised professional skills 

in the recovery process for longer periods of time (longer than the typical tourist stay in the 

country). Organisations which provide these structured programs are key tourism stakeholders 

who can help to make a significant difference. This long-term approach became evident in Nepal 

one to two years after the disaster. 

 

Other disaster-prone destinations can benefit from the results presented here. Volunteer tourism 

can grow and become an enduring element of a destination's tourism market in order that there is 

a mobilised sector of the destination ready to assist and recover. However, the destination needs 

to take a multi-stakeholder approach in planning for the disaster recovery process. One of 

the main critiques is the way in which volunteer tourism in general becomes enmeshed in top-

down planning approaches as well as the lack of clear strategies to develop the industry. This paper 

has begun to unpack how bottom-up strategic approaches might work in post-disaster recovery. 

Yet our findings were limited by the methodological approach which focused on the local tourism 

industry in Nepal.  


