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Consumer Trends in Travel Philanthropy, OR, How do I make a difference
when I am not sure how to or if it really matters?

As the Founder and Manager of a company specializing in green travel that gives
back, I am on the frontlines of what consumers are looking for in the realm of
philanthropic travel. Since Martha Honey has already created a Master of the
Universe Guide—the Travel Philanthropy Handbook—I am going to focus on the
more impressionistic experience coming out of our experience at Elevate
Destinations.

So let’s take a journey through the three C’s that dominate the world of consumer
trends in Travel Philanthropy: Caring, Confusion and Connection.

Caring

In the last few years we have seen a rapidly evolving trend in consumers wanting to
“make a difference”. The urge no longer belongs to Peace Corps workers,
missionaries and philanthropists—many of today’s mainstream travelers are
looking for embedded ways to connect with communities and causes when they
travel.

This kind of travel has been catalyzed by many players: rock stars working in
orphanages and slums, visionaries starting schools in remote areas, youth groups
volunteering in disaster zones like Katrina, and altruistic adventurers who set out
every year to climb mountains such as Kilimanjaro to benefit a wide variety of
causes.

With hundreds of new non-profit groups being founded every year, and the growth
of globalization and awareness of world issues, we have arrived into a new Heroic
Age—through the Power of One, everyone is ready to be a hero, even (or perhaps
especially) while they’re on vacation.

Confusion

However, caring does not necessarily bring about clarity. Consumers know they
want to make a difference, but they aren’t sure how, where, how much, what it will
demand of them and what kind of commitment they want to make.

That is where a company like ours comes in. Every day we field requests for
vacations with a philanthropic or volunteer element.

At Elevate Destinations, we work in three different divisions:
Donor Travel

These travelers are committed philanthropists who are interested in seeing their
investment at work on the ground. Their awareness of local issues is above average,



and yet these issues are considered differently when they are not witnessed in real
life contexts. Donor Travel is deeply moving, can upset idealism, but ultimately
brings philanthropists closer to the issues and communities they care about. Donor
travel is great because it deepens sustainable investment and linkages between
travelers and community organizations.

Private Travel

These are FIT’s wanting to dig a little deeper during a vacation in terms of cultural
and community exchange. What we notice in the general consumer inquiries we
receive is a strong desire to pass on values of caring and service. This varies
tremendously from client to client and even within families traveling together. The
challenge of successful trip design remains the same: finding something for
everyone, just with a new spin. A lot of families want to awaken or pass on values in
their kids, whether through an education in conservation or a round of community
volunteering. There is definitely a lot of confusion in this area, around how to make
a difference, who to trust, and whether it will make a difference on a college resume.

Urgent Service Travel

A very interesting category Elevate Destinations has created, to offer travelers
intense volunteering opportunities in second response disaster zones. Under the
direction of Andrea Atkinson, who is speaking simultaneously, we began these
programs in Haiti and are expanding to work with the Ocean Foundation on a trip to
the Gulf, as well as developing programs in Japan.

We have received a huge response to these trips, which are lower price point than
many of our other offerings and attract a really wide range of citizen-travelers from
all walks of life: former police chiefs, merchant marine officers, teachers, yoga
instructors, health professionals, students, etc. In addition to the trip cost, travelers
are required to raise a minimum amount for the project ($500). Most raise
significantly more funds than that through First Giving, which forwards funds raised
directly to the project.

It may be cynical to point out that the Urgent Service market is only going to grow as
world conditions decline, at least up until the point where we are all equally afflicted
or until no one can travel any more, whichever comes first.

Connection

Why the growth of these areas in consumer popularity? Because we are eager to
reconnect with our own humanity by connecting with and serving others. Satisfying
an identified need that will result in joy and appreciation by others is a basic--if
retro--impulse. Paralleling this is the loss of our own sense of meaning in a world
that has become increasingly competitive, commercial and electronically driven.
Vacations are no longer just recreational-- service and other forms of philanthropic



vacations offer a remembrance and restoration of a humanity many of us are no
longer practicing in our every day lives at home.

Challenges

There is a fouth C: Challenges. And it’s a hard C, even though it sounds soft. Here
are the challenges I see from my few years in the field:

1. Vetting: There exist a wide variety of volunteer opportunities and organizations
that are hard for consumers to vet. As of now there is no ranking system or review
site for volunteer opportunities and international projects the way there is for
hotels, tour operators or other stakeholders in the travel sector. As more travelers
seek information about organizations to connect and partner with, this will become
more important.

2. Follow up: Systems are not yet well developed at most international project sites
for visitors and volunteers to follow up once they are home. Improving follow up is
challenging for hotels and NGOs alike and is an area that needs attention.

3. Complexity: For travelers wanting to make a difference, it can be a lot to educate
themselves and penetrate the complexity of issues on the ground. One example of
that was brought to light during the safari I took after the last CREST conference in
Tanzania. We toured many & Beyond properties, exploring the company’s
philanthropic practices, which even when manhandled by the best brains in the
biz—read Mark Spalding and Kevin Doyle—remain amazingly obscure. Imagine
how superficial an ordinary traveler’s experience of a company’s philanthropy must
be. You hire local Maasai and send them to guiding school? Great! Overlooked is the
secondary effect of these guides growing wealthy enough to procure more cattle and
marry more wives—ie terrified young brides who are not given equal opportunity.
The cultural relativistic aspects of travel philanthropy need more attention.
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