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Travelers‟ philanthropy is the next development in responsible tourism.  However, the term has 
been something of a misnomer:  In practice, it has often been more about impulse charity by 
travelers and/or contributions by travel operators or hotels to meet what they perceive as local 
needs and priorities. While such gifts are filled with good intentions, they can have, as 
discussed below, unintended consequences.     
 
So, when we say “travelers‟ philanthropy”, what are we talking about? Giving back to the host 
community? Enhancing a traveler's experience? “Voluntourism”?  Or, are we actually talking 
about effective philanthropy?  Simply collecting donations from travelers does not constitute  
organized, strategic philanthropy.  This essay discusses some of the very real opportunities for 
the travel industry to create successful philanthropy programs.  
 
Philanthropy is the giving of time, money, and know-how to advance the common 
good.  Effective, strategic, targeted, and professional philanthropy involves more 
than just throwing money at exciting projects and hoping for the best.  
 
 

 Time, Talent or Treasure 
 
“Perhaps travel cannot prevent bigotry, but by demonstrating that all peoples cry, laugh, eat, 
worry, and die, it can introduce the idea that if we try and understand each other, we may even 
become friends.” – Maya Angelou 
 
Many millions of people are traveling for pleasure 
each year.  Their money gets spread across an 
array of businesses at every step of the trip, 
including airlines, hotels, local transportation 
providers, attractions, and so on.  However, since 
80% of tourism businesses are small-scale and 
the profit margin in the tourism industry is 
generally narrow, many businesses, even when 
they are financially viable, feel they are not able 
to “give back” beyond the jobs created in a 
community.  
 
We know that poverty is a cause of 
environmental degradation.  Tourism can reduce poverty (and by extension reduce degradation) 
by building sensitively, creating jobs, and building an understanding of the value of local 
resources.  Hotels and resorts sell natural amenities: parks, beaches, coral reefs, dive sites, 
surf breaks, recreational boating, bird watching, sport-fishing, scenic vistas, culture and 
lifestyles. Other than land prices for an “excellent location,” the tourism venture owner/operator 
does not have to pay for these natural amenities.  There is no capitalization, and usually little or 
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no maintenance costs. However, these natural amenities are more important to the success of a 
tourism business than any built assets.  The beach and ocean make you more money than, for 
instance, a golf course, and you don‟t have to buy the land, design the course, build it, or 
operate it.   
 
Communities in and around desirable 
landscapes can enhance those natural and built 
amenities, or sink them.  The healthier the 
community and the more its residents feel that 
they are partners in the economic success of 
tourism, the more likely that a tourism project will 
be sustainable over the long-term.  Sustainable 
development is broader than a „green‟ hotel or 
other types of tourism operations.  
Sustainability is not simply a differentiation 
point.  It is now a necessity for all types of 
tourism -- coastal, marine, cultural, adventure, 
urban, and ecotourism. 
 
Over the last two decades, ecotourism has 
pioneered the principles and good practices of low-impact, high value travel.  Ecotour operators 
intentionally incorporate resource protection into building design and operation.  They promote 
equitable labor practices and deliberately provide opportunities for travelers to sensitively 
interact with residents in nearby communities.   
 
Like other „best practices‟ within the tourism industry, travelers‟ philanthropy also began as 
ecotourism businesses and their guests responded, out of compassion or guilt, to needs they 
saw in the host communities. But these early travelers‟ philanthropy projects were often driven 
by what guests or business owners believed the community needed instead of asking the 
community about its priorities.  These first projects typically lacked formal organization or a 
framework to provide consistency, long term strategy, and impact analysis.  
   
This type of top-down charity, where the donor decides what to support based on his own 
perceptions, can create a range of unintended negative consequences, including:  
 

 Lack of Sustainability: contributions are not predictable and sustained over time. 

 Dependency:  donations such as used clothing lead to dependency on outside support  
rather than helping to build capacity and strengthen local empowerment and self-
sufficiency.  

 Incomplete Action: in most cases, one-time contributions by visitors cannot help to  
bring about fundamental changes unless they become part of pool of funds dedicated to 
meaningful development projects.  

 Mistaken Priorities:  donations driven by a tug on visitors‟ heart strings – a begging  
mother or a cute child -- may not provide the support most needed by the community. 

 
 

 Ten Steps to Successful Travelers’ Philanthropy 
 
“The use of traveling is to regulate imagination by reality, and instead of thinking how things 
may be, to see them as they are.” – Samuel Johnson 
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Travelers‟ philanthropy involves a partnership between community and its local projects and a 
tourism business and its travelers. Each of these partners „gives and gets‟ from successful 
philanthropy.  In creating a travelers‟ philanthropy program, tourism businesses need to: 
 
1.  Learn About and With the Community 
To create effective travelers‟ philanthropy programs, tourism businesses need to begin by 
learning about – and from – the community that the philanthropy is intended to benefit.  What 
are its beliefs, values and practices?   Its local aesthetic? The vernacular for architecture?   
What do people see as their main needs, and what are their hopes for the future? Who are the 
leaders, the local change agents, and local institutions and organizations?   What benefits does 
the community hope will come through tourism and the financial support of the visitors? These 
are some of the questions that should be answered as a first step towards creating a travelers‟ 
philanthropy program. 
 
2.  Close and Continual Observation and Engagement  
A tourism business owner or philanthropy 
manager should walk the community often, 
interview people informally, look at local practices, 
and in other ways do the necessary homework 
and follow up.   
 
3. Respond to The Symptoms and The  

Causes  
In selecting which projects to support, focus both 
close to the tourism site as well as on  
systemic problems that may be regional or 
national. 
 
As we learned on a trip to the Tanzanian village of 
Ololosokwan near a safari camp, the local doctor 
may tell you he needs lots of antibiotics. However, 
this may hide real underlying and more complex needs for public education about socially 
transmitted diseases (STDs) and social hygiene or for clean drinking water and reliable energy 
sources for cooking. 
 
4.  Diversify Strategies 
There are no silver bullets for making positive change so look for a variety of opportunities for 
incremental improvements.  Educating children, for example, involves adequate nutrition as well 
as books or other supplies, classrooms, and good teachers. Unless travelers‟ philanthropy funds 
are very limited, it is wise to address more than one need of the community and not put all your 
eggs in one basket.  
 
5.  Do Your Due Diligence  
Just as you‟ve carefully designed your business, it‟s important to design your philanthropy 
program.  You have done your homework to prioritize what needs to be done, diversified your 
strategies, asked for and received money from the visitors.  Now, you need to do some due 
diligence on the many possible recipients of funds that help to address your charitable interest.   
 
The Ocean Foundation helps its donors by using a 22-point due diligence check.  If you don‟t, 
you may not be giving to the organizations and projects that are most effectively addressing a 
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problem.  For example, the most prominent international NGO may not be the best vehicle for 
converting your gift of time, treasure, or talent to something meaningful in the target community. 
 
 
 
6.   Enhance Giving Through Visitor Experiences  
It is easier to entice visitors to give generously if they have a “hands on” experience or, at 
minimum, experience a “seeing is believing” moment that reveals the local need.  This is why so 
many NGOs organize special site visits for donors. However, it is important that these “hands 
on” experiences are appropriate and directed by the community, not the tourism business or the 
traveler.  
 
7.  Organize ”The Ask” – and Make It An “Offer” 

Be prepared to respond to your guests‟ desire to “give back.” Based on your efforts in steps 1-5 
above, have a ready list of needs and ideas for how visitors can contribute time, talent, or 

Table 1: Due Diligence 
The Ocean Foundation (TOF) staff does a review of publicly available 
information on potential grantees and rates them across 22 variables. While 
some of these are specific to well-established U.S. organizations, this is the 
range of information it is useful to ask from organizations receiving travelers‟ 
philanthropy funds: 
  

1. Type of work     
2. The grantee‟s mission and program    
3. Relevance to TOF priorities and our mission      
4. Availability of TOF resources that match a request 
5. Effectiveness at addressing threats 
6. Cooperation and joint work with others involved in the place or in conservation 

results/outcomes predicted and evaluation plans (10 year horizon) 
7. How the outcomes and results of the proposed project will be disseminated to 

audiences beyond those participating directly in the project.  These may include 
publications, conferences, community events, media presentations, etc. 

8. Political stability in target country, and the existence of a policy and regulatory 
framework within which the NGO does its work (the rule of law test) 

9. Capacity building opportunity 
10. Opportunities for co-financing/leveraging funds 
11. Comparative advantage of the donor (can TOF fund this more efficiently than 

another entity?) 
12. Full consideration of possible unintended consequences (too much money 

introduced into a community, lack of equity, harm to subsistence, etc.) 
13. Sustainability of the project 
14. Management and staff 
15. Governance/Independence    
16. Non-Profit Filings 501(c)(3)/990 and other legal registrations 
17. How does the charity use and budget its funds   
18. Fund raising practices 
19. Financial statements 
20. Annual reports 
21. Donor privacy 
22. Reporting from other organizations 

 



treasure. In addition to providing a chance for interaction with the project, it‟s a good idea to 
provide a flyer before and during the trip to let the visitor know that your company offers an 
opportunity to participate in a travelers‟ philanthropy program. 
 
8.   Institutionalize Regular Evaluations  
Ensure that all grants include a clear list of deliverables to enable both self-evaluation by the 
grantee and your own assessment of the outcomes.  Securing agreement on the deliverables 
requires work with grantees to specify the measurable outcomes needed to achieve their goals.  
Quantitatively verifiable activities will require performance indicators or specific deliverables.  
Qualitative activities will require a description of the desired condition sought.  In both cases, 
identify the means that will be used to verify that the activities have been completed or have 
achieved the desired result.  Require, in turn, that all monitoring and evaluation outcomes are 
then communicated to donors and others via website, newsletters, yearly reports, regular 
updates, and routine direct communications. 
 
9.   Honor the Work of Those on the Ground  
As grantmakers, those involved in travelers‟ philanthropy projects have a responsibility to 
maintain constructive relations with grant-seekers based on mutual respect and shared goals. 
This involves: 
 

 Communicating clearly and on a timely basis with potential grantees. 

 Treating grant seekers and grantees fairly and with respect. 

 Respecting the expertise of grant seekers in their fields of knowledge. 

 Seeking to understand and respect the organizational capacity and needs of grant  
            seeking organizations. 

 Respecting the integrity of the mission of grant seeking organizations. 
 
10.   Celebrate the Outcomes and Communicate Them Clearly 
Communicate to your visitors the results of your travelers‟ philanthropy projects, through photos, 
descriptions of the programs, and transparently detailing distribution and reporting mechanisms 
to ensure donations are properly and effectively used.  Ideally, each year, an independent 
certified public accountant should review the fund grant records.  The travelers‟ philanthropy 
progress reports and financial statements could be compiled into an illustrated annual report 
and posted on the web site.  Thus, the visitor can see what was done with his or her help and 
what, collectively with the help of others, their investment accomplished.  
 
 

 Conclusions 
 
There is no question that leaving something good behind when traveling is fulfilling and 
meaningful.   However, traveler‟s philanthropy will be more satisfying and sustainable if a 
reliable partner is accountable for who gets the donation, how it gets distributed, and how it 
benefits the community and the resources that may depend on travelers‟ support. 
 
Success requires an advisory board without local conflict of interest. The best projects operate 
transparently so as to limit expectations and avoid creating perceptions of inequity.  Ecotour 
operators often have most of these elements available because of the nature of their business 
and motivation.  By rethinking and redesigning the mechanisms for giving to make them more 
formal and effective,  more satisfying philanthropy can be established. 
 



But what about mainstream tourism?  What is the role for big outbound and inbound tour 
operators, hotel chains and resorts, and airlines and other transportation companies?  What is 
the best mechanism for formal philanthropy programs involving the big players in the tourism 
industry? 
 
There are a growing number of examples of large tourism companies that, as part of their 
corporate social responsibility efforts, are supporting projects in the host communities.  But the 
support has to be real for both mainstream and ecotourism operators, and accompanied by 
internal operational reform where appropriate. It cannot be “green wash” -- claiming without 
doing.  However it may make sense 
for newcomers to travelers‟ 
philanthropy to engage in some 
“green hush” -- doing without 
proclaiming in order to allow time for 
implementation, completion of pilot 
projects, and development of 
processes, or, perhaps, to avoid 
being criticized for mistakes. 
   
It is important that travelers‟ 
philanthropy retain its community 
orientation, its ability to enhance the 
experience of visitors, and its quality 
of responsiveness to community 
needs.  Travelers‟ philanthropy can: 
help travelers understand more than just what they see, establish revenue streams that assist 
projects over the long term, and build  expertise in ways to use that revenue to support the three 
legs of sustainability:  economic, environmental, and social well-being.   
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