
 

 

 
Pack for a Purpose - How We Started, Who We Are and What We Have Learned So Far. 

Rebecca Rothney 
 
I come from a family that instilled in me at an early age, the concept that giving back to 
your community is just something you do. 
 
As a former school teacher, I come from a belief system that you must maximize every 
potential resource for the benefit of your students. 
 
These two core values led me to found Pack for a Purpose in September 2009 with our 
formal entry onto the internet December 17th of that year.  
 
In the interest of transparency, I must tell you that just a few years ago I was a very 
technologically challenged person, believing that surely a telephone and fax machine would 
be all you needed in the world to succeed. My personal tag line was "Only spread sheets on 
a bed, thinks blackberries belong in a cobbler and that text is found in a book." Clearly that 
has changed.  
 
On our second trip to Africa, my husband and I stayed at Wilderness Safari lodges. We 
learned from them in advance that we would have the opportunity to visit a school while 
we were there. As former teachers, this had great appeal to us. We used all of our checked 
luggage allowance to bring over school supplies, and after delivering them to the school in 
Botswana, it was obvious how great the need was. Over the course of several more trips 
working with Wilderness Safaris, we continued to take supplies for orphanages and schools 
at our destinations.  Finally, on a trip to Kenya in 2008, the idea for Pack for a Purpose 
crystallized. We were staying at Lewa Wildlife Conservancy. Their website listed a clinic, so 
I emailed the clinic in advance asking what they would like. They replied, “A stethoscope 
and a blood pressure cuff, if possible.” I was appalled. With the help of friends at Duke 
Hospital, we were able to provide two stethoscopes, a blood pressure cuff and several other 
needed items. I asked our travel agent why other travelers did not use their luggage 
allowances this way. "Because nobody thinks about it," he said. That was my "aha" moment. 
Then I will give them a way to think about it, I decided. 
 
 
A year later, I was still mulling over the details when I opened my issue of Conde Naste 
Traveler. There was a contest asking readers to send in their ideas for ways that individual 
travelers could make a difference. The prize was having an article written about your idea 
in the magazine. It turned out that because I had been tardy in looking at my magazine, I 
was 2 days too late to submit my idea. That was the final push I needed to put me into high 
gear. Within three months, I had gathered together several talented and generous friends 
who knew I needed major assistance to bring my idea to life. They stepped up and spent 
hours designing, coding and researching everything that was necessary to put Pack for a 
Purpose onto the web. An idea may be great, but unless it becomes a reality, it is of no use 
to anyone. 
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http://packforapurpose.org/ 
 
Pack for a Purpose is a free website providing travelers with the information they need to 
“Make Good Choices.” We connect properties around the world that already support 
community-based projects with philanthropically-minded travelers. Those who then wish 
to take a small amount of supplies will find the projects’ current requested needs. The 
process is simple and is described on the Home Page of our website, as you can see on the 
screen. 
 

1. Select your destination 

2. Find your accommodation and a project they support 

3. Choose the supplies you wish to take 

4. Drop off the supplies at the front desk when you check in 

5. Your donation will be delivered for you - it's that easy 

 
A page is created for every accommodation, with a hyperlink to the accommodation, the 
community-based projects they work with and the specific needs of each project that can 
be brought by a guest. We also post three photos from each project.  
 

 
http://www.packforapurpose.org/docs/countries/costa-rica/lapa-rios.shtml   
 

The most important benefit is to the local community-based project. When travelers choose 
to pack for a purpose, they are taking specifically what has been requested by the local 
project. The funds that would have been necessary to purchase those supplies (if they were 
even available locally) can then be reallocated to other urgent needs. For example, a project 
could then hire more teachers or doctors, provide scholarships for students, or purchase 
building materials for a school or clinic.  

 
Pack for a Purpose has the flexibility to respond quickly to changes in the needs list 
supplied by the community-based project and to add additional projects or other 
information supplied by the accommodation. This allows us to have current information 
that travelers can trust.  
 
The supplies are delivered directly to the community-based projects by the 
accommodation, thus eliminating any logistical costs.  
 
We hope bringing supplies is the first way travelers will participate in assisting the local 
community, not the only or last way they will contribute. 
 
Pack for a Purpose provides increased visibility on the internet for the community-based 
project, perhaps encouraging travelers to make financial donations in addition to taking 
supplies. 

http://packforapurpose.org/
http://packforapurpose.org/docs/destination.shtml
http://www.packforapurpose.org/docs/countries/costa-rica/lapa-rios.shtml


 

 

 
http://www.packforapurpose.org/docs/countries/indonesia/nihiwatu.shtml 

 
The most important benefit for a Pack for a Purpose traveler is the satisfaction a person 
receives from helping others. This benefit always adds value to a travel experience, and 
helps travelers feel good about themselves. An example of this is a group of teachers who 
call themselves the Amazon Divas. They went to Yachana Lodge in Ecuador on a teaching 
fellowship. They saw our hyperlink on the Yachana Lodge website, and were inspired to 
work with their students and bring an entire suit case of supplies for the students at 
Yachana. To quote Amy, one of the Divas, "It  
 
was truly a humbling, life changing experience to be able to give the children a part of our 
daily lives! Thank you Pack for a Purpose for inspiring this team of educators!" 
 
 
Pack for a Purpose eliminates the guesswork in helping others by providing current 
information that a traveler needs in an easy to use format.  
 

http://www.packforapurpose.org/docs/countries/nepal/tiger-mountain-pokhara-
lodge.shtml 

 
Having been the beta tester for the website, I can say from personal experience that even 
an internet novice can use our website effectively. I told the programmer when I was 
testing the website “The arrow by the How to Pack words doesn’t work.” “Did you try 
clicking on the words ‘How to Pack’?” he asked. “Why would I do that when there’s an 
arrow?” I asked. After an audible sigh, he said “We will make the arrow clickable as well.” 
Perhaps we should certify at the bottom or our website that this website was beta tested by 
a VTCP (very technologically challenged person) and can be used by anybody with even the 
smallest desire to participate in the 21st century. 
 
All the accommodations listed on our website immediately have an additional presence on 
the web. The page that is created for them enhances their exposure and the exposure of the 
community projects they are already deeply committed to.  
 

http://www.packforapurpose.org/docs/countries/belize/cotton-tree-lodge.shtml 
 
The effort required by the accommodations is extremely minimal.  They simply need to 
place our hyperlink on their website, keep a record of the weight in kilos of the supplies 
delivered at check-in (we email a simple form to use) and report back to us. Twice a year 
we send an email requesting the total weight of the supplies received in kilos and any Pack 
for a Purpose stories they wish to share. 
 

 
http://www.packforapurpose.org/docs/countries/ecuador/ecoventura-yachts.shtml 

 
 

http://www.packforapurpose.org/docs/countries/indonesia/nihiwatu.shtml
http://www.packforapurpose.org/docs/countries/nepal/tiger-mountain-pokhara-lodge.shtml
http://www.packforapurpose.org/docs/countries/nepal/tiger-mountain-pokhara-lodge.shtml
http://www.packforapurpose.org/docs/countries/belize/cotton-tree-lodge.shtml
http://www.packforapurpose.org/docs/countries/ecuador/ecoventura-yachts.shtml


 

 

 

We have been delighted that we have been the impetus behind several new relationships 
between NGO’s and accommodations willing to “sponsor” their community-based projects. 
We were contacted by William Pugh, the founder of New Era Galapagos Foundation on San 
Cristobal Island in the Galapagos, who wanted to be listed on our website. We explained to 
him that we were an accommodation-based website and suggested he find an 
accommodation he could work with. William contacted the award winning Ecoventura 
Yachts. After having their local representative check out William's project, they agreed to 
post it on their website along with the other community-based project they were 
supporting, the Alejandro Alvear School.  William then contacted us again with his new 
connection and we had the pleasure of creating a page for Ecoventura Yachts on our 
website, supporting two worthwhile projects on San Cristobal Island. 

 

The first bump we ran into came in response to a wonderful article written in the 
International Ecotourism Society newsletter. A person named Carlos commented "Have 
you taken into consideration the C02 generated by every kilo transported by plane 
thousands of kilometers?" The response by Associate Professor Jess Ponting from San 
Diego State University clearly addressed that concern. He concluded that taking an 
additional kilo of baggage costs roughly 20 cents, based on information in the Climate 
Change and Youth Travel report put out by the WYSE confederation, a nominal amount 
compared to the benefits created. The gist of Jess's reply is on the screen. 
 

 "Leaving aside arguments that people in less developed regions need things and that 
they have to get there by some mode of transport… 

So, a couple of options if carbon concerns are leave you feeling squeamish about 
participating in this ingeniously simple program to support destination 
communities: 

1. trade some of the personal items you were planning to pack for the items you take 
to donate (e.g. take one less pair of shoes but bring a soccer ball and a box of band 
aids); 

2. offset the additional weight of the donation at 20 cents per extra kg of baggage 
over a 10,000km trip; 

3. better yet, offset the entire carbon cost of your trip; 

4. if possible, buy the supplies to be donated on arrival at the destination country 
(this also contributes to the local economy) and only transport the distance to your 
final destination." 

 
We also learned that while our intentions regarding taking supplies were clear as a bell to 
us, they could be misinterpreted with negative overtones by others. After a particularly 
frustrating conversation regarding the philosophy of taking supplies to others with the  
 

http://neweragalapagos.blogspot.com/
http://www.ecoventura.com/
http://www.ecoventura.com/


 

 

 
head of an NGO in the UK, we realized we needed to clearly state our philosophy on our 
website. I’ll give you a moment to read it on the screen. 
 

There is need everywhere in the world. It can sometimes be difficult, however, to 
identify specific needs in places far from home. We believe people fortunate enough to 
travel to other countries often wish they could make meaningful contributions to help 
meet the needs of the places they visit. Such contributions are one way of expressing 
appreciation for the experiences and hospitality they enjoyed in other lands. 

Our goal is to assist travelers who want to say thank you in this manner, or who simply 
want to expand their generosity beyond their own communities.  

Another bump came when Marcus Cotton from Tiger Mountain in Nepal reached out to us 
after having received a generous donation of medical equipment and medicines. Some of 
the medicines were past the expiration date shown on the packaging. While Marcus 
understood that they were still viable he said, "It sends the wrong message and if the drugs 
were given out and anything negative happened, it would have terrible consequences."  

He told us they were left in the position of having to burn the medicines in order to 
properly dispose of them.  

http://www.packforapurpose.org/docs/how-to-pack.shtml 

We immediately responded by clearly stating on the "How to Pack" page of our website and 
on every page that had a clinic as a project, the following:  

"Any medicines that you bring should have an expiration date at least 8 months after the 
time you are bringing them." 

 
In 2010, individuals who packed for a purpose took over 352 kilos of requested supplies to 
five continents. So far in 2011, they have taken over 625 kilos. You can see on the screen 
some of the beneficiaries of these donations.  They span four continents from Asia to South 
America. Some of the photos you see on the screen are of children wearing the warm 
clothes that were taken by a group of eight travelers going on a Wilderness Safaris trip. All 
eight took warm clothes and school supplies which were given to the Wilderness Angels, an 
internal volunteer group at the headquarters of Wilderness Safaris in South Africa. The 
Angels then distributed them to two community-based projects in Johannesburg. 
 
We are just getting started. The accommodations on our website have increased from 25 in 
January 2010 to over 145 in July 2011. 
 
By the end of 2011, our goal is to have at least 175 accommodations listed on the website. 
By 2013, our goal is to have 300. 
 
 
 

http://www.packforapurpose.org/docs/how-to-pack.shtml


 

 

 
Our long term goal is to have every accommodation on the planet that is supporting a 
community-based project listed on our website. We want Pack for a Purpose to be the one-
stop destination philanthropic travelers visit to find the information they need.  
 
We will continue to spread the word by using the public relations support offered by the 
accommodations on our website, traditional media outlets, blogs, Facebook and Twitter. 
Shortly after Pack for a Purpose was up on the internet, my 25-year old cousin Benji, who 
hosts our website for free,  
 
said to me, "Aunt Rebecca, you need to tweet." “I'm not a bird, Benji" I said. "I don't tweet".  
"Yes you do, Aunt Rebecca. I have already set up your account. It's very easy and will be a 
valuable tool in spreading the word." Benji was right a thousand times over! Through 
Twitter we have connected with valuable partners, found bloggers who have chosen to 
write about us and found websites to mine successfully for new accommodations.  
 
 
Justin, our volunteer webmaster set up and taught me how to use Google Analytics. This 
resource has been invaluable in connecting us with people around the world who believe in 
our initiative. Through a referring site on Google Analytics from a link I did not recognize, I 
found a wonderful article written about Pack for a Purpose in Virgin Blue's in-flight 
magazine. By using Google Analytics daily, I find connections worth pursuing and media 
mentions to thank. Continuing to look for input from people of diverse backgrounds will 
keep us current and innovative. 
 
We are proud that we are an all-volunteer organization. Every person who makes Pack for 
a Purpose possible does so in the true spirit of philanthropic travel. As we grow, we are 
committed to making sure we respond to all suggestions that allow us to be a Best Practices 
website. 
 
In the years ahead, we are confident that Pack for a Purpose will inspire travelers to 
collectively take tons of supplies where they are needed, making positive changes in the 
lives of those receiving them.  
 
 


