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There is strong body of literature exploring community member and resident perspectives on tourism
that has emerged from numerous locations across the globe. Yet virtually none of this writing explores
the role of repeat community-engaged service learning with local communities. What theory does exist
on the topic indicates that increased rates of community member participation yield more positive
viewpoints on community—program partnerships. Engagement in this form of tourism development in
communities may have an influence on participation in the community institutions that have the most
ability to influence local development outcomes. This qualitative, ethnographic study fills this gap in
the literature by analyzing community members’ emic perspectives of a recurring educational service
learning program to a lesser developed region of Costa Rica. Surprisingly, community residents do not
view educational service learning as a form of tourism, though they do see it as valuable for setting
the stage for desired tourism development in the future. Findings also indicate community members’
involvement in key institutions makes it more likely that they perceive the impact of students in the
community positively. As the first study to analyze educational service learning travel from a commu-
nity development and resident perspective, this work will provide a valuable theoretical contribution
relevant to those engaged in this form of travel across the Global South.
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Introduction

Travel has long been promoted as a powerful
tool for promoting educational and intercultural
exchange outcomes (Ritchie et al., 2008). The

educational travel literature has been enriched with
writings on volunteer tourism/voluntourism, ser-
vice learning travel, and formalized educational
travel in the form of study abroad programs. The
clear focus in these earlier writings is outcomes
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for travelers. Despite an increase in scholarship
on these topics in recent decades, to date empiri-
cal research addressing the impacts of this form
of tourism on local community development, and
ways that such travel may be different from other
forms of tourism in which communities may be
engaged, remain absent. Therefore, it is a good time
to research the ways that these forms of educational
and service learning travel are perceived by local
residents and the extent to which programs provide
contributions to local community development or
resident well-being.

The broader field of tourism studies is replete
with research that has explored resident percep-
tions of tourism impacts and attitudes towards tour-
ists and tourism development. Some of the most
influential tourism writings put forth the notion
of destination life cycles with stages that corre-
spond to shifting attitudes towards tourism over
time (e.g., Ap & Crompton, 1993; Butler, 1980;
Dogan, 1989; Doxey, 1975). These writings have
inspired numerous scholars to explore resident atti-
tudes over time in tourism destinations (Agrawal,
1997; Akis et al., 1996; Baum, 1998; Butler, 2006;
Faulkner & Tideswell, 1997; Ko & Stewart, 2002;
Mason & Cheyne, 2000; Smith & Krannich, 1998;
Tosun, 2002).

Drawing upon writings from development stud-
ies, other scholars contrasted such stage-based mod-
els with other writings on community empowerment
resulting from community engagement in ecotour-
ism. As these scholars argue, greater participation
in decision-making, management, and ownership of
tourism projects (i.e., more involvement) is associ-
ated with better outcomes for local residents and
local communities (Hunt & Stronza, 2014; Stronza,
2010). Despite the broader interest among tourism
scholars in the perspectives of community residents
over time, educational service travel is a form of
tourism that has yet to be scrutinized from the per-
spective of community participation.

The purpose of this article is to present explor-
atory research capturing the emic perspective of
community members about the nature of their par-
ticipation in global service learning travel taking
place in their community in recent years. Given
the absence of prior research addressing educa-
tional service travel from the perspective of local
residents, an inductive approach embodied by the

ethnographic research design was selected to carry
out this research (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011).
Data were gathered via semistructured ethnographic
interviewing and participant observation with resi-
dents of a community that serves as a recurring
service travel destination. With relevance to both
scholars and practitioners of educational travel, this
work provides the first step in better accounting for
the ways that service learning influences locally
defined development needs, and thus it identifies
ways that this form of travel can be conducted in
more sustainable ways in the future.

Literature Review

To account for the absence of prior research
on this specific topic, theoretical framing for this
study integrates two related, though previously
unconnected, bodies of writing. First, we provide
a succinct review of community development con-
siderations as related to educational service travel.
While service travel writing has tended to focus
on outcomes for program participants and travel-
ers as opposed to local residents, insights can be
drawn from broader community and tourism devel-
opment literature. We then present a second body
of literature that focuses on nascent service travel
and voluntourism research, with an emphasis on
outcomes for local communities. Reviewing these
materials allows us to then present a set of research
questions that integrates concepts from both bodies
of writing. This resulting framing for research on
educational service travel is novel, and it promises
to yield important insights into how educational
service travel can be better managed for sustainable
community development outcomes in the future.

Service Learning and Communities

Travel is an enormous phenomenon, transporting
more than 1.4 billion travelers across international
borders every year (United Nations World Tourism
Organization [UNWTO], 2020). Travel’s poten-
tial to facilitate international collaboration and
enhance intercultural understanding has led to the
vast growth in the educational and service learning
travel subsector (Hartman, 2014; Kiely, 2004). Yet,
as is true with other forms of travel, service learning
travel can also be a setting where power dynamics
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and stereotypes are reinforced, and where the per-
spectives of people in a local community are often
overlooked, ignored, or, worse, patronized (Esco-
bar, 1995; Mowforth & Munt, 2015; Ogden, 2007;
Perold et al., 2012; Prins & Webster, 2010). Schol-
ars from various disciplines have written of the
challenges of power dynamics and historical con-
texts which highlight the challenges of exchanges
of movement from the Global North to the Global
South (Blaut, 1993; Escobar, 1995; Peet, 2007;
Summers, 1986). Effective service travel programs
should thus account for the dynamics of power of
outsiders entering into a community, as well as the
internal power dynamics that influence who is most
affected, positively or negatively, by tourism activi-
ties (Telfer & Sharpley, 2015).

Most scholarship on global service learning and
study abroad emphasizes outcomes for travelers
rather than for the surrounding community (Hart-
man, 2014; Reynolds, 2014). Yet since service
learning travelers are purposefully working to sup-
port and engage in communities, scholars are recog-
nizing the value of these programs to communities’
economic development, defined as the “capacity of
the local state to continue generating income and
employment to maintain, if not to improve, its rela-
tive economic position” (Summer, 1986, p. 357).
Central to the concept of community development
is increasing a person’s or a community’s capacity,
since having capacity provides the ability to “express
an opinion; to make decisions; to prioritize issues;
to participate in a meeting; to write a proposal; to
speak in public; to work in committees” (Vira &
Jeffery, 2001, p. 138). Capacity, and the related con-
cept of agency, emphasize a community’s ability to
have the power to take control of one’s own issues
or concerns (Luloff & Bridger, 2003).

Participation in Development and Tourism

Participation is a concept that is pervasive
throughout the development studies and sustain-
able development literature (Perez, 2002). This
concept overlaps in many ways with the ideas of
capacity and agency mentioned above, whereas it
is generally argued that more community member
involvement (i.e., participation) in development
projects equates to greater agency, enhanced capa-
bilities (e.g., Bebbington, 1999), and increased

empowerment (Arnstein, 1969; Chambers, 1994;
Perez, 2002; Pretty, 1995). In some cases, applied
methodologies have been developed to promote
participatory development, including but not lim-
ited to Asset-Based Community Development
(ABCD), a development framework that seeks to
mobilize individuals, associations, and institutions
to act collectively to leverage local assets (Garcia,
2020; Kretzmann & McKnight, 1993).

Yet the imposition of external ideas about par-
ticipatory development, forced local participation,
and disruption of local decision-making processes
has led to important critiques of the participation
concept in the context of community develop-
ment (e.g., Cooke & Kothari, 2001). Yet despite
such occasional outcomes, development scholars
have continued to endorse participation as a more
valid, ethical, and effective means of promoting
community development (e.g., Hickey & Mohan,
2004). With the body of writing on participation
are typologies that account for a gradient of com-
munity member involvement in a given develop-
ment project. The most widely cited typologies of
community involvement come from Pretty (1995)
and Arnstein (1969), both of whom outline greater
community participation in decision-making and
greater integration of local knowledge as essential
for the empowerment of local communities.

These typologies have also found purchase
in tourism studies (e.g., Cornwall, 2008; Tosun,
2006), where scholars have adapted them to assess
changes in community members’ perceptions based
upon greater levels of involvement (i.e., participa-
tion) in the tourism sector (Ap & Crompton, 1993;
Butler, 1980; Dogan, 1989; Doxey, 1975). Unlike
the positive outcomes associated with participa-
tion in development studies, the tourism-related
writings suggest increased levels of community
member involvement lead to negative outcomes,
including antagonism (Doxey, 1975), stagnation
(Butler, 1980), resistance (Dogan, 1989), and with-
drawal (Ap & Crompton, 1993).

To reconcile the divergence in perspectives
between development-oriented ecotourism scholar-
ship and that emerging from broader tourism writ-
ings (Mowforth & Munt, 2015; Telfer & Sharpley,
2015), Hunt and Stronza (2014) augmented the
popular stage-based tourism models to account
for the wider range of participation-based resident
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Figure 1. Comparison of community development and tourism stage models (Hunt & Stronza, 2014).

perspectives that can exist in lesser developed,
emerging destinations (Fig. 1). They showed that
increased involvement and history with tourism
leads to a shift in resident focus from economic
benefits of tourism (i.e., employment and income),
which are necessary but not sufficient for promot-
ing community development, to other outcomes
that are more closely linked to community empow-
erment, including participation in decision-making
and ownership of tourism projects. To the extent
that these forms of participation exist, favorable
attitudes towards tourism and more meaningful
development outcomes are more likely (Hunt &
Stronza, 2014; Mowforth & Munt, 2015).

Community Perspectives of Service Travel

Despite much need for understanding of service
travel on local communities, there is minimal empir-
ical research evaluating how participation, or lack
of, in educational service-learning travel programs
in the communities hosting these students influ-
ences local community perspectives towards tour-
ism. Caldwell and Purtzer (2015) touched upon the
topic by identifying ethical dilemmas related to the
impacts of service travel on host communities. These
authors found that students began to question their

own service efforts and their implications for local
power dynamics efforts within a short-term medical
program to Honduras. “By setting their sights outside
of themselves, students became aware of political
systems that affect health inequities as well as their
own power over this vulnerable population. Students
began to ask themselves who benefited more, the
community, or themselves?” (Caldwell & Purtzer,
2015, p. 582). Yet as this continuing focus on the
student perspective makes clear, there is a great need
for further study on the impact and ethical implica-
tions of short-term study abroad programs from the
perspective of local community residents.

Some indications of the impact of educational
service travel on local communities may be gleaned
from the field of volunteer tourism/voluntourism.
For instance, McGehee and Andereck (2009)
explored a volunteer tourism program from the US
to Tijuana, Mexico. The researchers found that all
community respondents were aware of the positive
attributes of voluntourism, but echoing the findings
of Hunt and Stronza (2014), those with higher levels
of education (i.e., were more informed about tour-
ism) were more likely to be aware of the negative
influences of voluntourism. Certain members of a
community may participate to a greater or lesser
extent than others, and this level of participation
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influences views of whether tourism has a positive
impact on one’s local community. Such findings
highlight the necessity of obtaining diverse per-
spectives from community members who are par-
ticipating in tourism to different degrees.

While much further study of the impacts of edu-
cational service travel and the extent of participation
within host communities is needed, prior stud-
ies have revealed several key ways that this form
of travel can influence local communities. First,
a strength of service travel is that volunteers can
inject new ideas into a community. While this can
be disruptive in some situations (Cooke & Kothari,
2001), this is not necessarily the case. Outside per-
spectives can occasionally help local residents see
development challenges with a fresh perspective
(Perold et al., 2012). Second, community residents
often exhibit enhanced pride and self-value when
receiving international, likely wealthy, students into
their community (Lough & Matthews, 2013; Perold
et al., 2012; Reynolds, 2014). Host organizations
often aspire to motivate their students and inter-
national volunteers to continue to advocate on the
host community (Perold et al., 2012), thus elevat-
ing external consciousness related to the commu-
nity (Reynolds, 2014). Finally, residents perceive
other benefits that can include community capacity
building, transfer of skills, enhanced intercultural
understanding on the part of community members,
and enhanced innovation within the community
(Lough & Matthews, 2013).

Acknowledging the potential for less favorable
outcomes of community participation in service
travel, Perold et al. (2012) drew a direct compari-
son between international volunteer programs and
colonialism. Emphasizing local residents’ emic
views of the staff of the Volunteer and Service
Enquiry Southern Africa program as well as the
accompanying university faculty provided a crucial
decolonized South African perspective to conversa-
tions about community involvement and impacts.
While underscoring the colonial legacy, Perold et
al. (2012) still highlighted many positive opinions
among local residents involved in service travel
programs that bring volunteers from the Global
North to work in Southern Africa. These research-
ers conclude that the resident views on the potential
for service travel to provide meaningful commu-
nity development outcomes are likely dependent on

numerous factors, though chief among them may be
the degree to which community members feel that
they have an influence on the nature of activities
undertaken—participation in decision-making—
and thus the benefits provided to the community.

Research Questions

The theoretical framework of community par-
ticipation presented above provides a lens through
which to examine the outcomes of international edu-
cational service travel programs for local communi-
ties, and thus directly suggests the following research
questions to guide the remainder of this study:

1. What are community member perceptions of,
and attitudes toward, the impacts, opportunities,
and challenges of community engaged educa-
tional service travel programs for students?

2. In what ways do these perceptions and attitudes
align with prior findings:

a. Are they consistent with the broader stage-
based models of resident participation in
tourism that suggest more experience and
involvement in tourism is associated with
more negative perspectives?

b. Or are they more consistent with the commu-
nity development theory, including commu-
nity-based ecotourism research, emphasizing
the ways the participation and involvement
in decision-making are associated with more
favorable views and outcomes of tourism in
local communities?

3. What types of insights can be yielded regarding
future research, and what type of lessons can be
learned about how to better design and manage
educational service travel programs to support
local community development in the future?

Research Methodology
Study Site

Costa Rica was selected as the location of this
research given its abundance of service-oriented
education abroad programs (Institute of International
Education, 2020). Several key selection criteria were
utilized to narrow down the focal community for
this project: 1) community participation in a service
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travel organization, 2) a location that has hosted stu-
dents for a minimum of 5 years, and 3) a location
that hosts students year-round with a consistent pres-
ence in the community. These criteria enabled the
researchers to identify a community where Student
Service International (SSI) operates (pseudonyms
used for the community, community members, and
service travel organization). Based in the US, SSI
operates international volunteer and service learning
programs in 15 nations around the globe. University
and high school students from a variety of countries
enroll for either academic credit-bearing programs
or individual volunteer programs.

SSI operates out of the community of Santa
Maria, a town of over 30,000 residents that plays
host to tourists seeking beautiful beaches or world-
class sportfishing. In service components of the SSI
program, student volunteers work in the outlying
community of El Pequefio, the focal community
in this research. El Pequefio is isolated, with just
3,000 residents. It is located on a peninsula and its
access to the mainland is inhibited by undeveloped
marshland. The only access is by ferry boat.

Research Design and Data Collection

This research is an exploratory ethnographic case
study of an educational service learning travel pro-
gram operating in Costa Rica. As Yin (2014) noted,
case studies are “an empirical inquiry that investi-
gates a contemporary phenomenon (the ‘case’) in-
depth and within its real-world context, especially
when the boundaries between phenomenon and
context may not be clearly evident” (p. 16). As such,
a case study is especially useful in exploring a real-
world situation or case where it is essential to under-
stand various aspects of the context to gain a richer
understanding of the case. Data collection occurred
between June and July of 2018, though preliminary
site visits took place during a prior visit to Costa
Rica in August 2017. During this scoping visit, the
lead author visited the community to be studied
and conducted initial pilot interviews. A 5-week
follow-up visit took place in June—July 2018, dur-
ing which the work outlined below occurred.

The ethnographic nature of this case study
involves employing a suite of data-gathering tech-
niques, the hallmark of which is participant obser-
vation. Participant observations allow for additional

insights by capturing emic understandings of phe-
nomenon, that is, the point of view of those being
studied (Harris, 1976), and generating a “thick
description” (Geertz, 1973) of the outcomes of the
service learning program for local residents. All
participant observation data were recorded in daily
field note entries. Semistructured interviews were
conducted to capture participants’ thoughts in their
own emic perspective. Interviews were conducted
and recorded verbatim in Spanish, and later tran-
scribed into English for analysis. Interviews ranged
in length between 20 min and 1.5 hr. Lastly, archi-
val information was gathered from SSI websites,
orientation materials, strategic plans, and reports
to gain a richer understanding of the organization’s
goals for service work in El Pequefio.

The target population purposively sampled for the
semistructured interviews were community members
who participate in some way with the educational
service travel program. Chain referral sampling was
employed to collect “data on the few members of
the target population he or she can locate, then asks
those individuals to provide the information needed
to locate other members of that population whom
they happen to know” (Babbie, 2012, p. 129). Chain
referral methods are useful in situations where the
desired population is challenging to find, or it is chal-
lenging to make contact with the population (Ber-
nard, 2011). In each location, the program facilitators
made introductions to first “seed” contacts or key
informants in the community connected to and sur-
rounding the service learning partnership. Additional
residents identified through participant observation
as having involvement in the SSI program were also
purposively sampled for semistructured interviews.
Guest et al. (2006) has suggested the metathemes
in semistructured interviews often emerge after just
six interviews. These sampling strategies resulted in
interviewees (n = 30) from community members who
represented a range of SSI project participation and
community status level (Table 1).

Analysis and Interpretation Plan

Field notes, interview transcription, and archi-
val data were assembled into a corpus of text
within MAXQDA qualitative data analysis soft-
ware. Inductive analysis of the data proceeded to
utilize First and Second Cycle coding as outlined
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Table 1
Overview of Research Participants

Role in Community Research Participants

Gender

Relationship to Community

Community resident 16
Community board member 2
Community leader 4
Business owner 8

1 female, 1 male

9 females, 7 males  Parents, residents, people who work within and

outside of the community
Members of community boards in addition to other
roles

0 females, 4 males  Pastor, manager of community organizations,

leadership of school

5 females, 3 males  Owners of small restaurants, corner stores, tailors,

or ferry boat drivers

by Saldana (2009). First Cycle coding provided a
preliminary examination of the data identifying
key concepts and ideas. Descriptive Coding, Initial
Coding, and In Vivo Coding were all used in First
Cycle. A Descriptive Code provides a summary and
identification of a topic in a word or short phrase
(Saldafia, 2009). An Initial Code serves as a starting
point to offer insights to “see the direction in which
to take [the] study” (Glaser, 1978, p. 56). Second
Cycle coding involves a second examination of the
data and First Cycle codes (Saldafia, 2009). In this
study, Pattern Coding was used in the Second Cycle.
Pattern Codes are “explanatory or inferential codes,
ones that identify an emergent theme, configuration,
or explanation. They pull together a lot of material
into a more meaningful and parsimonious unit of
analysis. They are a sort of meta-code” (Miles &
Huberman, 1994, p. 69). Key themes directly related
to the research questions are presented.

Findings

This section first presents ethnographic data
detailing the nature of service learners with the local
community. Then residents’ emic perspectives on
community development outcomes associated with
their participation, or lack of, in service-learning
travel in their communities, as well as the factors
limiting better outcomes, are introduced. Finally,
data that provide theoretical evidence to explain
patterns exhibited by the data are presented.

Service Learner Interactions
with Community Members

The students from SSI all live in a community
house in the city of Santa Maria but walk about 10

min to a small port and then take a short ferry ride
each day to get to the community of El Pequefio. SSI
students interact with a variety of community mem-
bers—some directly, and others very indirectly. The
main projects for the SSI students are situated around
a community center (or “salon comunal”), next to
a park a few hundred meters from the main port of
entry to the community. Surrounding the park is col-
orful, simple playground equipment, exercise equip-
ment, and painted tires turned into planters for plants
around the park. These amenities were installed by
visiting students and are a visible reminder of the
students’ involvement in the community.

From the salon, the students teach English classes
for children and adults and host childcare during
the day. They also use the salén as a launchpad for
a variety of projects such as picking up garbage in
the community, planting grasses to help reduce ero-
sion of the beaches, and filling large potholes with
sandbags after a time of major rain and flooding.
The centralized location of the community center
serves as a useful gathering point for those who live
nearby but also leaves residents who live further
away from the salon feeling left out of activities
planned as visiting students don’t often venture fur-
ther down the road.

Many interviewees spoke of seeing students in
their blue shirts in the community but not having
significant interactions with them. Emilia, the mom
of a girl who goes to the daycare run by the stu-
dents, said:

Us parents, like, they don’t take us into account.
It’s [the students] and the children. Us parents, we
don’t know much about what they do.

Despite her comments on not having much con-
tact with the students, she also shared that she had
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started going to English classes for adults that the
students had hosted and planned to continue to go
to the classes.

Don Gabriel is a community leader who owns
a lodge at the end of the peninsula and has been
actively involved in supporting the work of SSI. He
has met with the leadership of the organization and
arranged to bring resources into the community to
support various projects. He said that he saw the
students working in the community often; how-
ever, he also acknowledged that he hasn’t had many
direct interactions with students:

Well, I haven’t had much interaction with them;
I haven’t been here for long. My daughter goes
there to enjoy classes—I don’t know about what,
the activities they have there—so they invite my
daughter and she goes there. And I go to drop her
off there in the community center, I leave her and
return. That’s it. I don’t have a significant relation-
ship [with the students].

Despite a closer relationship with the leadership
of SSI, Don Gabriel held perceptions shared by
other community members and felt that he didn’t
have many direct interactions with the students
besides seeing them in the community. For him,
however, the relationship of greater value was with
the leadership of SSI rather than the students.

Representing a counterperspective, Laura, who
lives further down the road, commented that stu-
dents rarely come to her end of the road:

Well, really those students, more than anything,
are down there, not up here. Because down
there they have the area where they are. They
have the little park. They have when they put up
signs that they are going to give English lessons
or something like that. But up here it’s rare for
them to come. Not even put up a little sign say-
ing yes let’s go up there where there are so many
people.

The theme of geography referenced by Laura
plays a consistent role in the community members’
perceptions of their interactions with the students.
While there were concerns about safety further
down the road, the main reason for students to not
venture further away is that most of the programs
are based out of the salon, much to the chagrin of
residents who live further away.

Limits to interaction can also be a function of
residents’ own lack of availability. Fernando, a tai-
lor, stated that he didn’t know much about the work
of the service learners:

I am always here in the corridor of my house, so I
do not have too much contact with people. I know
that sometimes they come to help someone, but I
do not know who they are.

He said that his work kept him from getting more
involved with the visiting volunteers, and he does not
know who they are because he does not talk to them.

While some residents felt that they had more or
fewer interactions with visiting students, and some
desired more interactions with students, there was
an almost unanimous consensus that the presence
of visiting students was a benefit for the commu-
nity of El Pequefo. Daniela, a local resident and
seamstress, commented:

They are always very kind. . . . they are always
looking for what to do, with the people who are
most involved, they get together and they already
carry out the, the programs. . . . personally, I'm
very happy because I’ve seen that they’ve done so
much, that what they’ve done has changed a lot [in
the community]. . . . they work a lot, they’re very
brave, they’re always ahead of things.

Daniela’s comments reflect a generalized approval
throughout the community of the work of the service
learners. Indeed, when asked, “How successful is this
relationship?” about the relationship between service
learners and the local community, 17 out of 20 of
interviewees who answered the question viewed the
relationship as either “very successful” or “success-
ful.” Two people viewed the relationship as “neutral”
and one person responded that the relationship was
“unsuccessful.” No one responded that the relation-
ship was “very unsuccessful.” Yet the existence of
varying perspectives highlights the importance of
speaking to residents with varying interactions with
these visitors. Where criticisms existed, it often had
to do with not having more opportunity to interact
with the visitors or receiving the perceived benefits
that came from interacting with them.

Development Outcomes for the Community

Through the thematic analysis of semistruc-
tured interview and participant observation data,
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regarding the perceived outcomes—positive and
negative—of this service learning program for the
community of El Pequefio, the themes discussed
below emerged among resident responses.

Infrastructure. Many members of the commu-
nity commented in interviews and casual conversa-
tions on the valuable contributions of the visiting
students in improving the infrastructure of the
community. Don Gabriel, an active member of the
community board, stated, noted about the filling of
potholes and other road repairs:

I work here in maintaining this space, I clean, but
personally, we are grateful because of their work,
for them, it is excellent what they have done, it’s
great, I’'m very grateful. Even if we say no, yes,
we benefit from them because having them it’s
good, there is more tourism because it’s clean,
prettier, everyone benefits, mostly because of the
businesses.

This finding aligns with other scholars’ findings
that visible improvements to the community are
seen as a benefit. Similar to this finding, Reynolds
(2014) identified that community members viewed
improved infrastructure through service travel as a
great benefit to the community.

Burnt trash is visual evidence of the limited
infrastructure available to residents and the remote
nature of El Pequefio. Community residents appre-
ciate when students can transport garbage on a
ferry to the mainland. One resident in the commu-
nity, Don José Pablo (Don and Dofia are terms of
respect for male and female elders, respectively),
stated of the visiting students:

They pick up the trash, they pick up—if you have
to take out some trash, they take it out. If you have
to go to bring trash bags to fill them, just look for
[the students] so they can take it out.

Don José Pablo has a relationship where he felt
he could ask a student to take the trash off the pen-
insula for him to the mainland. If not taken by a
student, community members will have to trans-
port the garbage to the mainland themselves, give
it to individuals in the community looking to make
a small amount of money by transporting trash, or
burn the garbage.

Benefits for Children. Another benefit described
by residents involves the impact that service learn-
ers make in the lives of children in the community.
In a conversation outside a local church, several
community members commented on the benefits
the visitors were making in the lives of children in
the community:

Daniel: In labor, they themselves collaborating,
with the children giving them training and some
subjects like English or helping them in other
areas, helping many poor families. They collabo-
rate at some time, so for me, they are excellent.

Pastor: Benefits that I have . . . the children who go
there and have been many years and have taught
them their language a lot.

While much has been written about the concerns
of volunteers working with vulnerable children in
orphanages (Freidus & Caro, 2018; Lyneham &
Facchini, 2019; Proyrungroj, 2017), there is mini-
mal research examining the community perspec-
tives of visiting students’ work with children who
live with their families. Adult community members
express how greatly their children value the oppor-
tunity to interact with visiting students.

Benefits of English Language Learning. Another
perceived benefit of the service learning program is
English language training. Santiago, an administra-
tor at the school, commented:

They also collaborate with the teaching of, of a
second language for the children of the commu-
nity and the adults.

Community members see the acquisition of Eng-
lish as an opportunity for economic advancement.
Scholars have commented on the value of language
learning among community members in domes-
tic and international service learning programs
(Cruz et al., 2018; D’Arlach et al., 2009; Selby et
al., 2020). The theme of English language learn-
ing also relates to the idea of professional benefits
provided through these programs. Scholars have
identified these professional benefits, such as free
labor or individualized attention for clients, within
both international and domestic service learning
programs (Blouin & Perry, 2009; Irie et al., 2010;
Schmidt & Robby, 2002; Vernon & Ward, 1999).
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Factors Limiting Development Outcomes

Transitory Nature of Relationships. While ben-
efits were easy to identify for community mem-
bers, they identified challenges related to having
service learners present in the community. The first
challenge identified by community members was
the transitory nature of the visitors. Some service
learners are there for several months at a time;
many are there for only 2 weeks. Emilia acknowl-
edges a close relationship between her 5-year old
daughter and the visiting students (e.g., “She likes
to go a lot with them because they play, they take
time for her, they draw, they paint and they teach
them a lot”); however, the biggest challenge Emilia
identified was that when specific volunteers with
whom she had developed a strong relationship left,
her daughter was heartbroken and would cry. This
finding relates to the critiques of domestic service
learning providers of the challenges of having vol-
unteers engaged in work for short time periods
(Stoecker et al., 2009).

The above concern has surfaced in other writings
related to the concerns volunteers have of working
with vulnerable children (Freidus & Caro, 2018;
Lyneham & Facchini, 2019; Proyrungroj, 2017).
While these children may or may not have stable
home situations, there are concerns about the emo-
tional strain when children develop relationships
with people and then they leave.

The transient nature of interactions is of par-
ticular relevance since community residents often
expressed the desire for more opportunity to inter-
act with visitors and to develop a relationship with
them. Laura, a resident who lives far from the salon
that serves as the focus of SSI activities, when
asked what the visiting students did in the commu-
nity commented:

I have no idea—I know they give lessons in Eng-
lish there. . . . But I do not know, I have no idea
what they do. Neither here nor there, because we
do not know, nobody here knows anything about
them. Where you see them is down there [points
down the road].

Victoria also lives down the road and lamented
about the limited interactions she had with the visit-
ing students. When asked how she would describe an
ideal relationship with the students, she responded:

If T had more relationship with them, it would be
good, successful.

These emic views allude to a desire for higher
levels of participation, as embodied in the com-
munity development frameworks (Arnstein, 1969;
Pretty, 1995). Indeed, in this community, those who
indicated more engagement with SSI visitors also
expressed more positive perspectives on the proj-
ect’s contributions to the community. Community
members who live closer to the salon spoke of see-
ing the visiting students more regularly and being
able to make requests of the visiting students. Addi-
tionally, the members of several committees in the
community addressing safety, security, and other
needs within the community were seen as more
significant influencers of the actions of SSI.

Conversely, for those residents who felt they
had no relationship with SSI or the visiting service
learners, a perception existed that involvement in
community committees was limited as a result.
While any member of the community can form part
of a community board, very few community mem-
bers chose to participate in them. Many believe the
community committee members have more oppor-
tunities to interact with SSI participants and thus
to influence the decisions about where the service
learners direct their efforts in the community. The
leadership within SSI would often talk to members
of local development committees to discuss proj-
ects to implement. When Antonia, a local resident,
was asked how she saw the service learners getting
involved in the community, she responded:

Yes, I do see them passing by, but no, because |
live back here [removed from the main road]. So
no, I mean no, my children do interact with them.
... They help the community a lot but there are
many people who don’t have a relationship with
them because they always spend time with the
community security committee.

This finding also aligns with community devel-
opment frameworks (Arnstein, 1969; Pretty, 1995),
in that community members who have less involve-
ment with SSI visitors feel less empowered to influ-
ence decision-making in the community.

Students Doing the Work of Community Mem-
bers. Community residents also shared interesting
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thoughts about how the service learning project has
forced the community to see itself through a dif-
ferent lens and consider its own responsibilities.
Santiago, the director of the primary school in the
community, commented:

[The volunteers] get involved doing social activi-
ties that should really be done by the community
and not them.

Comments of this nature invoke thoughts of pater-
nalism, colonialism, and disempowerment of commu-
nity members. Some scholars (Escobar, 1995; Ogden,
2007; Peet, 2007; Perold et al., 2012; Stoecker, 2016)
argue that international service learning, volunteer
tourism, and even development projects, in general,
perpetuate colonialist practices of people from higher
income nations marginalizing people in lower income
nations by reducing their autonomy and abilities to
address their own problems.

Community members in El Pequefio recognized
a tension upon seeing volunteer visitors doing work
that local community members feel they should be
doing themselves. When asked, local residents also
felt this was a reflection of the lack of commitment
of community members, rather than the ill-timed
efforts of the volunteers. The efforts of the visiting
students were greatly appreciated, and the percep-
tion is that it is the people in the community that
need to do more.

Theoretical Discussion

This section will address the theoretical implica-
tions of this study’s findings. While connections to
relevant theory were presented throughout the pre-
ceding section, this section will explicitly explore
that topic. To that end, we revisit the questions that
guided this study:

1. What are community member perceptions of,
and attitudes toward, the impacts, opportunities,
and challenges of community engaged educa-
tional service travel programs for students?

2. In what ways do these perceptions and attitudes
align with prior findings:

a. Are they consistent with the broader stage-
based models of resident participation in
tourism that suggest more experience and

involvement in tourism is associated with
more negative perspectives?

b. Or are they more consistent with the commu-
nity development theory, including commu-
nity-based ecotourism research, emphasizing
the ways the participation and involvement
in decision-making are associated with more
favorable views and outcomes of tourism in
local communities?

3. What types of insights can be yielded regarding
future research, and what type of lessons can be
learned about how to better design and manage
educational service travel programs to support
local community development in the future?

Our findings provide much insight into these
research questions. To begin, the data indicate
much in the way of variation among resident atti-
tudes towards the service learning projects. Cutting
directly across these varying attitudes is the con-
cept of participation, highlighting the influence that
it has on views of whether or not the community
obtains benefits from its interactions with visiting
service learners. This desire for participation was
exhibited by residents who lived further away from
visitor activities and thus feel excluded from par-
ticipation in the project. Yet even for those commu-
nity residents who lived close to the salon, and who
feel directly involved as a participant in the SSI
project, a strong desire for an even stronger rela-
tionship with visitors (i.e., increased participation)
was present. While these findings align with the
Community Participation Stage Models of Arnstein
(1969) and Pretty (1995), which both indicate that
more community participation yields more positive
outlooks on the programs, even those less involved
in service learning travel see these programs as
beneficial for their community.

Our findings were less consistent with theories of
stage-based models of tourism (e.g., Ap & Cromp-
ton, 1993; Butler, 1980; Dogan, 1989; Doxey, 1975).
Whereas those writing broadly suggest that more
participation in tourism could result in antagonism,
irritation, or withdrawal, the outlook of commu-
nity members towards visitors’ involvement in this
study suggests that service-oriented travel did not
evoke such strong negative attitudes. While resi-
dents acknowledged different degrees of benefit
for different community members, the range of
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attitudes did not extend to irritation or antagonism,
regardless of level of participation or involvement
in SSI (Hunt & Stronza, 2014).

Given that this particular service travel program
espouses the ABCD framework (Garcia, 2020;
Kretzmann & McKnight, 1993), this finding sug-
gests that the leadership of service learning pro-
grams can, by seeking an awareness of who in the
community is included and who is not, have a direct
influence on local resident perspectives of the value
of such projects for one’s community, including in
situations where oneself is not participating directly
in such projects. Additionally, communities having a
communication conduit in which to convey a desire
for more in the way of equitable and/or rotational
benefit distribution strategies is likely another char-
acteristic of tourism-related development projects,
service learning and otherwise, that are favorably
perceived in their communities (Stronza & Gor-
dillo, 2008). Such insights are foundational to the
nascent scholarship on educational service travel,
and they emphasize the further insights that develop-
ment studies are likely to yield for tourism scholars
(Mowforth & Munt, 2015; Telfer & Sharpley, 2015).

The theme of power also emerged among resi-
dents, particularly those who are on the community
board. Interestingly, those residents who partici-
pated to a greater extent in community governance
also have more positive perspectives on the work
of SSI (Hickey & Mohan, 2004). They had a more
informed perspective on the limitations of the stu-
dents’ involvement in the community as well as
areas where SSI could improve its impact on El
Pequeiio (Hunt & Sronza, 2014). Other residents in
the community who felt less involved in commu-
nity governance likewise held less favorable atti-
tudes towards SSI.

Acknowledging these power dynamics, SSI has
endeavored to promote effective relationships with
the community and the inclusion of many people
with various degrees of power in the community
through the ABCD initiative. The effects of SSI’s
ABCD efforts have started to appear through
responses of community members such as Daniela
when she was asked by SSI staff to teach a sewing
class to members of the community:

I, at least I haven’t gone there to make a lot of
profit, but when they make sales and stuff for the

benefit of the community, if they ask for little
things I come and contribute or so. It’s too little
because I’'m too busy here. On some occasions I
have been told that if I have, if [ want to give a
course on something, such as helping them learn,
I have said yes, but they have not yet reached that
stage of teaching for the people of the community,
then they tell us. But I very little, I haven’t been
involved at all. . . . Yes, I would like to participate
with them, but sometimes I get so busy here that
I haven’t been able to meet them. I like working
with the community.

By utilizing ABCD, the strengths of commu-
nity members are acknowledged. ABCD is begin-
ning to be put in place to include the voices of
many people with varying degrees of power in El
Pequeiio; however, there is room for growth to
listen to those community members who still feel
excluded. These insights, again, suggest further
opportunity to integrate practices in the devel-
opment sphere with efforts to promote tourism-
supported community development (Telfer &
Sharpley, 2015). Perhaps more so than many other
forms of tourism, educational service travel may
already take these concerns to heart and espouse
such approaches.

Putting it all together, this study helps reconcile
the dueling theoretical perspectives on participa-
tion and involvement in tourism that have persisted
in the broader tourism scholarship in recent
decades, and it has provided cornerstone work on
local resident perspectives of a particular form of
travel that has grown dramatically during that same
timeframe—educational service travel. As revealed
here, it appears that the community development
perspective was reflected in the perspectives of
those with more contact with SSI visitors (i.e., more
participation = more favorable local views). While
those with more limited interactions with service
learners exhibited a less favorable view of this form
of travel, their views were not nearly as negative as
those noted in other tourism contexts (e.g., with-
drawal, resistance, antagonism, or irritation).

As a new focal area for research, the slate is
largely blank regarding how future community-
based research on the outcomes of educational
service travel might extend our understanding.
Despite its value for exploratory research to capture
emic views, the ethnographic case study approach
taken here has limitations of generalizability to
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other research sites, other organization—community
partnerships, and other sociocultural contexts. An
obvious opportunity thus exists to carry out future
survey-based research, in this same community or
elsewhere, to provide more generalizable results.
Such work could involve quantitative tests of
whether the level of participation in tourism is a
function of benefits received or view held towards
tourism or visitors, or vice versa. Such work would
require careful consideration of sampling issues
to account for the varying degrees of resident par-
ticipation in tourism activities. Cultural consensus
modeling may also provide a means of quantitative
comparison that is less dependent on probability
sampling strategies. Focusing instead on shared
cultural models, such analytical techniques could
determine the extent to which a shared idea about
educational service travel exists among local resi-
dents, as well as the extent to which individuals
adhere to such shared models. By doing so, cul-
tural consensus analysis could reveal the mecha-
nisms that best determine who consider themselves
“inside” versus “outside” of tourism-related oppor-
tunities, and what these groups characteristics are

(Fig. 2).

Those on the inside
Community members who...
- Have close relationshipsto
students or program
leadership
-Perceive they receive direct
benefits from programs
-Have more power within the
community

&

direct benefits from programs
- Have less power within the

Conclusion

Through an ethnographic, exploratory case study
of residents’ emic views of an international service
learning program’s impacts on a local community
in Costa Rica, many insights emerged that provide
a first step toward filling a gap regarding the value
of service learning travel, volunteer tourism, and
study abroad programs for local community devel-
opment. One central theme includes the importance
of meaningful relationships, where both hosts and
guests are heard and where reciprocal benefits exist
for both community members and visiting univer-
sity students. The findings of this study align with
development studies’ perspective on community
participation and tend to suggest that high levels
of the overall community and individual resident
participation result in more positive outlooks on
these types of travel programs. The findings con-
tinue to dispel the highly influential yet simplified
tourism stage-based models (Butler, 1980; Dogan,
1989; Doxey, 1975) that may lead to overrepre-
sentation of negative attitudes towards tourism
development.

Service learning and volunteer tourism proj-
ects have many priorities, and no program can do
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Figure 2. Theoretical framework of findings.
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everything. Universities, private entities, and non-
profit organizations that aspire to provide meaning-
ful programs with reciprocal positive impacts on
visiting students but also on the communities where
their programs operate can benefit from the insights
provided here. Yet this activity also remains simul-
taneously a form of tourism and a form of com-
munity development, and an important implication
of this study is that community engagement should
ensure equitable forms of participation exist across
all sectors of any given destination community,
not just perpetuate prior inequalities by providing
opportunities primarily to those who are already
politically or economically powerful.

This study highlights the importance of rec-
ognizing that community members may have
different priorities for a program beyond those
determined by universities or organizations. This
study implies that enhanced relationships with
community members will allow program admin-
istrators to develop more robust partnerships and
design programs with greater social, economic,
and ecological sustainability for community mem-
bers. Without engaging in listening and acting on
what they hear, program administrators, faculty,
and students are at risk of implementing programs
that, in fact, do not benefit the lives of commu-
nity members and may create unanticipated chal-
lenges. Listening to the perspectives of local
community residents, developing relationships
with reciprocal benefits, identifying community
members’ priorities, and adapting service learning
programming in response to feedback are require-
ments for sustainable service learning, voluntour-
ism, faith-based missions, and other international
educational travel programs.
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