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Abstract 

The rise of advanced technology, Internet and information and communication technology (ICT) not only has 
facilitated the changing consumer behaviour but also enable organizations’ ability to search for their target 
markets efficiently and tailor their market offering and marketing programs effectively. On another hand, it 
creates a complex challenge for all organizations to maintain their sustained competitive advantages. This paper 
aims to investigate the most effective marketing communication channels (offline/online) and content 
(visual/verbal) used by volunteer tourism organizations to promote their volunteer tourism projects. The total of 
five volunteer tourism organizations was selected and interviewed regarding their volunteer tourism projects 
including the target audience, marketing communication channels and content used in each project, and the 
outcomes of using those marketing communication channels and content. The findings present the insights of the 
most effective integrated marketing communication channels and content that appropriately help volunteer 
tourism organizations to achieve their marketing objectives. 

Keywords: Volunteer tourism, marketing communication channels and content, integrated marketing 
communication, volunteer tourism organizations 

 
 

1. Introduction  

Integrated marketing communication (IMC) is the combined use of promotional tools in order to create clear, 
consistent, and compelling messages in an effective way, thus, bring about the maximum communication impacts 
on consumer’s decision-making (e.g. Diaconu, Oancea, & Brinzea, 2016; Mihaela, 2015; Schultz, 1992; Schultz & 
Schultz, 2003). It synthesizes the elements of communication mix so that the strengths of each channel are used to 
offset the weaknesses of others; that is, the synergy among different marketing communication channels is created 
to put forward a single unified voice (Chitty, Luck, Barker, Valos, & shimp, 2015; Diaconu et al., 2016; Kitchen & 
Schultz, 1999; Mihaela, 2015; Peter & John, 2011; Porcu, Barrio-García, & Kitchen, 2012). With the continued 
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growth of advanced technology, marketing communication has divided into two main channels; namely, offline 
(any channels which deliver information without using the internet such as brochures, posters and traditional word 
of mouth) and online (any channels used by marketers to reach the audience through internet such as social media, 
search engine and websites) (Chiou, Wan, & Lee, 2008; Dholakia et al., 2010; Hun & Yazdanifard, 2014; Owen & 
Humphrey, 2009; Seabra, Abrantes, & Lages, 2007; Voorveld, Smit, Neijens, & Bronner, 2016). Both channels are 
highly relevant as they have significant impacts on consumer purchase decision-making (Hawkins, Mothersbaugh, 
& Best, 2013; Voorveld et al., 2016). In addition, different channels (offline and online) and content (visual and 
verbal) play different roles in consumer decision-making stages (Chen et al., 2015; Chitty et al., 2015; Hippner, 
2013; Mihaela, 2015; Pieters & Wedel, 2004). Therefore, it is significant to understand the impacts of integrated 
marketing communication channels because consumers nowadays are largely exposed to a far richer variety of 
marketing communication channels (Zeithaml, Bitner, & Gremler, 2017). In other words, consumers not only rely 
on offline or online marketing communication channels but they also use a mix of marketing communication 
channels to inform themselves about their purchases (Chiou et al., 2008; Seabra et al., 2007; Voorveld et al., 2016). 
Moreover, from organization’s perspective, different marketing communication channels work better at specific 
consumer decision-making process stages (Mihaela, 2015; Porcu et al., 2012; Stancioiu, Orzan, Pargaru, Arsene, & 
Botos, 2013).  
 
Although consumers generally can store visual and verbal content, the integrated marketing communication content 
(visual and verbal), however, performs better than individual content (e.g. advertisements with text only) (Paivio, 
1991, 2014). Therefore, using integrated marketing communication content can reinforce the messages to 
consumers, and consequently, increases the effectiveness of marketing communication content. Despite substantial 
studies on marketing communication,  they mainly focus on visual and verbal content in general (e.g. Hippner, 
2013; Pieters & Wedel, 2004), the marketing communication content in tourism context is not extensively addressed 
in the past research. Due to the intangible nature of tourism products and services, tourists often have high levels of 
insecurity during purchasing process and with all available and accessible information, their purchasing behaviour 
patterns become highly complex in nature, and constitute multiple decisions for reassurance about their choices 
(Azim, 2010; Jeng & Fesenmaier, 2002; Morrison, 2013). In addition, they use extensive information search as a 
risk reduction strategy to ensure the correct decision-making in their travel purchases (Fodness & Murray, 1997; 
Sirakaya & Woodside, 2005). Therefore it is of significance to extend the study on marketing communication 
content in tourism. On another hand, past research has extensively investigated the impacts of offline and online 
marketing communication channels on tourist’s decision-making when purchasing a holiday and finds that different 
marketing communication channels induce distinctive consumer behaviors (e.g. Arturo & Agueda, 2006; Chen, 
Nguyen, Klaus, & Wu, 2015; Chiou et al., 2008; Filieri, Alguezaui, & McLeay, 2015).  However, past research 
only focuses on marketing communication channels experienced by tourists and those studies do not investigate 
integrated marketing communication channels (both offline and online channels) used by volunteer tourism 
organizations. Furthermore, the integrated marketing communication content is also paramount in the tourism 
industry, as past research shows that the communication results are better when a tourism marketer delivers a 
message that can be processed by more than one system (e.g. verbal and visual) (Paivio, 1991, 2014). Additionally, 
although past research in tourism context mainly focuses on how marketing communication channels influence 
tourist’s decision-making process (e.g. Chen et al., 2015; Filieri et al., 2015; Ring, Tkaczynski, & Dolnicar, 2014), 
the effectiveness of integrated marketing communication content are not extensively addressed. Therefore, this 
research aims to fill the knowledge gaps to investigate the effectiveness of integrated marketing communication 
channels (offline and online) and content (visual and verbal) in volunteer tourism industry.  

 
Volunteer tourism is a new form of niche tourism with continuing growth in the recent years (Butcher & Smith, 
2015; Griffin, 2013; Wearing & McGehee, 2013). For example, the GoAbroad website offered links to 938 
organizations that offer 5568 volunteer abroad programs (Wilkinson, McCool, & Bois, 2014).  Wearing (2001, p.1) 
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defines volunteer tourism participants as “those who for various reasons, volunteer in an organized way to undertake 
holidays that might involve aiding or alleviating the material poverty of some groups in society, the restoration of 
certain environments or research into aspects of society or environment”. Over the years, researchers have 
extensively studied various motivations for people to engage in volunteer tourism (Otoo, 2013; Ryan, Kaplan, & 
Grese, 2001; Simpson, 2004; Söderman & Snead, 2008; Wearing, 2001, 2004). However, the effectiveness of 
integrated marketing communication channels and content in volunteer tourism is not extensively investigated. 
Although few researchers investigate the impact of marketing communication channels or content on volunteer 
tourist’s decision-making (e.g. Coghlan, 2007; Grimm & Needham, 2012), their research only focuses on either 
marketing communication channels or content. Additionally, in such an increasingly competitive environment, 
volunteer tourist’s buying decision processes become complex and their bargaining power become powerful as they 
can access to a variety of choices on volunteer tourism organizations and projects. Therefore, it is necessary for 
volunteer tourism organizations to better understand the effectiveness of marketing communication channels 
(offline and online) and content (verbal and visual) in order to tailor their marketing communication strategies to 
reach their target audience (volunteer tourists) and achieve their organizational objectives within limited budget and 
resources.  

 
This research aims to fill those aforementioned gaps by investigating the effectiveness of integrated marketing 
communication channels and content in the context of volunteer tourism. Specifically, this research is exploratory 
in nature and aims at providing a preliminary understanding of marketing communication channels and content 
used by volunteer tourism organizations. Therefore, this research attempts to answer the research question: Which 
marketing communication channels (offline/online) and content (visual/verbal) are the most effective tools used 
by volunteer tourism organizations to promote their volunteer tourism projects? 

2. Literature Review 

Comparing to general consumer behavior, tourist’s decision-making is far more complex due to intangible nature 
of tourism products and services (Azim 2010; Morrison 2013), and influenced by many factors such as internal 
factors (push motivation) and external factors (pull motivation) (Crompton 1979; Dann 1977). Therefore, tourists 
use various information sources: internal (tourists past travel experience and their memories of trips) and external 
(personal or “known” and non-personal or “unknown” (Morrison 2013)) to search for information about products 
and services (Chen et al. 2015; Chitty et al. 2015; Hippner 2013; Mihaela 2015; Pieters & Wedel 2004). In addition, 
the advanced technological revolutions have changed the dynamics of tourist’s behaviors (Ho et al. 2012), therefore, 
marketing communication becomes paramount in influencing tourist’s decision making (Chitty et al. 2015; Govers 
& Go 2004; Hippner 2013; Mihaela 2015; Stancioiu et al. 2013; Yeshin 2012).  
 
Marketing communication, the vehicle to deliver information or messages to tourists, includes both marketing 
communication channels (offline and online channel) (Voorveld et al. 2016), and marketing communication content 
(visual and verbal) (Paivio 2014). Since marketing communication has significant impacts on tourist’s decision-
making (Chitty et al. 2015; Govers & Go 2004; Hippner 2013; Mihaela 2015; Stancioiu et al. 2013), better 
understanding of effectiveness marketing communication is critical for tourism organizations. In addition, 
marketing communication also plays an increasingly significant role in volunteer tourism. With the continued 
growth of volunteer tourism (Wearing & McGehee 2013) and the available vast amount of information, volunteer 
tourists consequently have a variety of choices including volunteer tourism organizations and projects to choose 
from. Therefore, it is significant for volunteer tourism organizations to delivery information or messages about their 
products’ attributes and benefits to volunteer tourists in an effective way. In other words, understanding the 
effectiveness of marketing communication becomes paramount in volunteer tourism organization’s goal 
achievement (Chen et al. 2015; Chitty et al. 2015; Hippner 2013; Mihaela 2015; Pieters & Wedel 2004). There are 
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two categories of marketing communication channels; namely, offline and online marketing communication 
channels (Voorveld et.al, 2016). With the growth of advanced technology, it is significant to understand both offline 
and online marketing communication channels, because consumers use different marketing communication 
channels to search information about products and services (Chiou et al. 2008; Seabra et al. 2007; Voorveld et al. 
2016). Past research demonstrates that online marketing communication channels are easiest and fastest ways to 
gain more information about certain products or services (Hun & Yazdanifard 2014). On another hand, marketing 
communication content includes audio or visual messages which are used to inform customers about products or 
services (Appiah 2006; Scheinbaum et al. 2017). In general, past research shows that marketing communication 
content plays an important role in consumer’s decision-making (e.g. Hippner 2013; Pieters & Wedel 2004; 
Scheinbaum et al. 2017; Shani et al. 2010). Pieters and Wedel (2004) find that the larger picture size especially 
enhances consumer’s attention. In addition, Lewandowska and Jankowski (2017) find that visual content attracts 
web user’s attention. However, their studies mainly focus on consumer’s need recognition stage, while they do not 
investigate the impacts of visual content on consumer’s information searching behaviours. Besides, their findings 
have yet been studied on its application in tourism context. Furthermore, some research investigates visual content 
in tourism context (e.g. Coghlan 2007; Grimm & Needham 2012; Gupta & Utkarsh 2014; Han & Mills 2006), and 
reveals that the visual content can attract first time visitors to form an image of the destination (Han and Mills, 
2006). Moreover, Gupta and Utkarsh (2014) find that images and videos can communicate the attractiveness of 
destinations. Nevertheless, their research does not identify which marketing communication content has the major 
impact on tourist’s decision-making, especially in the need recognition and information searching stages, 
respectively.  
 
In the context of volunteer tourism, past research reveals that promotional photographs can affect potential volunteer 
tourist’s attention and expectations (Coghlan 2007; Grimm & Needham 2012). Nevertheless, their studies do not 
investigate details of pictures (e.g. animal, landscape, and children) in affecting volunteer tourist’s decisions to 
choose a volunteer tourism holiday and the effectiveness of promotional videos in promoting volunteer tourism 
products. In addition, the combination of visual and verbal content works better than the singular content. Past 
research finds that  verbal-visual messages (e.g. those with text and video) can increase informativeness, product 
interest, perceived prestige, and intentions to spread e-WOM for a brand when comparing to text-only messages 
(Hippner, 2013; Scheinbaum et al. 2017, p. 627). Similarly, several research shows that both visual and verbal 
content are also important in tourism context (Lee & Tussyadiah 2010; Ring et al. 2014). Based on the ‘dual coding 
theory’, Paivio (1991, 2014) argues that both visual (e.g. photographs) and verbal (e.g. text and face to face verbal 
conversations) constitute a tourist’s mental representation of a destination, and tourists can store visual and verbal 
content simultaneously. Therefore, it implies that the integrated marketing communication content (visual and 
verbal) can reinforce the messages to tourists and consequently increases the effectiveness of marketing 
communication. Furthermore, Lee and Tussyadiah (2010) find that the most influential source of information is the 
combination of text and photo in the context of an online travel community. However, their research only examines 
text (verbal) and photos (visual), while the impacts of other visual content (e.g. video) and verbal content (e.g. face 
to face verbal conversations) on tourist’s decision-making are not investigated in their research. They only focus on 
the importance of the combination of visual and verbal content in e-word of mouth, while the significance of 
integrated marketing communication content in other marketing communication channels (e.g. websites and social 
media) is not included in their research. In addition, Ring et al. (2014) classify tourists’ shared information into 
visual and verbal content, however, their research does not study the impact of marketing communication content 
(visual and verbal) in tourist’s pre-purchase stages (from initial need recognition to information search). Therefore, 
in line with Lee and Tussyadiah (2010) and Ring et al. (2014), this research paper aims to fill the gap knowledge in 
investigating the effectiveness of integrated marketing communication content (visual and verbal) in pre-purchase 
stage within volunteer tourism context, which is an area that has not yet been extensively studied.  
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In summary, past research does not extensively study the effectiveness of integrated marketing communication 
channels (offline and online) and content (verbal and visual) across multiple tourist behavioral decision-making 
stages in a single comprehensive study, from initial need recognition to information searching stages and from 
volunteer tourism organization’s perspectives. In addition, past research has not yet explored and analyzed the 
integrated marketing communication channels (offline and online) with information sources (personal and non-
personal) in order to investigate the effectiveness of marketing communication channels on volunteer tourist’s 
decision-making. Therefore, this research paper aims to investigate the effectiveness of integrated marketing 
communication channels and content in volunteer tourism context.  

3. Methodology  

In order to address the research question, this research applied a qualitative approach as it can help the researcher 
to explore and understand the feelings, thoughts, attitudes, beliefs, emotions, perceptions, intentions, and behavior 
of respondents (Aaker, Kumar, Leone, & Day, 2016; Aaker et al., 2016; Beddows, 2008; Malhotra, 2007). In 
addition, the in-depth interview method was selected because it allows the researchers to gain insights of volunteer 
tourism organization’s marketing communication approaches. The selection criteria included the active 
organizations with well-establishment and good reputation, for example, years of establishing, number of projects 
and the positive reviews on online and available sources were considered in selecting the sample. Volunteer 
tourism organizations’ particular information was checked from their corporate official websites and social media 
such as Facebook and Instagram. The total of five volunteer tourism organizations was recruited from June to 
July 2017. This small sample size is considered sufficient to answer the research question and suitable for this 
research approach and method that is generally smaller than those used in descriptive and casual approaches 
(Aaker et al. 2016; Gentles et al. 2015). In addition, the size of samples typically relies on the concept of 
‘saturation’, or the point at which no new information or themes are observed in the data (Guest et al. 2006) as 
saturation is widely recognized as a guide or indicator that sufficient data collection has been achieved (Gentles 
et al. 2015). In this research, the interview process continued until theoretical saturation was reached to the point 
where additional data collection contributes little or nothing new to the study (Gentles et al. 2015, p. 1781; Glaser 
1992). Apart from that, there were two main constraints of sample selection in this research. Firstly, finding large 
sample sizes was often challenging in collecting data from volunteer organization’s representatives due to busy 
work schedule. Secondly, volunteer tourism is a niche market (Wearing & McGehee 2013), finding greater sample 
size is challenging, consequently, the sample size was small and narrow in this research. The audio-recorded 
interview data was transcribed, and the number coding was assigned to each interview transcript for checking 
purpose. Two researchers listened to and transcribed the recordings, read and reviewed the transcripts repeatedly 
and separately, and then compared the transcribed data. This reiterative process allowed the researchers to gain 
familiarity with the data and increase the accuracy of data analysis. The researchers then coded and analyzed 
interview transcripts using N-vivo 11.0 software, which enabled the researchers to group and compare the data 
(Clisbee, 2003). The N-vivo 11.0 indeed reduced a great number of manual tasks and provided more time to 
discover tendencies, analyze data and derive conclusions (Michale, 2007) as it facilitated organizing and searching 
data in this research. Moreover, the process of importing and grouping the data in N-vivo was checked to avoid 
any errors. Besides using the software, the manual based analysis was also used in this research to ensure the 
reliability of the results. Furthermore, the combination of manual and software based analysis provided more 
accurate and reliable results (Crowley, Harré, & Tagg, 2002; Healy & Perry, 2000). In addition, this research 
adopted content analysis to analyze data. The content analysis show three distinct approaches; namely, 
conventional, directed, or summative, and all those approaches are used to interpret meaning from the content of 
text data (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). The researchers in this research adopted conventional content analysis to 
analyze data in this research because it is generally “used with a study design whose aim is to describe a 
phenomenon” (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005), and it is appropriate when existing theory or research literature on a 
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phenomenon is limited (Krippendorff, 2004). Since there is a lack of research in investigating the effectiveness 
of integrated marketing communication channels and content in volunteer tourism context, thus, the conventional 
content analysis was appropriate in this research.  

4. Discussions of Results 

4.1 Profile of Respondents 

The total of five volunteer tourism organizations participated in this research project. The findings show that the 
earliest year of establishment of volunteer tourism organization was in year 1948, and the latest year of 
establishment of volunteer tourism organization was in year 2012. Moreover, the findings from this research show 
that volunteer tourism projects mostly fall into several categories, for example, culture exchange, wild life, 
archaeology, education and teaching, environmental protection and research, and medical, which are consistent 
with previous research (e.g. Brown, 2005; Butcher & Smith, 2015; Wearing & McGehee, 2013). In addition, the 
findings from this research reveal that those volunteer tourism projects are developed in different continents and 
countries. The profile of volunteer tourism organizations is shown in Table 1. 

Table 1. The profile of volunteer tourism organizations 

Volunteer Tourism 
Organization 
(VTO) 

Year of 
Establish 

Projects Distribution 
(Destination) 

VTO 1 1948 Education, Medical, Technical, Environmental, 
General Labour, Culture Exchange 

3 continents 

VTO 2 2012 Education, Medical, Technical, Environmental, 
Culture Exchange 

Over 20 developing 
countries, and 26 cities 

VTO 3 1971 Archaeology & Culture, Climate Change, Wildlife 
& Ecosystems, Ocean Health 

Nearly 40 countries 

VTO 4 2000 Education, Medical, Technical, Environmental, 
Culture Exchange 

13 countries 

VTO 5 1948 Education, Medical, Technical, Environmental, 
General Labour, Culture Exchange 

120 countries and 
territories 

 

4.2 The use of integrated marketing communication channels  

Tourism is known as an information-intensive industry (Bieger & Laesser, 2004; Pan & Fesenmaier, 2006), which 
individuals need to be exposed to as much information as possible in order to make informed decisions. Specifically, 
with the growing tourism market and advanced technology, people alternatively use different channels to gain travel 
information (Chiou et al., 2008).  Additionally, “one message from an organization may not get to the intended 
receiver” (Morrison, 2013, p.320). Therefore, it is essential for tourism organizations to consider the value of the 
integrated marketing communication channels (Stancioiu et al., 2013). The findings show that volunteer tourism 
organizations engage in extensive planning to determine the mix of marketing communication channels in 
delivering messages and promoting volunteer tourism projects, consequently, reaching the desired target market 
and achieving organizational objectives.  
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 “We have multiple ways to promote our projects. One of the ways is through online advertisements 
such as google engines and social media. The second way we promote our programs is through word-
of-mouth projects, and we provide platforms for past volunteers to share their experience with 
potential volunteer tourists. A large part of our volunteer tourists are made up of repeat volunteers 
and their referrals onto our projects...” [VTO 1] 

Moreover, there are several integrated marketing communication channels to promote volunteer tourism projects. 
Integrated marketing communication channels help to increase the coverage of the target market. VTO 2’ view 
illustrates that: “Using different marketing communication channels can increase the coverage of target customers, 
and it can help us reach customers who come from different regions or countries…”. The findings also highlight 
that volunteer tourism organizations use different channels to target different market segments. “We use different 
channels to target different market groups. For example, word-of-mouth advertising from returning volunteer 
tourists is our specific promotional strategy for those private groups, especially for family. Some returning 
volunteer tourists talk about their experience to their family members, and after that, they bring their family 
members to join our projects as a group.” Additionally, integrated marketing communication channels provide an 
opportunity to create new target markets. For example, different festivals appeal to different types of people, so 
festivals can be used to target new markets or to reinforce an established position (Hsu, Killion, Brown, J.Gross, & 
Huang, 2008). VTO 3 mentions that: “We attend different festivals, for example, a sustainable living festival which 
is held annually in Melbourne… we find out there is a large market for us, actually retirees…”.  

Integrated marketing communication channels can also facilitate potential volunteer tourists’ learning. Keller (2001) 
mentions that repeated exposures give consumers multiple opportunities to encode brand-related information. In 
other words, exposing information in different marketing communication channels can further facilitate learning 
(Unnava & Burnkrant, 1991; Young & Bellezza, 1982). VTO 2 mentions that: “I think repeating information on 
different communication channels can increase their (potential volunteer tourists) awareness, and provide an in-
depth understanding of our projects…volunteer tourists can learn more about our projects from different marketing 
communication channels”. In summary, the findings reveal that volunteer tourism organizations integrate various 
channels to deliver a compelling message about their volunteer tourism projects to the target audience, in order to 
attract or communicate to the target market effectively and efficiently (Diaconu et al., 2016). 

4.3. The most effective marketing communication channels 

Blaga (2013) highlights that the effectiveness of marketing communications depends on how the tourism 
organizations manage to develop the messages, choose the target audience, and select the media by which the 
information is delivered to the target audience. Table 2 presents the most effective marketing communication 
channels that are social media (online) and word-of-mouth (offline and online).  

Social media have increased in popularity globally in the recent years (Hays, Page, & Buhalis, 2013; Leung, Law, 
Van Hoof, & Buhalis, 2013). In volunteer tourism, this research finds that most volunteer tourism organizations are 
keen adopters of social media to promote their volunteer tourism projects due to the large number of social media 
users.  VTO 3 mentions that “Facebook is now a medium used socially and for business by the majority of the 
population”.  VTO 2 supplements that “I think the most effective marketing communication channel is social media. 
Nowadays, almost everyone uses social media, and news or information can be spread through different social 
media platforms in very short time with covering a large range of people”. Apart from its popularity, social media 
also play a significant role in focusing on the best practices for interacting with travellers (Zeng & Gerritsen, 2014), 
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which are consistent with the findings from this research. “We can create different conversation groups according 
to different projects on social media. It is a platform for past volunteer tourists to share volunteer tourism 
experience with prospective volunteer tourists. The prospective volunteer tourists also have opportunities to make 
inquiries directly with us, therefore, they can have better understandings of our projects, and make their own 
decisions” [VTO 2]. Of those social media, the findings show that Facebook has higher credibility comparing to 
other channels, as the users trust other users and their experiences (Maurer & Wiegmann, 2011). “…The prospective 
volunteer tourists can see comments from other Facebook users or have direct communications with them…they 
believe what they say…it is more credible…”  [VTO 2]. In addition, the findings reveal that social media is the most 
popular channel used by students; therefore, some volunteer tourism organizations use social media as their main 
marketing communication channel in order to target this particular market. “Social media becomes the most popular 
platform among universities’ students, so we use them heavily to promote our projects to students, since most of 
our customers are students…” [VTO 2] 

Table 2. The Summary of the Most Effective Marketing Communication Channels and Content  

Marketing Communication  VTO1 VTO2 VTO3 VTO4 VTO5 

Word of Mouth (Channel)      

Social Media (Channel)      

Picture (Visual Content)      

Video (Visual Content)      

 

According to the research findings, some volunteer tourism organizations emphasize that word-of-mouth (WOM) 
promotion is also one of the most effective marketing communication channel. “Word of Mouth – it is the channel 
which has the best conversion from people who express interest in our projects to people who end up going on 
volunteer tourism projects with us. It generates a large amount of people to join our projects” [VTO 5]. 
Furthermore, VTO 2’ view conforms Francesco and Wietsma (2006)’ findings that positive reviews are used for 
increasing product knowledge.  “The reviews (positive reviews) are also very helpful and credible, and it’s actually 
like an evidence to support the projects, and provide additional information about projects”. In addition, the 
findings show that the testimonial is considered as a part of WOM, which is a marketing communication channel 
used by volunteer tourism organizations to deliver messages about their projects. Furthermore, the findings reveal 
that volunteer tourism organizations believe multiple testimonials from different parties seem to be effective. VTO 
1’s view illustrates that: “Multiple perspectives of testimonials are quite effective…our testimonials include 
testimonials from volunteer tourists, parents and local communities. The first perspective is the testimonial from 
volunteer tourists, and it reflects other volunteers’ experience, and it also informs prospective volunteer tourists 
that this is a reliable and eligible organization, and they can gain different travelling experience from this trip. The 
second perspective is the testimonial from parents, for example, the parent testimonials show that all the parents 
have the same concerns about their children’ safety issues, so the parent testimonials can tell other parents that 
their daughters and sons will be safe with us. The third testimonial is from local communities, it shows to parents 
and volunteers that we do have positive relationships with the local community, and it also informs prospective 
volunteer tourists that they can make some contributions to society or environment”. 



Journal of Tourism Quarterly                                                                              Research Article 
ISSN 2689-2294 (Online)                                                                                  2019, 1(1), 14-30 
 
  

22 
 

4.4. The use of integrated marketing communication content  

This research finds that volunteer tourism organizations prefer to use both visual and verbal content to satisfy 
volunteer tourists’ different preferences in marketing communication content. “We use different content to appeal 
to a wider audience and engage with them in a manner that they prefer” [VTO 2]. In other words, integrated 
marketing communication content can satisfy volunteer tourist’s various information exposure and search 
preferences about volunteer tourism products. More specifically, some people prefer to read text on printed 
materials or online, while other people find it is easier to absorb information by listening to others (Morrison 2013). 
In addition, some people may prefer to visually see some pictures or videos to get information efficiently. “Different 
customers prefer different content to get information about projects. Some people may prefer reading things, but 
some people may prefer listening to other people. So we use different marketing communication content to delivery 
messages to our prospective volunteer tourists, and satisfy their different needs, thus, attract more volunteer tourists 
and reach our goals” [VTO 2]. VTO 5 also emphasizes that “different types of marketing communication content 
work better on different marketing communication channels, for example, blogs and videos work better on 
Facebook, while photos with minimal words work better on Instagram”.  Moreover, respondents mention that 
different marketing communication content provides different amount of information about volunteer tourism 
organizations or projects. For example, volunteer tourists can get more information from text messages comparing 
to pictures. VTO 4 highlights that “types of content we offer depend on what kind of information individuals require 
and the details they want”. 

4.5 The most effective marketing communication content 

Tourism organizations communicate with tourists by providing virtual experience such as videos and photos so that 
tourists can get a direct experience without actually being there (Chiou et al., 2008), and they can experience the 
sights in advance (Klein, 1998). The findings reveal that the most effective marketing communication content is the 
visual content; namely, videos and pictures (see Table 2). “In today’s environment, individuals want to know about 
the experience without having to be burdened with a ‘text-heavy’ website. Because of this, individuals want to see 
pictures and videos, and learn about volunteer tourism experience visually”.  [VTO 1] 

According to dual coding theory, texts are less likely to have visual representations, while pictures and videos are 
better remembered because they are especially able to elicit mental images (Paivio, 1991, 2014). Besides that, visual 
content allows tourists the chance to have the “first touch” of their travel destinations on the internet (Chiou et al., 
2008), and it also can stimulate volunteer tourists’ awareness and hidden needs. VTO 2’ view illustrates that: “If 
tourists only rely on text content, it might not be so attractive, they cannot have a rough idea of what the project is. 
Sometimes, the text content is not so powerful, and tourists also cannot remember the information presented there. 
Therefore, pictures and videos definitely help a lot. Pictures and videos can provide the first impression of the 
project, and they can stimulate volunteer tourists’ awareness and needs, after that, volunteers tourists would like 
to know more details through text content”. In addition, VTO 2 highlights that visual content can increase the 
reliability of volunteer tourism organizations. They suggest that: “The information about ongoing projects is 
updated through pictures and videos on Instagram every day. Those pictures and videos reflect volunteer tourist’s 
actual life at the destination. Consequently, it can increase the reliability of our organization”.  

The findings show that the video is an effective type among other types of content to engage prospective volunteer 
tourists by reflecting former volunteer tourist’s experience.  For example, “Videos in particular are the most 
effective at engaging our audience (volunteer tourists) and showcasing our past volunteer tourists’ experience.” 
[VTO 5]. In addition, the findings highlight that the video can also increase credibility of the content. “The video is 
the most effective content, because it shows the experience from a person’s point-of-view. It reduces the chance of 
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it being a ‘fake’ experience as you can see various individuals on the project and their experience in the video. 
Individuals want to make sure that their money goes to where it is needed, this (the video) really helps a lot” [VTO 
1]. Besides that, VTO 3 highlights that videos offer less bias, since they include reflections from third parties such 
as past volunteer tourists and local communities. “It (the video) allows a stakeholder/follower (e.g. potential 
volunteer tourists) to hear about our projects from someone who currently engaged with our volunteer tourism 
products. They play a role as a third party user, and offer less bias”. Videos also provide better accessibilities and 
understandings for prospective volunteer tourists to know about volunteer tourism projects. “I think in today’s 
environment, people want to visually see what they are going to do, as they don’t want to read the long text message. 
In other words, they want to have easy accessibility to information about volunteer tourism projects. So using videos 
is much easier to demonstrate our projects’ benefits and attributes comparing to other content. Videos can also 
show the impacts of our projects on the local community and on themselves (volunteer tourists)” [VTO 1]. 

Lastly, the findings show that video is the mixture of verbal and visual content which provides a deeper impression 
on prospective volunteer tourists compare to other content. VTO 5 mentions that “Video is one type of content which 
combines both pictures and sounds; therefore, it can impress volunteer tourists before they visit there, while other 
content cannot satisfy”. “One picture can represent hundreds of words. People are overloaded by the text from 
various platforms. They don’t want to spend time on reading articles to get information, while pictures take their 
less time to know the information” [VTO 2]. Moreover, the findings also reveal that pictures can create and 
communicate destination images. “We can use pictures to deliver messages about destination countries, for 
example, pictures of landscape, pictures of food and people.  Therefore, the destination images can be formed and 
communicated via those pictures” [VTO 3]. Additionally, the findings reveal that details of pictures (e.g. animals 
and children) can used as a tool to stimulate volunteer tourist’s pull motivations and affect their decision-making. 
For example, VTO 2 mentions that animals in pictures can reflect the culture of destinations or countries (e.g., the 
panda represents a symbol of good luck in China). Therefore, when potential volunteer tourists see some animals 
in the picture, they feel like to know more about the culture (pull motivation) of the destination, consequently, they 
want to choose the specific volunteer tourism project, which can satisfy their needs. VTO 2 supplements that 
landscape considers as one of attractive factors which can arouse sightseeing lovers’ desires to join volunteer 
tourism projects as well. Furthermore, the findings reveal that animals and children in pictures are the pull 
motivation factors, because the majority of volunteer tourists, particular female volunteer tourists, they love animals 
and children, therefore, those pictures can pull volunteer tourists to choose a particular volunteer tourism project. 
VTO 2 supports that “adorable children in pictures can affect potential volunteer tourist’s decision-making, 
especially female volunteer tourists”.  

5. Conclusions, Implementations, Future Research and Limitations 

This research provides theoretical contributions to volunteer tourism and marketing communication literature. It 
contributes towards the limited research in marketing communication channels (offline and online) and content 
(visual and verbal) in volunteer tourism context. It extends the knowledge by identifying the most effective 
marketing communication channels and content used by volunteer tourism organizations. Furthermore, this 
research contributes to filling the knowledge gaps in investigating effectiveness of both integrated marketing 
communication channels and content in volunteer tourism context. By understanding the marketing 
communication channels and content used by volunteer tourism organizations, this provides better understandings 
of the effectiveness of marketing communication channels and content in volunteer tourism.   
Volunteer tourism industry practitioners can benefit from the findings presented in this research. More 
specifically, the findings from this research can help volunteer tourism organizations to evaluate the effectiveness 
of their current marketing communication channels and content, and subsequently determine the appropriate mix 
of marketing communication approaches to specific target groups and secure the substantial impacts on volunteer 
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tourists’ decision-making on choosing a volunteer tourism holiday. As evidence by the findings, word of mouth 
(offline and online) is the most effective marketing communication channel used by volunteer tourism 
organizations, and it has the major impacts on volunteer tourists’ decision-making on choosing a volunteer 
tourism holiday. Therefore, volunteer tourism organization’s marketing communication strategy should focus on 
word of mouth marketing communication channels including both traditional WOM (offline) and e-WOM 
(online). More specifically, volunteer tourism organizations can provide incentives or discounts in order to 
encourage volunteer tourists to share their volunteer tourism experience with their friends and families. 
Simultaneously, volunteer tourism organizations should encourage volunteer tourists to post reviews on social 
media such as Instagram or Facebook and third party review websites such as TripAdvisor, in turns, increase 
authenticity and trust perceptions. With regard to marketing communication content, the findings from this 
research reveal that videos play an important role as the most effective marketing communication content used 
by volunteer tourism organizations. Therefore, volunteer tourism organizations should create more videos online 
on social media and their official websites to grab potential volunteer tourists’ attentions, and provide them 
insights of volunteer tourism organizations and projects in the effective and efficient way. Moreover, volunteer 
tourism organizations should encourage volunteer tourists to share videos about their travelling experience on 
social media in order to create awareness of volunteer tourism projects, and increase the credibility of information.  
This research is constrained by some limitations, which are avenues for further research. This research only 
focuses on marketing communication channels and content used by volunteer tourism organizations influencing 
need recognition and information search stages, however, marketing communication channels and content 
experienced by volunteer tourists in their other decision-making stages are not addressed in this research. Future 
research should investigate the impacts of marketing communication channels and content on volunteer tourists’ 
decision making. The central question is which marketing communication channels (offline/online) and content 
(visual/verbal) have the major impact on volunteer tourists’ decision making? Moreover, as evidenced by the 
findings, volunteer tourists use various marketing communication channels and content to make their decisions 
on their holidays. More options mean more opportunities for volunteer tourism organizations to connect and 
engage with their potential volunteer tourists. Keeping interactions consistent across multiple channels and 
ensuring a seamless experience for volunteer tourists are the new challenges. This research is limited in evaluating 
whether those marketing communication channels and content provide a seamless purchasing experience for 
volunteer tourists, which is an area the further research can investigate. Moreover, although the new emerging 
topics of multi-channels and omnichannel occur (Verhoef, Kannan, & Inman, 2015), their definitions and extents 
are unclear to investigate at this stage. Therefore this research does not cover those topics specifically. Future 
research can extend to cover these two new topics if necessary. Apart from that, further studies may also apply 
the AIDA (attention, interest, desire, action) model in details. However, this research focuses on marketing 
communication channels and content used by volunteer tourism organizations.  
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