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ntroduction: In the current economic situation, employability is vital for graduate 

students. A recent CBI report1 has highlighted the need for graduates to have a range of 

skills when entering the workplace. These include: Self Management, Teamworking, 

Business and Customer Awareness, Problem Solving, Communication and Literacy, Application 

of Information Technology and Application of Numeracy. This is particularly important for 

tourism graduates where opportunities for graduate level appointments are few. Although 

degree level work may develop some of the above skills, there are alternative methods by 

which they may be attained and valued by employers2. One such way is through volunteering3. 

Volunteering has recently come to prominence through organisations such as Volunteering 

England4 and the Institute of Volunteering Research5. A limited amount of work has been done 

on enhancing the employability of tourism graduates6 but this has paid little attention to the 

role of volunteering; and some studies have been completed that are tangential to tourism 

graduates such as gap year provision7 and ‗volunteering in the natural outdoors‘8. 

Nevertheless, some studies have examinted how volunteering may be integrated into the 

curriculum9 but again with little reference to tourism.  

 

This lack of attention to volunteering and tourism as a mechanism for skills development is 

somewhat surprising since volunteer tourism has been developing a significant profile through 

international, peer-reviewed publications and conferences, and is a popular topic for 

undergraduate dissertations. Indeed, two recent graduates have used their undergraduate 

dissertation as a springboard into voluntary, environmental grant-giving charity and a 

volunteer tourism provider. The academic study of volunteer tourism has frequently centred 

on values, motivations, behaviours and benefits to volunteers10. As such, the strong  

 

I 
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behavioural emphasis of this work is frequently related to the characteristics of graduates 

sought by employers.  

 

It should be clear that the relationships between tourism, volunteering and employability have 

yet to be fully explored, both from the perspective of enhancing the potential of students 

(practice) and from the perspective of developing the underpinning theoretical behavioural 

aspects (theory). The present study set out principally to explore the perceptions of 

volunteering as a way of improving skills acquisition of students at Southampton Solent 

University and of a range of tourism employers.  

  

Method 

 

An online survey was sent to all students on all tourism courses as well as to students on 

related courses such as events management, outdoor activity courses and geographical and 

environmental courses; in addition, the survey was sent to over 130 tourism and tourism 

related employers. The response was low with only 67 responses in total. The majority of 

responses were from female students and the results relate to this group only. The number of 

usable responses from employers was particularly disappointing.  

  

Data was collected on: 

 

1. Age, course and faculty; 

2. Whether volunteering had been undertaken in the past two years and of what type 

(broadly categorized into ‗environmental‘ and ‗social groups);) 

3. Whether the student held materialist, mixed or post-materialist views11 and the level 

of pro-environmental attitudes;12 

4. The perception of the usefulness of volunteering as a way to improve employability 

skills; and  

5. Whether the student would be happy for volunteering to be part of their core studies 

and the preferred pattern of volunteering.  

   

In view of the small sample size, the data was analysed using non-parametric methods (Mann-

Whitney, Kruskal-Wallis and Chi-square ests and Spearman‘s Rho for correlation.)  

 

Results 

 
The only factor appeared to significantly influence whether students had volunteered in the 

past two years was the course they were following (Table 1)13 while age was the only factor  
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that was significantly related to the type of volunteering undertaken. ‗Environmental‘ 

volunteers had a median age of 22 while for ‗social‘ volunteers it was 2014.  

 

Table 1: Volunteered in the Past Two Years in Relation to University Course 

  

Course 

Total 

 
Events 

Geography/ 

Tourism 
Tourism Other 

Volunteered 

in past 

two years 

Yes 7 4 2 3 16 

No 6 4 17 2 29 

Total 13 8 19 5 5 45 

 

The overall perception of female students as volunteering as a mechanism to improve 

employability skills is shown in Figure 1. Perhaps not surprisingly, soft skills such as Teamwork 

and Self-Management are rated most highly, while hard skills such as IT and Numeracy came 

towards the bottom. The only factor that appeared to significantly influence the perception 

was the type of of volunteering undertaken where ‗environmental‘ volunteers had a median 

score of 4.5 and ‗social‘ volunteers a score of 3 for business awareness15. The course being 

followed also had a marginally significant effect on the value of volunteering to improve 

business awareness with the highest median score for Events students (5), followed by 

Tourism students (4) and then Geography/Environmental students (3.5). 

  

Students were on the whole happy for volunteering to be a core part of their course. Not 

surprisingly, both faculty and course affected the degree to which volunteering should be part 

of the core curriculum with Geography/Environmental students in FTEC recording a median of 

5, while Tourism and Events students in FBSE recorded a median of 416. The level of post-

materialism also marginally influenced the extent to which incorporating postmaterialist 

values recorded medians of 4 while those with materialist values recorded a media of 317. The 

level of pro-environmental attitudes was also significantly related to the acceptance of 

volunteering in the core curriculum with those with strong attitudes being happier for it to be 

incorporated18.  
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Figure 1: Overall perception of volunteering as a way to improve employability skills 

  

Figure 2: The extent to which students would be happy for volunteering being a core part of their course 

 

Finally, students were asked to rank their preference for difference patterns of volunteering 

(Figure 3).  A clear preference is shown for regular volunteering on a one day per week basis 

followed by (the presumable attraction) of a longer oversees placement where as an extended 

block of several months is not seen as desirable.  
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Figure 3: Preference for different patterns of volunteering (lower median rank indicate s a greater 

preference)  

 
Conclusions 

 

Caution must be exercised when drawing conclusions from a small study such as this where 

the respondents are self-selecting. Nevertheless, the overall impression given by the results 

suggest that female students‘ perceptions of volunteering as a skills-enhancing mechanism are 

favourable and that they would be quite happy for volunteering to be part of their core 

studies. There are indications that those following a more environmentally based couse are 

more likely to volunteer and the value of volunteering should be stressed more strongly to 

tourism students. As expected, those students have stronger pro-environmental attitudes and 

those who are more concerned with the quality of life rather than the material aspects look 

upon volunteering more favourably.  

 

Although the opportunity to undertake volunteering is offered through a Curriculum Plus unit 

to everyone, few Tourism students have taken up this opportunity. Where they have, it has 

proved very beneficial and led directly to employment. Further work should be undertaken to 

make the curriculum more flexible to enable Tourism students to develop their employability 

skills through volunteering while at the same time developing their understanding of the 

Tourism Industry. 
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13 Chi-square = 9.125, df = 3, p = 0.028 

  

14 M-W U = 8, Z = -1.982, p = 0.047, n = 16 

  

15 M-W U 4.5, Z = -2.405, p = 0.016, n = 16 

  

16 For the faculty comparison M-W U = 50, Z = -2.627, p = 0.009, n = 36 

  

17 K-W test, Chi-square = 5.771, df = 2, p = 0.056, n = 38 

 

18 rho = 0.322, p = 0.048, n = 38  
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