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Abstract: The benefits from educational travel programs (ETPs) for students have been well-
documented in the literature, particularly for programs looking at sustainability and environmental
issues. However, the impacts the ETPs have on the destinations that host them have been less
frequently considered; most of these studies focus, understandably, on destinations in the Global
South. This paper draws on a framework of sustainable educational travel to examine how ETPs
affect their host destinations in two case study destinations, based on the author’s professional expe-
rience in these locations, interviews with host organizations that use the lens of the pandemic, and
information from government databases. The findings highlight an awareness of the sustainability
of the destination, the importance of good, local partnerships with organizations well-connected in
their communities, and educational activities that can benefit both students and hosts. Nonetheless,
we have a long way to go to understand the full impacts of ETPs on their host destinations and thus
truly learn to avoid them.

Keywords: educational travel; host destination; France; Iceland; COVID-19; citizen science; research
service learning

1. Introduction

In 2014 [1], several colleagues and I developed a framework for sustainable educa-
tional travel and identified important research topics that could help guide the development
of more sustainable educational travel programs (ETPs), including ones that address the
program–host destination relationship. Awareness of host-related impacts is essential, both
from a perspective of treating host destinations that support ETPs ethically (including
partners, the communities, and the natural environment), and educating student partici-
pants genuinely about potential problems that arise through travel, and thereby enabling
upcoming generations of travelers to confront similar issues in their future travels. This
last point is particularly pertinent, given that participants in ETPs often become repeat
travelers, including returning to their original study destination [2–4]. Short-term ETPs are
perhaps at a greater risk for adverse host-related impacts as instructors might rely less on
partnerships with host institutions, and students have less time to engage in and adapt
to the host community culture [2,5]. Further, students’ educational experiences appear
to be less transformative on short-term programs [6], so any educational offset would be
more limited.

In this paper, I employ two destinations as case studies where I have developed and
led short-term sustainability-themed ETPs to help elucidate good practices for working
with host destinations. After first reviewing the recent literature on educational travel as a
tool for teaching about environmental and sustainability issues and the impacts programs
can have on their host destinations, I extract a framework from the 2014 study [1] about how
ETPs should interact with their host destinations to examine considerations of destination
sustainability, the role of partnerships, and types of educational activities that can benefit
both student participants and the host community. Since the COVID-19 pandemic took
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place while I was developing this paper, I also take advantage of insights from host
institutions in both destinations regarding what the pandemic has revealed about the
importance of ETPs in the destinations. The ETPs in the case studies (and the topic of this
Special Issue) focus on sustainability and environmental themes; accordingly, this paper
will relate most strongly to short-term ETPs that have a sustainability focus. Nonetheless,
many of the observations apply to all ETPs and their host destinations in general.

1.1. Brief Review of Educational Travel Programs

Educational travel programs, such as study abroad, service trips, and field schools, are
an important pedagogical tool in higher education, with the potential to provide powerful
learning experiences for students. Studies have indicated that educational travel programs
improve students’ topical knowledge, language skills, and intercultural competencies,
e.g., [7–9]. Further, indirect benefits have included improved environmental awareness and
a greater likelihood to engage in more sustainable behaviors, regardless of the program fo-
cus, e.g., [4,10,11]. Consequently, many universities employ these programs to contribute to
a mission to develop global citizens [12,13]. Even more effective at achieving sustainability-
related outcomes are the programs that specifically focus on issues of the environment
and sustainability [3,14,15]. Several studies have demonstrated that learning outcomes for
pro-environmental behaviors are much more significant on sustainability-focused ETPs
versus other ETPs [16,17].

An important aspect of all of the programs studied above was an intentional peda-
gogical approach to engage students actively and experientially. In general, an ETP is not
automatically an effective learning experience [18]. To maximize learning outcomes, ETPs
must deliberately design learning activities and program structures [6,18–20]. Pedagogical
approaches used in such programs provide opportunities to educate students about various
sustainability concepts, issues, and practices in ways that generate lifelong learning; they
can also provide benefits for local communities and improve sustainability in general. Kilgo
and others [21] found that study abroad (i.e., ETPs), as well as two approaches used in ETPs,
undergraduate research and service learning, provide positive impacts on student learning.
All three of these are recognized by the Association of American Colleges and Universities
as high-impact educational practices. Research service learning, which envisions “research
as service [22]”, may be a way ETPs could avoid some of the issues associated with service
learning (considered below) while gaining benefits associated with research [2]. Research
service learning, as well as participation in citizen science programs, can also serve as
important vehicles to educate students about ecology and the environment [23].

Citizen science engages volunteers, including groups of students, to collect real-world
data as part of scientific research projects. Participation in citizen science engages students
in a large-scale research project and provides interactions with scientists. Citizen science
programs can help participants to understand ecology and sustainability better and al-
low them to understand how research is done [23,24]. Dunn and others [25] argue that
engaging citizen science in science education is an important next step, as it confronts
students with what is not known rather than teaching them what is. Recent reviews of
citizen science projects [26–28] further confirm the benefits that the projects can provide:
they generally produce positive, albeit variable, learning outcomes, including increased
knowledge, improved attitudes towards nature, and more environmentally friendly behav-
iors. However, as Bela and others [27] noted, these outcomes often take place in informal
and unstructured settings. Sauermann and others [24] also noted that participation in
citizen science programs is often lacking. Therefore, it stands to reason that a citizen science
project embedded within an ETP could provide the formalized and structured setting to
enhance gains in learning and provide citizen science programs with dedicated participants
over time.
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1.2. ETP Impacts on Host Destinations

Despite the effective learning that can take place on ETPs, particularly when properly
designed, impacts to host destinations are almost inevitable. Perhaps one of the more
pertinent statements about strategies to deal with negative impacts from ETPs came from
Dvorak and others [29]. The authors provided three possible approaches to deal with
the problematic carbon emissions produced by ETP travel. First, one could assume the
benefits for students outweigh any impacts from climate change and thus do nothing.
Alternatively, one could assume that the dangers of a warmer planet greatly outweigh
any benefits of the programs and stay home. Lastly, one could take a middle road where
programs try to mitigate climate impacts as best they can and use the program as a chance
to confront students with these emissions and empower them to make relevant changes in
their own lives and communities. This argument also applies to other types of ETP impacts
on host destinations. As some in the literature discuss [1,18,30,31], it would be unethical to
ignore negative impacts on communities, no matter how great the benefits are for students.
Thus, we need to take the middle road at addressing and resolving the impacts on the host
destinations and use the experiences to educate students to be more responsible.

Lutterman-Aguilar and Gingerich [18] wrote in 2002 that ETPs should incorporate
members of the host community to help facilitate experiential learning but advised that the
program-host relationship should be reciprocal and mutually beneficial. They further cau-
tioned against “cultural invasions” and placing unprepared and unskilled students in ser-
vice projects and internships. Almost 20 years later, these problems continue to be reported
in the literature, particularly for international service learning programs to the Global
South and what Wood et al. [30] termed “vulnerable” communities. Problematic “clashes”
of cultures have been reported between foreign students and local communities across
multiple destinations with respect to behaviors, displays of wealth, and dress [30,32–34],
particularly if the students are not adequately prepared for the host culture. In the Global
South and vulnerable communities, there are also issues of neocolonialist and superiority
attitudes displayed by students and perhaps even reinforced by a program’s inadequate or
absent preparation. Ficarra [33] also found that in two popular ETP cities, the influence
of U.S. students was evident both in the growing use of English and districts being taken
over by “(U.S.) American bubbles”. Disruptive behaviors from students such as drinking
or rudeness only further aggravate impacts [30,31,33]. The fact that ETPs tend to go deeper
into “backstage” areas, which are not intended for tourism [35], can further exacerbate
such issues; uninvaded backstage areas are considered important for local sustainability, as
they provide a refuge from tourists [36].

From an economic perspective, several studies report positive benefits resulting from
economic income from programs and student participants [30,33,34,37]. One study es-
timated spending by students [38] was similar to average tourists, and thus providing
important income for host communities. Nonetheless, the economic benefits also raise
serious concerns related to economic dependency and equitable distribution of the benefits
within the host community. Furthermore, there is also a concern about the program’s
impacts on local prices and rents [33]. Moreover, students who engage in service projects in
these areas for which they lack the requisite skills or language ability can cause problems,
demand more time from host organizations, and sometimes harm the very communities
they intended to help [32,39,40].

Lastly, ETPs can also affect the host, as well as the global environment. Perhaps one
of the clearest impacts is from the greenhouse gas emissions from transport to, from, and
within the host destination [29,41]. As climate change disproportionately harms countries
of the Global South and vulnerable communities, which are not responsible for historic or
current emissions, the emissions created by ETPs from the Global North represent an unfair
burden on these communities and one that must be dealt with. Additionally, my 2019
study [35] found potential negative impacts for natural environments in a host destination.
Specifically, it found that ETPs visit different sites from tourists, which tend to be more
ecologically sensitive and further from roads (i.e., less developed). It also pointed out
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that ETPs tend to travel in larger groups than tourists and thus have a greater potential of
impact per visit.

Referring back to Dvorak and others [29], the only way to eliminate negative im-
pacts completely is not to travel. As this is unlikely to happen in the near future, it
behooves ETPs to address these issues honestly and directly. As several authors have
suggested [18,30,39,42], institutions need strong ethical guidelines to govern how ETPs
interact with host destinations. The challenges these impacts present are also excellent and
important opportunities to involve and educate students. The need certainly exists. Not
only do ETP participants go on to travel frequently after their studies, but some evidence
also suggests that they do not completely understand the role they play in negative impacts.
For example, Zhang and Gibson [3] found that former participants recognized negative
impacts from their ETPs but failed to express responsibility for them. Fortunately, several
authors have utilized educational activities that can help. Dvorak and others engaged their
students in developing their own personal carbon offsets that derive from lifestyle changes
rather than a third-party purchase. Ling and others [16] use “socio-scientific issues” in their
programs that engage students with local stakeholders to debate and develop solutions.

Ultimately, some impacts may be too great. There seems to be a growing call that
international service programs need to alter their mode of operations drastically [39,42].
Performing “bad service” is no longer acceptable, and a complete rethinking of what the
groups do in the host destination is needed to reframe the visit and the interactions with
the host community. In some cases, certain destinations are perhaps no longer suitable and
should be avoided.

2. Methodology

This study uses a case study approach to examine how the ETP–host relationship can
play out in an effort to craft more sustainable ETPs. Specifically, it uses several important
research questions proposed in a 2014 study that developed a framework for sustainable
educational travel [1] to examine the case studies. The 2014 framework attempted to
provide a holistic understanding of what sustainable educational travel could look like and
was based on both the tourism and the educational travel literature. Table 1 presents the
questions pertinent to the ETP−host relationship examined in this study, along with the
section in which they appear in the paper.

Table 1. Research framework for study, as adapted from Long and others [1].

Research Questions Related to the
Program–Host Destination Relationship Section

How does sustainability play a role in the
destinations’ ETPs?

3.1 Destination
sustainability

What kind of local partnerships exist and how
do they affect ETPs? 3.2 Partnerships

How can educational activities support
sustainability in ETPs in their host

destinations?
3.3 Education activities

How can scholars assess impacts from ETPs on
their host destinations? 4. Discussion

While developing this paper, the COVID-19 pandemic was raging around the world
(and still is as of now). The pandemic, with lockdowns, travel restrictions, and other
regulations, has affected the tourism and travel sectors hard, particularly in regard to
international travel. Accordingly, the pandemic also presents an opportunity to understand
the importance of ETPs for host destinations and partners, both in the sense of what it has
meant and will mean for them, but also what it might reveal about the kind of partnership
we have, particularly with respect to issues of dependency and reciprocity. Thus, I describe
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briefly below how each destination was generally affected and have incorporated insights
from the host organizations, as described below.

2.1. Case Studies

The two destinations used here have hosted ETPs, which I have led, and reflect two
different settings for ETPs: a tourist town in a populated region and a small town in a
remote region, both of which present different contexts to the larger tourist cities examined
in [33]. It is also important to note that neither location is located in the Global South or
has any particularly “vulnerable communities” (sensu Wood and others [30]). Nonetheless,
this does not mean that host destination concerns can be ignored.

2.1.1. ETP Context

Both destinations used here are part of Franklin University Switzerland’s (hereafter
referred to as Franklin) Academic Travel program. Franklin is a small, private university in
southern Switzerland. Its Academic Travel program is a faculty-led field school program
that embeds a 10–14 day travel experience into a semester-long course. Although the
structure and pedagogical approach used varies across courses and disciplines at Franklin,
the courses share a common basic structure: an approximately six-week pre-travel period
on campus, the travel period, and a post-travel period of approximately six weeks back
on campus. This structure is very important, as it provides travel leaders the opportunity
to prepare students academically, culturally, and logistically for the upcoming travel
experience, as well as guarantees an extended post-travel period to reflect upon and
process both the academic material learned and the overall experience in the course’s
destination. Academic travel courses are offered in every discipline taught at Franklin,
including environmental science and studies (the focus of these case studies), as well as
several others that teach environmentally or sustainability-related material. The courses
are also a requirement of the core curriculum for all bachelor’s degrees (four travel courses
required for all B.A. or B.S. degrees).

2.1.2. Case Study 1: Chamonix-Mont Blanc Region, France

The Chamonix-Mont Blanc region is located in the département of Haute-Savoie in
Eastern France on the border with Italy and Switzerland (Figure 1a). The département had
a population of approximately 807,000 in 2017, while Chamonix-Mont Blanc’s population
was about 8600 [43]. The region spans 116.5 km2 in the French Alps, including France’s
highest peak, Mont Blanc. Its economy depends heavily on the service and transport sector,
which accounts for almost 80% of the jobs in Chamonix-Mt. Blanc. The region is a well-
known tourism destination for both summer and winter. It is also home to the Mont Blanc
Massif, an important natural area with Europe’s largest elevational gradient [44]. Thus, it
is an excellent base to study Alpine ecosystems and climate change, which is the focus of
the Academic Travel course. The course works with a local non-profit organization that has
been conducting environmental research in the area for several decades. The organization
generally acts as a host for visiting educational groups, engages them in ongoing research
projects, and sponsors several citizen-science programs.

France, as a whole, experienced strict COVID-19 regulations during the pandemic,
based on the COVID-19 Stringency Index. The index is a measure of how strict the
regulations governing the pandemic were at a given point in time in a given country,
measured on a scale from 0 (no regulations) to 100 (all possible measures in place) [45]. It
reached a maximum value of 88 during spring 2020 and had an average of 59.6 for the
period between January 2020 and June 2021 (data accessed here [46]). Given the improved
situation in the summer and early fall of 2020, particularly in the Chamonix region and
that of my home institution, my partner institution and I decided to proceed with the ETP
we had already been planning pre-pandemic. Each party was of the understanding that
we would follow our institutions’ COVID-19 protection plans, which required, among
other things, pre and post-travel testing for all program participants, travel in a private
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coach, mask requirements in all indoor spaces and during certain outdoor activities, social
distancing, and limits on group sizes. We were also both prepared to cancel the program at
any time if the situation worsened. With Chamonix Mont-Blanc on the Swiss border, this
seemed like an acceptable risk.
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2.1.3. Case Study 2: Westfjords Region, Iceland

The Westfjords are a remote area in Northwest Iceland (Figure 1b). The region had a
population of just under 7000 in 2018; Ísafjörður, the most populated town in the region,
had a population of about 2600 [50]. The Westfjords has an area of about 22,000 km2 [51],
and its main economic sectors are fishing and tourism. Iceland is a well-known destination
for tourism and renewable energies. At the same time, being a remote island bordering the
Arctic brings significant challenges both to Iceland and particularly the Westfjords. This
has made it an excellent location for several Academic Travel courses that have looked at
both sustainability in general as well as sustainable tourism. The courses have worked
with a local institution of higher education in the Westfjords that also frequently hosts
visiting educational groups.

In comparison to France, Iceland generally experienced the pandemic with less strict
measures. Iceland’s maximum COVID-19 Stringency Index value was 65.7, which did not
occur until spring 2021; during the January 2020 to June 2021 period, its average index
value was 42.9 [46]. Nonetheless, Iceland’s incoming travel regulations often required a
mandatory quarantine period for visitors, which made travel for ETPs to Iceland very
difficult. I did not have a program planned for Iceland in 2020, so I was not affected directly
by the pandemic in this case. However, we are currently planning an ETP in fall 2021
and are keeping a close eye on developments and again developing protection plans; one
update from the fall 2020 plan is that all participants must be fully vaccinated against
SARS-CoV2 and contingency plans on both sides.

2.2. Data Sources

The data are derived from the author’s professional experiences and observations in
leading programs to the two destinations and from government and industry databases.
Additionally, I conducted interviews remotely with a representative from the host insti-
tution in each destination during November 2020 to see what the pandemic could reveal
about the role ETPs play in the respective host destination. Specifically, I spoke with them
about how their programs had been affected, any potential impacts in the local community,



Sustainability 2021, 13, 8351 7 of 17

and how the pandemic might affect future ETPs. The full list of questions is provided in
Appendix A.

3. Findings
3.1. Destination Sustainability

One of the most important questions to consider in thinking about a good ETP-host
destination relationship is the destination’s ability to support the group sustainably. ETPs
are ultimately a part of the overall tourism economy [1,38], and thus an important proxy
for how well a destination can sustain an ETP visit relates to how well it can support
tourists in general. Even though ETPs do not necessarily frequent the same sites as regular
tourists [35], it has been my experience that they often are supported by similar services,
particularly with respect to transport, lodging, and meals. Thus, the timing and logistics of
ETPs can either complement or exacerbate tourism numbers. The timing of an ETP may or
may not be flexible for a university (for example, it may need to happen during an interim
period or, in the case of my institution, during the designated time of the semester); the
choice of destination may be more flexible. Ultimately, if a destination already suffers from
overtourism or if it severely lacks the infrastructure necessary to support tourists, visiting
ETPs will be an unsustainable burden on the host destination.

3.1.1. Tourism in Chamonix-Mont Blanc

Generally, France is a large country with a diversified economy. Figure 2a shows the
relative stability of tourism over the last decade, corresponding to about 8–9% of France’s
exports [52]. As mentioned above, the Chamonix-Mont Blanc region depends much more
heavily on the service industry, which supports the tourists in the area, the majority (70%)
of whom are French [53]. As Figure 3 demonstrates, visitation by tourists has been relatively
stable in the Haute-Savoie (the French département in which Chamonix is located) in the
last decade, after decreasing in the early 2000s. In Chamonix, the proxy data for tourism are
the use of two of the main transport infrastructures (the Aiguille du Midi cable car and the
Montenvers train), which both reflect similar trends (Figure 4)—the Aiguille du Midi cable
car even shows a general increase in annual visitor numbers over the last 20 years [54].
Located in a mountainous region with multiple ski resorts, Chamonix unsurprisingly
receives most of its visitors in the winter (54%) and summer (40%) months [53]. Visits in the
fall (October and November) make up just four percent of the annual visits to the region.
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Figure 4. Annual trips on the Aiguille du Midi cable car and the Montenvers train in Chamonix
(NB: the Aiguille du Midi cable car was closed for part of 2018) [54].

The current official long-term plan for the sustainable development of the region is
striving both to diversify the tourism sector as well as to spread out visitation more evenly
over the year [56]. From this perspective, ETPs that visit in the off-season, such as the
Franklin ETP in October, would contribute to this goal. Further, ETPs also represent a
different kind of tourist from a recreational tourist, thereby helping to diversify the sector.
Even though ETPs often rely on the same tourism infrastructure, they generally engage in
different types of activities than most recreational tourists [35].

When discussing how the pandemic-induced loss of ETPs affected the host community
in general, the representative from our host in Chamonix thought that the loss of ETPs
had been less of a problem since the region is a major tourism area. ETPs likely make up
only a small portion of that sector (NB: whereas the host organization supports 4–5 ETPs
per year, there is no good global database with information on the total number of ETPs
visiting the area). However, the representative thought that groups, such as mine, which
come in the off-season, may be more important, and their loss could have a bigger impact,
particularly as we typically use smaller, local providers for lodging and food. Thus, if the
region continues its plans to diversify the tourism seasons and types, ETPs might have
a larger impact in the future. The representative also hypothesized that there could be
longer-term impacts for the region as the ETPs often create repeat visitors to the area, and
their participants may also encourage friends and family members to visit as well.
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3.1.2. Tourism in the Westfjords

Tourism in Iceland grew rapidly from 2010–2018 (Figure 2b) [55]. In 2019, the strength
of ISK led to a slight decline over the previous years, while in 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic
closed borders for much of the year. During this same period, tourism grew to represent
over a third of Iceland’s export revenue, surpassing fishing and the metal industry. The
Westfjords, one of the more remote and least populated in the country, is also one of the
least visited regions in Iceland, with only 8–10% of tourists visiting Iceland coming to the
region in recent years [55]. Whereas tourism has become much more common throughout
the year in Iceland in general, tourism in the Westfjords remains very much a seasonal
sector, with most tourists visiting in the summer months (Figure 5a). This rapid growth
of cruise ship tourism in recent years (pre-pandemic) has further accentuated this aspect
(Figure 6).
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The growth in cruise ship tourism has altered the face of tourism in the Westfjords.
Unlike the regular tourists who rarely come to the area, Ísafjörður typically ranks as the
third most popular port of call for cruise ships in Iceland (after Reykjavík and Akureyri).
Thus, tourism pressure in the summer months has become quite high with the industry’s
rapid growth in the area recently (Figure 6). The cruise ship season runs from mid-May
until the end of September, with most ships coming in mid-summer [58]. On busy days, the
number of cruise ship passengers can exceed the number of residents in town by a factor
of two or three (population 2625 in 2018), which has led to conflicts between residents and
tourists [59].
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During the month of October, the time of the case study program, tourism visitation is
much lower, averaging around nine percent of the monthly summer tourists (not including
cruise ship tourists) [55]. Prior to 2014, the number of Icelandic and foreign tourists visiting
in October was similar (Figure 5b). Since then, foreign tourists have grown to dominate
the limited October tourism numbers (prior to the COVID-19 pandemic). It is also a time
of year without cruise ship visitation. However, unlike with Chamonix, there has been
no formal push to spread tourism more evenly throughout the year, and thus one could
question if October is an appropriate time to visit the area as an ETP. On the one hand, it
represents income for an area increasingly accustomed to income from tourism, and with
the lower numbers during this time of year, a group of 20 staying for several days can be
important. At the same time, this time of year may also represent a much-needed break
from the masses of summer tourists. In this type of situation, ETPs must have excellent
relationships with their host communities and pay close attention to their potential impacts
in this period. For my program, working with the local institution, as well as my experience
in the area, have helped us walk this line.

The pandemic has shed light on a potentially different situation in the Westfjords.
The representative here felt that ETPs could bring positive impacts for the community
in that they offer opportunities for new interactions in the remote setting. The lack of
visiting groups or groups that only visit online did not bring those same opportunities. It
stands to reason that the economic losses could also be important if ETPs do not come,
particularly ETPs that provide income outside of the summer tourist season. Nonetheless,
the representative also pointed out that the lack of international travel is better for climate
change and more sustainable from that perspective.

3.2. Partnerships for Education

Another important part of sustainable educational travel, relates to the role that
partnerships play for the ETPs. In my personal assessment, the partnerships in these cases
reflect what is called for in the literature reviewed above [2,15,18]: the organizations are
rooted in their communities and are well-connected within them, this is an established,
long-term working relationship that benefits both parties, and both parties work together
to co-create the programs for the ETPs. It is also worth mentioning that neither is a
for-profit institution, a concern Barkin [5] raises about partnerships involved in some
short-term ETPs.
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3.2.1. Chamonix-Mont Blanc

In Chamonix-Mont Blanc, the ETP works primarily with a non-profit research and
education organization that has been active in the region for several decades. Its research
programs focus on the ecology of Alpine ecosystems and the impacts of climate change,
which dovetail well with the ETP’s focus on Alpine ecosystems. As a small organization,
it is able to support a diverse range of research and citizen science projects due to the
inclusion of student and community participants in collecting data. These long-term
projects provide multiple learning experiences for the students: they interact with scientists
in the field and see research happening in real-time, they are able to gain valuable field
research experience themselves, and they have the added benefit of contributing to a
real-world project. Additionally, it allows the ETP to track and share findings with new
visits and groups. I work closely with the organization’s staff to develop the course’s
curriculum and incorporate preparation for the field component into the portion of the
course on campus. The organization’s local network and connections are invaluable for
both trip logistics, such as identifying appropriate places to stay, particularly in an effort
to avoid larger-scale accommodations that target mass tourism. They have also helped
to identify additional activities for the group, such as working with a local community to
map invasive plant species, a service project that used the students’ academic skills to meet
a local need. The organization staff is responsible for billing my institution for the services
they provide and thus are ensured fair compensation for their efforts, which in turn helps
support their research and programs. Overall, the partnership has proved successful for
both parties for the two courses we have carried out, with plans for more in the future.

The representative from the host organization reported that the pandemic has had
multiple effects on their organization and its collaboration with ETPs and other educational
groups. With respect to their activities, they had to move almost all of their activities
outdoors (although admittedly, many of their activities were already outdoors) and spend
more time managing groups and group sizes to ensure compliance with COVID-19 regu-
lations. With respect to hosting ETPs, my colleague reported that only one (mine) of the
five groups (coming from Europe or North America) scheduled to visit in 2020 was able to
come. As most programs they host come in the summer, the global situation in spring 2020
had generally prevented long-term planning involving travel. Since the organization runs
several research projects that rely on student participants to collect data, the loss of groups
meant reduced data collection, which had implications for those projects. Further, the loss
of groups meant a loss of opportunities to share their research and pilot new educational
projects. It further represented a loss of income that helps support program development
and grant proposals. If the pandemic continues to impact international travel, they expect
to shift their focus to primarily local and regional groups.

One unexpected benefit for the partnership from the pandemic was the opportunity
for my group and the staff of the host organization to interact after the group had returned
home. As we had all gotten accustomed to using virtual meeting software during the
pandemic, it was easy to include the hosts virtually for the students’ final research presen-
tations back on campus. The research projects were based on activities the students had
done on-site that staff from the host organization had mentored. Having the staff present
for the final presentations was an excellent opportunity for all parties: the host staff got to
see what the students did after their return, and the students got to present their work to a
group of professionals in the field whom they knew. Both our partner and the students
enjoyed this approach, and thus, it is something we plan to repeat in the future.

3.2.2. Westfjords

In the Westfjords, my courses have been working with a small, local public higher
education institution with a record of hosting ETPs. The institution also hosts several
master’s programs that examine various aspects of environmental management and com-
munity development and a distance learning center; as such, it has strong connections
locally, regionally, and nationally. I have worked with the staff to help develop and refine
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the course’s curriculum and adapt to changes that occur from year to year. The university’s
staff, local network, and physical infrastructure have been invaluable for the course and its
activities. The staff helps me understand what makes sense in October, as well as helping
me identify appropriate places to stay. Similar to the situation in Chamonix, the host insti-
tution bills my institution for the services they provide, helping ensure fair compensation
for our partners.

With respect to the pandemic impacts our host institution has experienced in the
Westfjords, they also report having seen a decrease in international groups visiting (they
do not normally host domestic ones). As an institution of higher education, they do not
have the same kind of research projects at the institutional level that the organization in
Chamonix does. However, the regulations and general pandemic situation have reduced
the opportunities for field visits due to closures or unwillingness of other partners to
receive visitors. Nonetheless, their small size and remote location have allowed them
to be in-person more frequently than other locations in the country. Groups that were
able to come have profited from that aspect. As the regulations have changed frequently
and quickly, the staff has seen an increase in the time spent adapting programs to new
requirements. Similar to their counterpart in Chamonix, they too feel that the loss of groups
represents a lost opportunity for new ideas and interactions.

3.3. Educational Opportunities

The framework presented above asked the question as to how educational activities
can also support sustainability, not simply in terms of gains for students but also for the
host destination. As I discuss below, both destinations in concert with the partnerships have
permitted the inclusion of experiential educational activities that have contributed greatly
to the quality of these programs that also allow benefits to accrue beyond students and in
the host destination: through both citizen science (Chamonix) and research service-learning
(Chamonix and Westfjords) approaches.

3.3.1. Chamonix-Mont Blanc

As I mentioned above, our partner organization runs multiple participatory research
and citizen science programs to engage the student participants. To prepare the students,
the pre-travel portion of the course teaches and reviews the ecological background relevant
to the projects. Once on-site during the travel, the local scientists further review the projects
and give an overview of the sampling techniques the students will be using. The projects
have included vegetation surveys of long-term sampling plots, phenological surveys
looking at fall leaf changes in trees, and camera trap photo identifications. Whereas the
first project is limited to groups that the organization hosts, the latter two projects are
larger-scale regional citizen science projects that anyone can participate in via the web.
As mentioned above, citizen science can be an important part of science education as it
involves students in the process of creating knowledge [25]. Interestingly, the representative
from the host organization reported an unexpected benefit during the pandemic for their
citizen science programs that do not require supervision (i.e., the phenological monitoring,
which people do at home, and the camera trap photo identification, which is done via the
web). Both saw a substantial increase in the number of participants during the lockdown
periods. The question remains, however, whether these new participants would continue
to engage in the long-term.

A new project in which the most recent group participated falls more under the
research service-learning designation. Our host partnered the students with a project
in a nearby community trying to manage several invasive plant species that have taken
over different areas throughout the town. As invasive species are a topic covered in the
course, the project fits nicely into the curriculum. The students worked in groups with
community members to map the occurrence of the species within the community. Through
this activity, students were able to experience firsthand how problematic invasive species
can be and how communities can engage in their own research, as well as provide a service
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to a community in the host destination that was useful and requested. The representative
pointed out that the loss of ETPs would hurt community organizations such as this one.
Had we not been able to come, this project would have been delayed indefinitely.

3.3.2. Westfjords

In the Westfjords, the students on the ETP have always engaged in field research
projects that they developed with me. A few years ago, we were able to shift to a model
that is more akin to research service learning. A partner of the host institution who worked
in the tourism sector was overseeing a project to improve and expand the existing hiking
trail system in the region. However, the project had very little funding or staff and needed
background research to help develop a funding proposal. The students again worked in
groups to carry out field surveys of the existing and one proposed new trail, accompanied
by a local volunteer or myself. They assessed trail quality, problem areas, and the need
for additional infrastructure; in the case of the new trail, the students also mapped the
proposed trail and assessed the sensitivity of the landscape within a GIS. The groups
carried out the field research during the travel and then analyzed the data and wrote
reports during the remainder of the semester. This project provided a needed service to
a local community while giving the students valuable field experience and insights into
environmental careers. Again, as mentioned above, if projects such as these rely on ETPs,
the loss of such programs could have a negative impact on community groups.

4. Discussion

This paper has examined issues related to the effects ETPs have on the destinations
that host them (i.e., partner organizations and the communities in general) and highlighted
some practices that the author has developed over his years leading ETPs that strive to
minimize negative impacts and increase positive ones. The observations are hopefully
valuable to all who run and sponsor ETPs, but perhaps most so for programs focusing on
sustainability-related topics since minimizing negative impacts is part and parcel of the
sustainability discourse. The case studies used here demonstrate good partnerships and
planning can help maintain the benefits of the experiential educational experience while
working to respect the host destination.

One crucial part of the good ETP-host institution relationship, as discussed at the begin-
ning of this paper, is that it provides benefits to both parties and that it is reciprocal [18,30,39].
In both case studies, the relationships benefit each side. The benefits for the ETP side are
clear: students participate in an experiential education that engages them in a local setting.
Our host partners benefit from participation in research programs, from the opportunity to
try out new activities, and from the interactions with the students; the loss of these benefits
was felt by both destinations during the pandemic and thus would be likely felt if the ETPs
were lost due to other reasons. Further, with both sides co-creating the curriculum, the
ETP’s academic goals thrive through leveraging the host institution’s resources. The collab-
orations can result in exciting new projects and activities, particularly as the partnership
grows over time. Lastly, because the partner institutions are paid for their time at prices
they set, the partnership is economically sustainable for the host institution.

Although impacts on the broader host communities are harder to gauge, ETPs likely
have less of an impact in a destination with a large tourism economy that is active most
of the year, such as Chamonix. In a smaller setting, such as the Westfjords, ETP impacts,
both positive and negative, are much more likely to be felt. The approaches discussed
above provide ways to make impacts positive and more widely distributed. To enhance
the positive impacts, research service-learning experiences can provide ways that students
can use their academic skills related to the course to assist the community in meeting needs
that it identified and with which it requested help. This approach avoids putting unskilled
students in situations in which they could cause more harm than good. Additionally,
having well-connected local partner organizations helps identify local service providers
and accommodations for the program so that more of the economic benefits from hosting
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the ETP stay in the host community. Finally, one of the host organization’s representatives
suggested that a community might further benefit from good PR when the student par-
ticipants return home and share their experiences with friends and family and encourage
future visitation. Savvy use of social media can facilitate this aspect.

A negative impact that the literature cautions against is cultural invasion or a clash
of cultures. Certainly, in these case studies, the destinations both have Western European
cultures, which are similar to that of the ETP institution, so such problems are less likely
than they might be for an ETP destination in the Global South. Nonetheless, we take steps
to try to minimize potential problems. As I described earlier, the structure of Franklin’s
Academic Travel program ensures students have six weeks of classes on campus before
we travel to the host destination (similar to the “extended semester” model that Barkin
recommended [2]). This allows us to discuss cultural differences and behavior expectations
well in advance of the travel itself. Further, both host organizations follow up with an
on-site orientation to the program and the destination when we arrive. Interestingly, for
the partner in the Westfjords, the interactions with the students also bring positive benefits
to the community, benefits that were lost during the pandemic and would be lost if the
ETPs were to change destinations or stop visiting altogether.

The COVID-19 pandemic provided an opportunity to understand the importance that
ETPs hold for their host organizations, and the two partner organizations were affected
differently. The research and education non-profit in Chamonix appeared to feel the loss of
the ETPs more, as their participants and income from the programs are a larger part of their
operations. Smaller providers that ETPs frequent may bear more of an eventual loss. In the
Westfjords, hosting ETPs is just one aspect of our partner institution’s operations, and thus,
they can probably weather the loss of ETPs better. However, the situation is likely reversed
for the community. Given the low level of tourism for large parts of the year, ETPs that
regularly come during those times can contribute important economic income to the area’s
businesses. ETPs should be aware of the importance of their visits, particularly once they
have become an established occurrence.

Finally, this comes to the last question from the framework in Table 1: how researchers
can assess impacts to host destinations. This study took a qualitative approach primarily
through its case studies, relying primarily on observations from the author and represen-
tatives from the host organizations. Relying on interviews with host organizations for
this study worked, given the balanced and good working relationships between parties.
Nonetheless, interviews with host or community partnerships can be fraught with chal-
lenges, particularly in situations where power dynamics or benefits from the partnership
are heavily one-sided [61]. Other approaches in the studies reviewed above have used
economic and GIS analyses, in addition to interviews, to get at potential and real impacts.
Nonetheless, studies examining the full gamut of impacts of ETPs are on host destinations
are lacking yet badly needed.

5. Conclusions

Ultimately, ETPs will never be able to be without any adverse impacts. Programs
that cannot run without causing major adverse impacts to their host destination should
stop and reassess their operations and choice of destination. On the other hand, minor,
unavoidable impacts can perhaps be partially offset through quality service experiences
and thoughtful planning. Further, formally and explicitly engaging students with these
impacts can be an important part of the students’ education and preparation for life after
university. If they go on to be repeat travelers, either as tourists or professional travelers,
they will likely encounter similar issues and challenges. Time and effort spent modeling
good practices and discussing and reflecting on all outcomes will help students gain the
skills and perspectives they need to be more respectful travelers in the future.

Overall, ETPs need to focus more on their impacts in the host destinations to ensure
that they are treating the host’s community, environment, and any partner organization
respectfully and ethically. We need the same level of scholarship on these topics as we have
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on the educational benefits for students so that we can truly understand the impacts ETPs
create and what to prioritize. Although this study has focused on relationships with partner
institutions, stakeholders actively involved in the ETP, and the educational activities that
support good, beneficial, and reciprocal relationships, it goes without saying the travel
leader also should have had significant experiences in a destination before developing
an ETP. This might include having lived, worked, or researched in the area, as well as
learning/speaking the local language(s) and having insights to the local culture(s). If
we fail to address these issues, we can harm the communities that graciously host us to
provide valuable learning experiences for our students. We also lose the opportunity to
show students the importance of these issues and fail to help them develop a mindset that
eschews the exploitation of others.
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Appendix A

The following is the list of questions used in the interviews with host institution
representatives that took place in November 2020.

• How have the number of your educational programs been affected since COVID? Do
you see a difference between domestic groups and international groups?

• What are the challenges you face during times of COVID, specifically with respect to
field programs? (and citizen science programs—Chamonix only)

• How do you view the landscape of education programs changing during COVID?
• Do you think there might be some fundamental changes to the approach to teaching

in a post-COVID world?
• How do you think the research will be impacted in the face of fewer student volun-

teers?
• How has COVID affected your willingness to collaborate with student groups/university

groups?
• Do you think the student programs impacted the local communities economically

and/or socially? Are they positive or negative? If positive, how will the crisis impact
these changes?

References
1. Long, J.; Vogelaar, A.; Hale, B.W. Toward sustainable educational travel. J. Sustain. Tour. 2014, 22, 421–439. [CrossRef]
2. Barkin, G. Undergraduate Research on Short-Term, Faculty-Led Study Abroad. Counc. Undergrad. Res. Q. 2016, 36, 26–32.

[CrossRef]
3. Zhang, H.; Gibson, H.J. Long-Term Impact of Study Abroad on Sustainability-Related Attitudes and Behaviors. Sustainability

2021, 13, 1953. [CrossRef]
4. Murphy, D.; Sahakyan, N.; Yong-Yi, D.; Magnan, S.S. The impact of study abroad on the global engagement of university

graduates. Front. Interdiscip. J. Study Abroad 2014, 24, 1–24. [CrossRef]
5. Barkin, G. Either Here or There: Short-Term Study Abroad and the Discourse of Going. Anthropol. Educ. Q. 2018, 49, 296–317.

[CrossRef]

http://doi.org/10.1080/09669582.2013.819877
http://doi.org/10.18833/curq/36/4/2
http://doi.org/10.3390/su13041953
http://doi.org/10.36366/frontiers.v24i1.333
http://doi.org/10.1111/aeq.12248


Sustainability 2021, 13, 8351 16 of 17

6. Strange, H.; Gibson, H.J. An investigation of experiential and transformative learning in study abroad programs. Front. Interdiscip.
J. Study Abroad 2017, 29, 85–100. [CrossRef]

7. Landon, A.; Woosnam, K.M.; Keith, S.; Tarrant, M.; Rubin, D.; Ling, S.T. Understanding and modifying beliefs about climate
change through educational travel. J. Sustain. Tour. 2019, 27, 292–307. [CrossRef]

8. Luo, J.; Jamieson-Drake, D. Predictors of study abroad intent, participation, and college outcomes. Res. High. Educ. 2015, 56,
29–56. [CrossRef]

9. Hatipoglu, B.; Ertuna, B.; Sasidharan, V. A referential methodology for education on sustainable tourism development. Sustain-
ability 2014, 6, 5029–5048. [CrossRef]
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