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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Keywords: Immersive technologies are increasingly used in promotional contexts. However, their potential to foster pro-
Well'being ) social behaviors remains underexplored. This study examines how virtual reality (VR) shapes willingness to
Virtual reality engage in voluntourism and how this willingness relates to psychological well-being. Across four studies using
Voluntourism . . . .

- netnography, experiment, focus group, and structural modeling, we develop and test an integrative framework
Willingness to engage . o . . . o . . .
Self-congruence grounded in self-determination and self-congruence theories. Study 1 identifies perceived (in)authenticity and

curiosity as key motivational pathways. Study 2 demonstrates that VR increases willingness to engage indirectly
through these mechanisms and that the authenticity pathway weakens among individuals higher in cultural
adventurousness and aspiring indulger orientation. Studies 3 and 4 reveal that self-congruence positively predicts
willingness to engage, whereas moral obligation is negatively associated with it. Finally, willingness to engage
positively relates to psychological well-being. These findings extend research on immersive technology and

Self-determination theory

voluntourism by showing how VR-based appeals can strengthen prosocial engagement.

1. Introduction

Immersive technologies are reshaping how individuals engage with
brands, organizations, and social causes, creating new pathways to in-
fluence attitudes and behaviors (Kalender & Guzman, 2025). Among
these, virtual reality (VR) stands out as the most immersive, generating
lifelike environments through head-mounted displays that evoke a
heightened sense of telepresence (Barta et al., 2025; Mishra et al., 2021).
Consequently, VR has been widely examined in marketing and consumer
research, demonstrating its effectiveness in enhancing tourism experi-
ences (Flavian et al., 2020; Leveau & Camus, 2023), strengthening brand
engagement (Hilken et al., 2022), increasing purchase intentions (Lee
et al.,, 2025), and stimulating charitable giving (Kristofferson et al.,
2022).

Although significant progress has been made, the potential of VR to
influence prosocial motivations and volunteering behaviors remains
largely unexplored (Atzeni et al., 2022; Kandaurova & Lee, 2019) (see
Appendix A.1 for an overview of existing research). This lack of atten-
tion is striking because nonprofit organizations increasingly adopt VR to
evoke empathy and moral responsibility, as illustrated by UNICEF's
Clouds Over Sidra (2015) and PETA's Eye to Eye (2018) (Yoo &

Drumwright, 2018; Kandaurova & Lee, 2019). By immersing users in
simulated environments that mirror pressing social challenges, VR has
the potential to heighten awareness and encourage willingness to
engage in voluntourism, a form of tourism that combines travel with
volunteer work to support local communities (Foller-Carroll &
Charlebois, 2016).

Despite the rising popularity of voluntourism and the growing use of
VR in social campaigns, three critical gaps persist in the literature. First,
prior research on VR in marketing primarily focuses on consumer
behavior outcomes (e.g., purchase intentions, brand engagement)
(Cowan & Ketron, 2019; Rather et al., 2024), rather than prosocial
engagement. Whether and how VR motivates individuals to participate
in voluntourism remains unclear. Second, studies on voluntourism
broadly examine destination attributes and traveler motivations but
rarely incorporate psychological mechanisms or immersive technologies
that can trigger these motivations (Lorente et al., 2024; Blaer, 2024).
Third, although psychological theories such as self-determination (Deci
& Ryan, 2000) and self-congruence (Sirgy, 1982) have been applied to
volunteering and well-being (Zarantonello et al., 2024), no research
integrates these frameworks to explain how VR experiences activate
intrinsic needs and self-identity processes to foster willingness to engage
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in voluntourism and enhance individual well-being.

Guided by this perspective, this paper addresses two research ques-
tions: (i) What motivations drive individuals' willingness to engage in
voluntourism programs and (ii) how do self-identity processes shape
willingness to engage in voluntourism and, in turn, individual well-
being? To answer these questions, we adopt a multimethod approach
(Venkatesh et al., 2013) across four studies. Study 1 uses netnography
(Kozinets, 2015) to analyze online discussions and volunteer testimo-
nials, uncovering real-world motivations. Study 2 employs an experi-
ment to examine how VR shapes voluntourism motivation through the
lens of self-determination. Study 3 relies on a focus group with in-
dividuals experienced in socially responsible initiatives to explore how
self-congruence links willingness to engage in voluntourism with well-
being. Finally, Study 4 combines VR stimuli with quantitative mea-
sures to test relationships among moral obligation, self-congruence,
willingness to engage in voluntourism, and well-being. Two studies
(Studies 2 and 4) draw on the VR documentary Komodo: A Paradise
Under Pressure, which highlights environmental challenges in Komodo
National Park, to examine VR's role in shaping voluntourism motiva-
tions and outcomes.

This research advances the literature in four ways. First, it extends
VR research beyond consumer behavior and brand engagement (e.g.,
Cowan & Ketron, 2019; Rather et al., 2024) to prosocial behavior,
demonstrating how immersive technology can foster social re-
sponsibility and willingness to engage in voluntourism. Second, it pro-
vides empirical evidence on voluntourism's contribution to
psychological well-being, positioning it as both an altruistic activity and
a source of personal fulfillment, consistent with emerging well-being
research (e.g., Balderjahn et al., 2023; Zarantonello et al., 2024).
Third, by contrasting self-determination and self-congruence, it clarifies
whether these motivations operate independently, complementarily, or
hierarchically in driving voluntourism. Finally, it offers practical in-
sights for organizations seeking to design VR-based campaigns that
resonate with individuals' psychological needs and self-perceptions,
thereby enhancing participation and well-being.

2. Literature review
2.1. Well-being

Subjective well-being (SWB) has three key characteristics. First, it is
subjective and depends on the individual's experience, focusing on
personal judgments rather than criteria created by researchers (Diener
et al., 1985). Second, it includes positive aspects, not only the absence
of negative factors. Third, SWB involves a global assessment of one's life
rather than a narrow evaluation of specific domains (Diener, 1994).

Consumers continuously appraise events, life circumstances, and
themselves (Diener, 1994). These universal appraisals lead to emotional
reactions that can be pleasant or unpleasant, according to Lazarus's
theory (1991). Pleasant experiences are regarded as desirable and
valuable, leading consumers to perceive their lives more positively (e.g.,
Dennis et al., 2016; Loureiro et al., 2025; Zarantonello et al., 2024). This
perception is based on a predominance of positive appraisals of life
events and circumstances, whereas unhappy individuals who view most
aspects of their lives as harmful or obstructive to their goals (Diener,
1994).

SWB is viewed from different perspectives, including ethical, theo-
logical, political, economic, and psychological perspectives (e.g., Dolan
et al., 2008; Ryff & Singer, 2008). Three other terms frequently appear
in well-being studies: happiness, quality of life, and life satisfaction.
Happiness is seen as a temporary mood of joy and elation, reflecting how
consumers feel about their current situation and emphasizing positive
feelings over negative ones (Zhao et al., 2023). SWB involves two main
aspects: the affective (hedonic) aspect-the degree to which one's expe-
riences are pleasant-and the cognitive aspect (contentment), repre-
senting the extent to which individuals feel they have achieved their
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aspirations (Ryan & Deci, 2001; El Hedhli et al., 2013).

Well-being is a consumer's evaluation of their quality of life based on
their chosen criteria. Consumers compare their life circumstances to the
standards they have set for themselves (Hernandez et al., 2018; Schafer
et al., 2013). Socioeconomic status, mental health, relationships, travel,
and leisure are among the leading influences on well-being (Salinas-
Jiménez et al., 2013; Sirgy et al., 2011). Tourism enhances well-being by
creating opportunities for relaxation, cultural exchange, social interac-
tion, and economic value, benefiting tourists and local communities
(Kim et al., 2013). Emerging forms of tourism, such as VR-based expe-
riences, can similarly foster immersion and enjoyment, thereby
enhancing subjective well-being (Guo et al., 2025; Kim & Hall, 2019;
Mandal et al., 2025; Sinha et al., 2025). Regarding volunteer work,
including voluntourism, prior research suggests that individuals who
volunteer or have volunteered in the past are generally more satisfied
with life (Hansen et al., 2018).

Emotional and cognitive evaluations of life contribute to well-being
(Diener et al., 2003). Thus, we argue that being engaged in an activity
such as volunteering means being emotionally and cognitively con-
nected to helping others. In voluntourism, such engagement may emerge
when travelers combine the desire to explore new places with the
intention to contribute positively to the communities they visit.

2.2. Willingness to engage

Consumer engagement emphasizes the consumer's active, involved,
and co-creational role instead of treating the consumer as a passive
recipient of firm initiatives (e.g., Brodie et al., 2011; Hollebeek et al.,
2019; Kumar et al., 2010). Brodie et al. (2011) focus on an attitudinal
perspective of engagement, highlighting the importance of interactive
consumer experiences and co-created value. They define consumer
engagement as a psychological state arising from interactive, co-creative
experiences with a focal agent or object (e.g., a brand) in service re-
lationships. This engagement is multi-dimensional, encompassing
cognitive, emotional, and behavioral aspects.

Similarly, Hollebeek et al. (2014) identify three dimensions of con-
sumer engagement: cognitive processing (the level of relationship with a
brand through processing and elaboration), affection (the degree of
positive emotional connection with a brand), and activation (the energy,
effort, and time spent on a brand). Vivek et al. (2012) highlight the
significance of interactions and connections with a brand or product,
regardless of purchase intent, and propose a broader view of multidi-
mensional consumer engagement that includes cognitive, emotional,
behavioral, and social dimensions. Thus, active involvement and
connection of consumers with an organization, activity, or cause
constitute the engagement process. This active willingness to participate
in specific activities or behaviors depends on personal motivation or
interest, personality traits, emotional responses, and past experiences
(Schwartz-Tayri, 2021).

Voluntourism is an example of an activity that creates engagement
(Blaer, 2024; Krasniqi, 2024; Gruber & Deschenes, 2024). Research on
volunteer engagement predominantly takes a human resources man-
agement approach, leaving its marketing perspective underexplored
(Fernandes & Matos, 2023). Our research adopts a marketing lens,
positioning volunteer engagement as a challenge of attraction and
retention (Mitchell & Clark, 2021). Thus, volunteering is not only an
altruistic act but also a means of self-expression for individuals
(Shirahada & Wilson, 2023), while nonprofit organizations should
strategically align their offerings to meet volunteers' needs and expec-
tations, enhancing their overall experience (Randle & Dolnicar, 2011).

2.3. Self-determination
Self-Determination Theory (SDT) is a widely recognized framework

for understanding human motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2000, 2008). The
theory is built upon three fundamental principles: (1) individuals are
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naturally proactive in regulating their drives and emotions, (2) they
possess an innate inclination toward growth and personal development,
and (3) humans have an inherent potential for optimal development and
actions, which require supportive conditions (Ryan & Deci, 2017).

Motivation is the internal psychological process that drives and
sustains individual behavior, guiding it toward the achievement of
specific goals (Deci & Ryan, 1985). The SDT distinguishes between
intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, emphasizing the natural human ten-
dency to engage in activities driven by interest and enjoyment rather
than external incentives (Ryan & Deci, 2019). Intrinsic motivation arises
when activities fulfill fundamental psychological needs: competence (a
sense of mastery and effectiveness), autonomy (the ability to make self-
directed choices), and relatedness (a feeling of connection and
belonging) (Ryan & Deci, 2000, 2017). Fulfilling these inherent needs
influences individual motivation, personal growth, and overall well-
being (Su et al., 2022). Extrinsic motivation, however, means
engaging in actions to achieve outcomes separate from the activity itself,
often influenced by external pressures or rewards (Ryan & Deci, 2019).
A specific form of extrinsic motivation, known as external regulation,
occurs when behaviors are performed primarily to meet external de-
mands or obtain tangible rewards, such as monetary compensation
(Ryan & Deci, 2000).

Meeting the psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and
relatedness boosts well-being, enjoyment, and motivation in various
contexts, including sports and exercise (Puente & Anshel, 2010),
participation in socially responsible initiatives (van Schie et al., 2019),
destination choices (Su et al., 2022), and immersive technology use
(Reer et al., 2022).

However, further research is needed to understand how VR in-
fluences individuals' intentions to visit locations after virtual experi-
ences (Kim et al., 2020; Uslu & Tosun, 2024). This study uses SDT to
explore how experiencing a promotional voluntourism video in VR can
increase willingness to engage in voluntourism by appealing to intrinsic
and extrinsic motivations.

2.4. Self-congruence

Self-congruence means the alignment between an individual's self-
image and the image of another entity (Japutra et al., 2019; Sirgy,
1982). Self-congruence represents the extent to which a person per-
ceives a brand or product's image or personality to match their own self-
concept (Wallace et al., 2017; Zogaj et al., 2021).

Self-congruence involves actual and ideal components (Malar et al.,
2011; Zhu et al., 2019). The actual self reflects how individuals see
themselves, while the ideal self represents who they aspire to be — the
“perfect me”. Both are driven by self-esteem and the desire for self-
improvement (Gough et al., 1978). As virtual experiences become
more immersive, it is relevant to investigate self-congruence in these
settings. However, few studies (Elmashhara et al., 2024; Suh et al.,
2011) explore how alignment with one's actual or ideal self influences
engagement with virtual content. This highlights the need to examine
self-congruence in VR, particularly in the context of voluntourism
promotion.

Consumer behavior is often directed toward enhancing one's self-
concept, as brands and products serve as personality enhancers, help-
ing individuals express themselves better (Grubb & Grathwohl, 1967).
Individuals with high self-congruence are expected to show positive
behavior toward a brand, product, or cause, whereas those with low self-
congruence are likely to exhibit less favorable behavior (Wallace et al.,
2017). Higher self-congruence leads to stronger emotional bonds be-
tween consumers and brands or causes, resulting in higher engagement
(Giakoumaki & Krepapa, 2020).

The alignment between an individual's self-concept and a volunteer
organization's values plays a crucial role in fostering volunteer
engagement. Volunteer engagement thrives when strong value congru-
ence exists between the organization and its volunteers (Penner, 2004;
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Fernandes & Matos, 2023). Thus, when individuals perceive a nonprofit
organization's values and characteristics as aligned with their own, their
involvement in the organization becomes more than just an activity; it
becomes an extension of their identity (Fernandes & Matos, 2023).

The rise in voluntourism can be driven by consumers' growing desire
to use resources as a form of self-expression (Cherrier, 2007). This ex-
tends to purchasing goods and experiences, including tourism, that align
with their actual or ideal self-image (Beerli et al., 2007). Thus, the closer
a destination's image aligns with an individual's self-concept, the more
likely they are to visit that destination (Ong et al., 2014).

3. Overview of the studies

This research employed a sequential mixed-methods approach
(Venkatesh et al., 2013) in which each study informs and strengthens the
next, creating a cumulative pathway toward the overall research ob-
jectives (see Fig. 1). The design integrates qualitative exploration and
quantitative testing to explain how VR influences motivations for vol-
untourism and how willingness to engage in voluntourism affects indi-
vidual well-being.

Study 1 serves as the exploratory foundation. Using a netnographic
approach (Kozinets, 2015), we analyze online discussions and volunteer
testimonials to uncover the core motivations that drive willingness to
participate in voluntourism programs (Appendix B.1). These emergent
motivations provided the conceptual building blocks for subsequent
studies by identifying key psychological drivers and relevant measure-
ment constructs.

Study 2 builds directly on these insights through a controlled
experiment that examines how VR exposure shapes the motivations
identified in Study 1. By validating the qualitative findings in a causal
setting, Study 2 tests whether immersive VR experiences amplify self-
determined motives and willingness to engage in voluntourism. It also
examines cultural adventurousness and aspiring indulger orientation as
lifestyle-based moderators of these effects, clarifying when the authen-
ticity pathway is more or less influential. Together, Studies 1 and 2
address our first research objective: to understand and empirically verify
the motivations influencing individuals' willingness to engage in vol-
untourism programs and the boundary conditions shaping this process.

Moving from motivations to the role of self, Study 3 explores how
self-processes influence willingness to engage in voluntourism and well-
being. A focus group composed of individuals with prior experience in
socially responsible initiatives and a stated intention to volunteer within
the next 12 months provides rich, qualitative data to refine the con-
structs of self-congruence and moral obligation, as well as to identify
potential well-being outcomes. The themes derived from Study 3 inform
the development of hypotheses and measurement instruments for the
final quantitative test.

Study 4 integrates the entire research stream in a VR-based experi-
ment (see Fig. 2). Using the same 20-minute documentary (Komodo: A
Paradise Under Pressure), this study tests the relationships uncovered
across the previous studies in a VR-based setting. Specifically, Study 4
examines how moral obligation and self-congruence (concepts refined in
Study 3 and initially hinted at in Study 1) influence willingness to
engage in voluntourism and whether this willingness enhances psy-
chological well-being. By incorporating the motivations and constructs
identified in earlier phases, the final study provides quantitative evi-
dence linking VR exposure, motivational mechanisms, and well-being
outcomes.

The 20-minute documentary “Komodo: A Paradise Under Pressure”
was carefully selected to provide a consistent and controlled stimulus
across our experimental studies. This film is available in both fully
immersive VR and standard 2D formats with identical narrative content,
allowing us to vary only the level of immersion while holding the
storyline constant (Kandaurova & Lee, 2019). This unique feature
enabled a clean test of the psychological effects of VR (specifically,
perceived authenticity and curiosity) without confounding content
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Study 2
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Self-Determination Theory

Stl'dx.l_ -
1

Aspiring
Indulger

(In)Authenticity

Technological

Study 4

Self-Congruence Theory

Willingness to

Format (2D/VR)

Well-being

Fig. 1. Proposed Framework. .
Source: Authors' elaboration

Fig. 2. Participants watching Komodo: A Paradise Under Pressure. Note: Images were captured while participants wore the VR headset, ensuring their faces remained

obscured to protect their identity.

differences. The documentary's focus on the environmental challenges of
Indonesia's Komodo National Park offers an ecologically valid yet ethi-
cally neutral context that resonates with global audiences and directly
relates to the moral obligation and self-congruence constructs central to
our research. Its professional production quality and free accessibility
further ensured a reliable and immersive experience across devices,
strengthening the internal validity of our experimental comparisons.

4. Study 1: Searching for motivations and hypotheses
development

4.1. Data collection

Data were extracted from Reddit threads and comments. We focused

on two subreddits: r/travel and r/volunteer. In total, 3,114 comments
were collected from r/travel and 536 from r/volunteer, resulting in
3,650 Reddit comments overall (see Web Appendix B1 for details). Data
extraction was performed using the R package RedditExtractoR. To
complement the Reddit data, we also collected and analyzed testimo-
nials and reviews from the websites of voluntourism organizations,
specifically GoEco, Global Crossroads, and European Heritage Volun-
teers. These testimonials provided structured insights from individuals
already participating in voluntourism programs. Analyzing both sources
allowed us to compare informal, peer-driven discourse with more
curated, organization-provided narratives. Once collected, the data
were subjected to thematic analysis to identify recurring patterns and
key themes.
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4.2. Findings and discussion

The data were analyzed using MaxQDA24 and examined through
reflexive thematic analysis. We followed a primarily deductive
approach, using SDT to assess how intrinsic and extrinsic motivations
drive individuals. At the same time, we remained open to inductive
discoveries, allowing unexpected themes to emerge and potentially
refine existing theoretical perspectives (Proudfoot, 2023). By combining
deductive and inductive techniques, we grounded our findings in
established literature while accommodating new insights from the data
(Kumar et al., 2025).

Overall, we identified curiosity and (in)authenticity as axial codes, as
they encapsulate key dimensions shaping voluntourism motivations (see
Web Appendix B2 for details). These, in turn, structure the selective
codes into two overarching themes: reasons to engage and not to engage.
Thus, curiosity reflects a desire for exploration and learning, while (in)
authenticity captures two contrasting perspectives: (1) the pursuit of
meaningful, authentic, and unique experiences that genuinely
contribute to local communities, making voluntourism an appealing
choice, and (2) concerns about voluntourism being performative,
exploitative, or motivated by social validation rather than genuine
impact, which can discourage willingness to engage in such initiatives
(see Fig. 3).

Individuals who seek to engage in voluntourism programs are
motivated by authentic cultural exchanges. Volunteers actively seeking
authentic opportunities — such as genuine conservation efforts or cul-
tural immersion experiences — feel a greater sense of ownership over
their contributions. As one individual shared, “[Volunteering] was the
best thing I could ever have done! (...) it felt so enriching to get to know and
experience the ‘real’ Maldives and its culture.” (Testimony, 2021). This
testimonial aligns with SDT by showing how authentic engagement in
community-based projects fulfills the psychological needs of compe-
tence and relatedness. These fulfilled needs enhance intrinsic

Open codes (first order)

Axial codes (second order)
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motivation, making volunteers more likely to participate and remain
engaged.

Similarly, another testimony highlighted how authenticity fuels
intrinsic motivations by deepening one's connection to local cultures:
“Participating as a volunteer motivates me even more to get to know new
places, to be in touch with the local community, and to have authentic ex-
periences while looking for new stories” (Testimony, 2017). This suggests
that the opportunity to engage authentically with communities and
immerse oneself in new cultures fosters a strong sense of relatedness,
reinforcing the desire to participate in voluntourism when it feels
authentic.

Voluntourism is often perceived as inauthentic on volunteer forums
and subreddits, and as a result, it is not recommended. The SDT suggests
that individuals are most intrinsically motivated when they experience
autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Vol-
untourism, however, is frequently criticized for lacking these elements.
Volunteers may feel restricted by programs that limit their autonomy
and genuine contribution. As a Reddit user shares, “Yes, and [by volun-
teering] you are also contributing to taking jobs from the locals. You can have
authentic experiences while traveling without participating in voluntourism.”
(Redditor, 2018). This finding aligns with Guttentag (2009) and Sin
(2010), who argue that voluntourism can distort local economies and
reinforce income disparities.

Volunteers can also doubt their competence if tasks fail to create a
lasting impact. Individuals who initially aspire to volunteer become
disillusioned after learning that some voluntourism programs prioritize
profit over real aid (Ong et al., 2014). As one Reddit user warned
another: “99.9% of volunteering overseas with wildlife is a scam. And
participating in this type of volunteering does NOT look good to any credible
rescue organization; rather than directing you into a wildlife-focused career,
participating in voluntourism will derail you from it” (Redditor, 2022).

Voluntourism is often described as an activity that prioritizes short-
term experiences over meaningful relationships with local communities,

Selective codes (themes)

Autonomy and Relatedness (SDT)

* Desire to explore

¢ Learn new cultures

¢ Engage with local life

Curiosity about wildlife

e Cultural immersion

Competence (SDT)

Intrinsic Motivations

Curiosity

Y

Reasons to Engage in
Voluntourism

Desire to make a difference

Personal growth

Skill development

¢ Image over impact

Perceived authenticity

Recognition

Ethics of voluntourism

Extrinsic Motivations

(In)Authenticity

\ 4

Reasons to not Engage in
Voluntourism

Fig. 3. Study 1 Results. .
Source: Authors' elaboration
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undermining the sense of relatedness that fosters genuine motivation: “I
helped a local hill tribe people for 3 months while volunteering in Thailand.
One thing I would like to underscore is that you cannot really get much out of
it if you are only going to commit to the project for about 2 weeks. I saw many
short-term volunteers who came and went while I was there, and all of them
had to leave as soon as they were starting to settle in and getting used to the
lifestyle there” (Reddit, 2012). These factors contribute to the inau-
thenticity surrounding voluntourism, reinforcing its reputation as a
practice often driven by extrinsic motivations, such as social validation,
rather than by a genuine desire to contribute meaningfully. As one
Redditor stated, “(...) Unfortunately, for many people volunteer tourism in
a third world country makes a better status on Facebook than opting for
volunteering in a soup kitchen in their own town.” (Redditor, 2015).

Overall, we propose that the perceived (in)authenticity of vol-
untourism experiences plays a crucial role in individuals' motivation to
engage in such activities. The perception of authenticity is shaped by
prior knowledge and information about the destination (Kim & Kim,
2020). When this information is perceived as inauthentic, it di-
minishes individuals' willingness to participate in voluntourism by
undermining their intrinsic motivations. One Reddit user said, “After
reading about voluntourism, we kind of quit that dream. We do not want to
take jobs from local people; we don't want to pay a lot of money that ends up
not being spent on actually helping the wildlife, and we don't wish to come in
contact with animals if this will harm them. We want to truly make a real, not
fake, impact.” (Redditor, 2021). This highlights how a perceived lack of
authenticity can lead to a decline in motivation. Yet, emerging research
suggests that virtual experiences can evoke a sense of “realness” akin to
that of real-world tourism (Atzeni et al., 2022). This finding implies that
VR has more potential than traditional tools to enhance the authenticity
of voluntourism programs, reinforcing individuals' willingness to
engage. Hence, we hypothesize that creating immersive virtual experi-
ences, such as VR, can address concerns about inauthenticity and foster
greater willingness to engage in voluntourism initiatives.

A destination brand's authenticity is shaped by tourists' subjective
and internal perceptions, influenced by the destination's consistency
over time, credibility, and (in)authenticity (Jiménez-Barreto et al.,
2020). Considering the findings of our netnography analysis, we focus
on perceived (in)authenticity and curiosity as distinct but related
mechanisms through which VR may shape willingness to engage in
voluntourism. We argue, in line with SDT, that immersive VR experi-
ences can enhance perceptions of authenticity in voluntourism, thereby
fostering curiosity and a deeper emotional connection to the destination.
By presenting destinations as genuine, unique, and culturally rich, VR
can help individuals feel more competent in their understanding, mor-
e connected to the local culture, and more autonomous in choosing
meaningful experiences (Barta et al., 2025). This fulfillment of psycho-
logical needs increases intrinsic motivation to participate in vol-
untourism programs, consistent with the principles of SDT. Therefore,
we formulate:

H1: Perceived (in)authenticity mediates the relationship between the
technological format and willingness to engage in voluntourism.

Curiosity is characterized as the innate tendency to identify, explore,
and seek new knowledge and experiences (Kaczmarek et al., 2013;
Totsune et al., 2021). This trait plays a fundamental role in personal
growth and development, thus aligning with the organismic needs
outlined in SDT (Kashdan, 2004). Within voluntourism, curiosity fuels
the desire to engage with different cultures, contribute to meaningful
projects, and explore unfamiliar environments, reinforcing intrinsic
motivation (Deci, 1975; Safa & Von Solms, 2016).

Our findings reveal how volunteers communicate curiosity as a
motivating force behind their participation. As one individual described,
“It was my dream to work and to learn in different cultural heritage sites
while also collaborating with different people from different cultures. For two
weeks, I've lived my dream. Every day, we learned something new, and every
day, we learned how to promote and protect cultural heritage” (Testimony,
2015). This testimony illustrates how curiosity about cultural heritage
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led to meaningful learning experiences, fulfilling both competence
(gaining new knowledge) and relatedness (engaging with diverse
individuals).

Similarly, another volunteer expressed how curiosity about their
future career and passion for wildlife motivated their participation: “I've
always wanted to become a veterinarian since I was 5 years old, and I have
always desired to work at a zoo because I am in love with wildlife, so I thought
this internship opportunity was perfect to see if my dream is what I wanted
and also to be a part of a volunteer project. During the project, I was able to do
so many things I never thought I'd be able to do for years to come” (Testi-
mony, 2015). This highlights how curiosity fosters autonomy (pursuing a
personal dream) and competence (gaining valuable hands-on
experience).

From an SDT perspective, curiosity is closely linked to competence,
as individuals are naturally driven to explore and understand their own
abilities (Deci, 1975). Voluntourism often provides skill-building op-
portunities, such as conservation efforts, teaching programs, and cul-
tural preservation projects, which allow individuals to test and refine
their skills (Ong et al., 2014). As volunteers acquire knowledge and
experience, their sense of competence grows, reinforcing their intrinsic
motivation to continue participating. This aligns with research sug-
gesting that the pleasure of developing and sharing knowledge fuels
intrinsic motivation (Hau et al., 2013; Murayama, 2022).

Although the specific link between VR and curiosity remains
underexplored, the literature suggests that VR, as a media tool, can
prompt curiosity (Arnone et al., 2011; Kim & Choo, 2023). Immersive
VR experiences lead to heightened enjoyment, arousal, and telepresence
levels compared to non-immersive VR environments (Manis & Choi,
2019). Hence, given VR’s potential to stimulate curiosity, we argue
that this psychological response mediates the relationship between
experiencing VR exposure and willingness to engage with voluntourism.
As individuals experience the appeal of voluntourism through VR, their
curiosity about the program increases their willingness to engage.

According to SDT and our findings, individuals are intrinsically
motivated when their needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness
are met (Deci & Ryan, 1985). Curiosity — regarded as the drive to seek
new knowledge and experiences — reflects this intrinsic growth ten-
dency, especially in relation to competence.

When voluntourism programs are designed to stimulate curiosity,
they enhance intrinsic motivation, leading to deeper involvement and
sustained participation. Curiosity, therefore, plays a key role in trans-
forming interest into willingness to engage by supporting the psycho-
logical conditions that drive long-term commitment. Consequently, we
posit:

H2: Curiosity mediates the relationship between the technological
format and willingness to engage in voluntourism.

Voluntourism participants often exhibit adventurous tendencies,
curiosity about different cultures, and a desire for meaningful experi-
ences, as one testimony pointed out: “Personally, I found the project an
amagzing way to learn about new cultures, to meet people from all over the
world, who share the same interests as me, and who are open-minded.”
(Appendix B.2). Many seek immersion in unfamiliar environments,
engage with local communities, and pursue personal growth. These
tendencies align with the cultural adventurousness and aspiring
indulger profiles.

This first study highlights curiosity and (in)authenticity as recurring
experiential mechanisms through which individuals make sense of, and
become motivated by, voluntourism offerings, with willingness to
engage emerging consistently as the subsequent behavioral intention.
Study 2 builds directly on these insights by translating the two emergent
mechanisms into mediators in a causal model, testing whether techno-
logical format increases willingness to engage through curiosity and (in)
authenticity. In addition, consistent with lifestyle segmentation research
suggesting that consumers differ in how they seek novelty, immersion,
and self-oriented experiences (Srihadi et al., 2016), Study 2 examines
cultural adventurousness and aspiring indulger orientations as
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moderators of those effects.

5. Study 2: Willingness to engage through self-determination
5.1. Data collection

We employed a stimulus-based between-subjects experimental
design, offering a high degree of control, the ability to manipulate in-
dividual variables, and the opportunity to identify causal relationships.
Participants were recruited from the downtown area of a European city
(an area attracting a diverse mix of travelers, digital nomads, and young
professionals) and invited to a coworking space lab nearby for data
collection, ensuring access to individuals with varied interests in travel,
voluntourism, and cultural experiences. The inclusion criteria were
prior experience in socially responsible initiatives and a willingness to
engage in voluntourism within the next 12 months.

First, participants were randomly assigned to one of two groups: a
control group that viewed stimuli in 2D or an experimental group that
experienced the same stimuli in VR. Both groups were tasked with
watching a short documentary titled Komodo: A Paradise Under Pressure.
Second, after viewing the documentary, participants completed a
structured questionnaire. All items were measured on a seven-point
Likert scale and adapted from established research. (In)authenticity
was adapted from Jiménez-Barreto et al. (2020), curiosity from Naylor
(1981), and willingness to engage from O'Brien et al. (2020). The life-
style moderators, cultural adventurousness and aspiring indulger
orientation were adapted from Srihadi et al. (2016) (Appendix C.1).
Before using this questionnaire, a pilot test was conducted with fifteen
respondents to ensure the clarity of its content, design, and structure.
Minor adjustments were made.

The final sample consisted of 208 valid participants. The control
group comprised 104 participants (62% female, 49% aged between 18
and 24, 51.9% holding a bachelor's degree), and the experimental group
consisted of the other 104 participants (51.9% female and 57.7%
holding a bachelor's degree).

5.2. Findings and discussion

5.2.1. Serial multiple mediator analysis: H1 and H2 tests

This study employed Hayes Model 6 using the SPSS PROCESS Macro
(Hayes, 2022), with 5,000 bootstrap samples and a 95% confidence
interval. The analysis examined the total and indirect effects of the in-
dependent variable, the technological format (2D or VR), on the
dependent variable, willingness to engage, through two mediators: (in)
authenticity and curiosity (see Fig. 4).

The results indicate that the total effect of technological format on
willingness to engage is significant (B = 0.9079, SE = 0.1311, 95% CI
[0.6697, 1.1884]), as the confidence interval does not include zero.
However, the direct effect is not significant (B = 0.1919, SE = 0.1111, p
= 0.0857, 95% CI [-0.0272, 0.4110]). The analysis further reveals sig-
nificant indirect effects. The indirect effect of the technological format

H1

(In)Authenticity

Technological
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on willingness to engage in voluntourism activities through the first
mediator, (in)authenticity, is significant (B = 0.1218, BootSE = 0.0561,
95% CI [0.0239, 0.2420]). Additionally, the indirect effect through the
second mediator, curiosity, is also significant (B = 0.5534, BootSE =
0.1206, 95% CI [0.3261, 0.8040]), confirming the mediation pathway.
Finally, the sequential mediation pathway technological format — (in)
authenticity — curiosity — willingness to engage is also significant (B =
0.2327, BootSE = 0.0586, 95% CI [0.1335, 0.36271]).

Overall, these findings demonstrate that the total effect of the tech-
nological format on willingness to engage is mediated by (in)authen-
ticity and curiosity, as suggested previously (Arnone et al., 2011; Kim &
Choo, 2023). Curiosity emerges as the most influential mediator in the
model, as evidenced by the largest indirect effect. Although the direct
impact of technological format on willingness to engage is not signifi-
cant, the indirect effects through curiosity and (in)authenticity highlight
their importance as mediators (see Table 1).

5.2.2. Moderated mediation analyses

The results highlight significant moderated mediation effects when
(in)authenticity is the mediator, with cultural adventurousness (Model
A) and aspiring indulger orientation (Model B) acting as moderators. In
Model A, the index of moderated mediation is significant (Index =
-0.1010, CI = [-0.1980, —0.0204]), indicating that as cultural adven-
turousness increases, the indirect effect of the technological format on
willingness to engage through perceived (in)authenticity weakens or
even becomes negative. Similarly, in Model B, the coefficient of

Table 1
Mediation Analysis Results.
Effects B SE 95% CI
Direct Effect
Technological Format — Willingness to 0.1919 0.1111 [-0.0272,
Engage 0.4110]
Technological Format — (in)authenticity 1.0609""  0.1782  [0.7095,
1.4123]
Technological Format — Curiosity 0.7483"""  0.1334  [0.4853,
1.0114]
(in)authenticity — Curiosity 0.2966""  0.0482  [0.2016,
0.3916]
(in)authenticity — Willingness to Engage 0.1148"  0.0407  [0.0346,
0.1950]
Curiosity — Willingness to Engage 0.7395""  0.0542  [0.6327,
0.8463]
Indirect Effect
Technological Format — (in)authenticity 0.1218 0.0561 [0.0239,
— Willingness to Engage 0.2420]
Technological Format — Curiosity — 0.5534 0.1206  [0.3261,
Willingness to Engage 0.8040]
Technological Format — (in)authenticity 0.2327 0.0586 [0.1335,
— Curiosity — Willingness to Engage 0.3627]
Total Effect 0.9079 0.1311 [0.6697,
1.1884]

Note: p = Unstandardized Beta; SE=Standard Error; CI=Confidence Interval;
*** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05.

H2

Curiosity

Willingness to

Format (2D/VR)

Fig. 4. Mediation Analysis: Model 6. .
Source: Authors’ elaboration

Engage
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moderated mediation is also significant (Index = -0.0595, CI = [-0.1242,
—0.0076]), suggesting that aspiring indulger orientation moderates the
mediation effect of (in)authenticity. However, the effect is weaker
compared to Model A. These findings emphasize the importance of both
moderators in shaping the pathway through (in)authenticity, with cul-
tural adventurousness exhibiting a slightly stronger moderating influ-
ence, as suggested in Study 1.

In contrast, when curiosity serves as the mediator, neither cultural
adventurousness (Model C) nor aspiring indulger (Model D) produced
significant moderated mediation effects. The indices for both models
(Model C: Index = 0.1633, CI = [-0.0390, 0.3610]; Model D: Index =
0.0991, CI = [-0.0804, 0.2910]) include zero, indicating non-significant
interactions (Appendix C.2). Therefore, although cultural adventurous-
ness and the aspiring indulger profile significantly moderated the (in)
authenticity pathway, these effects were pathway-specific and did not
extend to the curiosity mechanism. These findings clarify the role of the
lifestyle moderators in our conceptual framework (Fig. 1). Cultural
adventurousness and aspiring indulger orientation act as boundary
conditions of the pathway linking technological format to willingness to
engage in voluntourism. Both moderate the effect operating through
perceived (in)authenticity, but not the curiosity pathway. Thus, these
moderators refine the self-determination component of the framework
by showing for whom authenticity-based VR appeals are more or less
influential.

6. Study 3: Searching for self-congruence and hypothesis
development

6.1. Data collection

We established a focus group comprising individuals familiar with
tourism and actively engaged in volunteer activities. The inclusion
criteria for the participants were prior experience in socially responsible
initiatives, willingness to engage in voluntourism within the next 12
months, and fluency in English (as the focus group was conducted in
English) (see Table 2 for participant profiles). Selecting individuals with
such backgrounds aligns with methodological recommendations to re-
cruit participants who can meaningfully evaluate the subject matter,
ensuring that their insights are informed and contextually grounded
(Grant & Davis, 1997). The discussion followed a semi-structured
format, as the literature indicates that less structured approaches are
more suitable for exploratory research (Morgan et al., 1998), allowing
participants to express their perspectives more freely. Nevertheless, the
focus group was guided by a script (Pearse, 2019) specifically designed
for this study (see Appendix D.1). This script included open-ended
questions about motivations for engaging in voluntourism and the

Table 2
Study 3: Focus group sample profile.
Participant ~ Gender  Age  Previous Experience in ~ Master's Degree
volunteering
A Female 22 Occasionally Hospitality and
Tourism Management
B Male 23 Occasionally Hospitality and
Tourism Management
C Female 21 Regular Hospitality and
Tourism Management
D Male 24 Occasionally Hospitality and
Tourism Management
E Female 25 Regular Hospitality and
Tourism Management
F Male 22 Occasionally Hospitality and
Tourism Management
G Female 23 Occasionally Hospitality and
Tourism Management
H Male 24 Regular Hospitality and

Tourism Management
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ways in which such initiatives influence personal well-being.

The focus group session was transcribed and analyzed using content
analysis (Elo & Kyngas, 2008) with the support of MaxQDA24. The re-
searchers independently examined the transcripts to extract codes
(Krueger & Casey, 2015). A strong consensus was achieved during the
discussions, and any discrepancies were resolved through further dia-
logue. This analytical approach facilitated the detection of code families
that systematically grouped the varied elements emerging from the
dataset (Appendix D.2).

6.2. Findings and discussion

Our content analysis identified ten distinct codes (ordered by rele-
vance): personal values and beliefs, self-congruence, well-being, moral
obligation, environmental concerns, personal development, social
recognition, empathy and compassion, community engagement, and
social responsibility (see Appendix D.3).

Participants consistently associated voluntourism with the first four
concepts. Personal attitudes and beliefs emerged as a dominant theme,
as anticipated given the study's nature (Kuanr et al., 2020; Nguyen et al.,
2022). Most individuals engage in voluntourism due to their intrinsic,
inherent attitudes toward life and a strong belief in helping others.
Notably, a key novel insight from this analysis is the core relationship
between personal values and moral obligation. Moral obligation refers
to the sense of duty individuals feel to act ethically and contribute to the
well-being of others. This construct involves choosing right over wrong
and striving for the greater good (Steinberg, 2020; Zimmerman, 1996).

Participants described moral obligation as a meaningful driver of
their interest in voluntourism, framing it as an internal standard rooted
in personal values and beliefs. Consistent with principles of good citi-
zenship, fairness, and responsibility (Shaw et al., 2016), moral obliga-
tion can guide prosocial judgment and motivate individuals to act in
ways that benefit others (Barbarossa & De Pelsmacker, 2016). This
pattern was reflected in participants' accounts, which emphasized a duty
to act in ways that are value-consistent, for example: “I feel an almost
inherent moral obligation to act in ways that align with my personal values”
(Participant A). In the context of voluntourism, individuals who feel a
stronger duty to contribute to social or environmental causes may
therefore be more willing to participate in programs perceived as ethi-
cally meaningful. Thus, we hypothesize:

H3: Moral obligation positively influences willingness to engage in
voluntourism programs.

The discussion revealed that voluntourism serves as a means of
achieving self-congruence, with many participants highlighting how
these experiences enable them to live authentically according to their
inner convictions. Volunteer engagement is deeply influenced by the
alignment between personal values and an organization's mission
(Penner, 2004). When individuals perceive this congruence, volunteer-
ing becomes more than an activity; it becomes an expression of their
identity (Fernandes & Matos, 2023). One participant explained, “I
volunteer because I want my external actions to mirror my internal beliefs.
There's a profound satisfaction in knowing that I'm not just talking about
values like empathy and compassion but actively living them out” (Partici-
pant G). Several participants noted that engaging in projects reflecting
their ethical commitments reinforced their personal identity and
fostered a sense of internal harmony. This alignment between personal
beliefs and external actions, rooted in self-congruence, is identified as a
key contributor to overall well-being. Therefore, we argue that self-
congruence enhances willingness to engage in voluntourism by align-
ing external actions with internal beliefs. When individuals perceive
voluntourism as a reflection of their values — such as empathy, re-
sponsibility, or fairness — they experience a sense of authenticity and
personal fulfillment. This alignment makes volunteering not just an
activity, but an expression of who they are. As a result, they feel more
committed, satisfied, and motivated to continue participating. There-
fore, we hypothesize:
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H4: Self-congruence influences willingness to engage in voluntour-
ism programs.

Volunteering has been recognized as a key component of civic life,
contributing to personal fulfillment and overall well-being (Wray-Lake
et al., 2019). In this study, well-being emerged as a central theme
throughout the session. Participants discussed the emotional and phys-
ical benefits of voluntourism, as well as personal development, envi-
ronmental concerns, and social recognition. The holistic nature of these
experiences was perceived as fundamental to promoting personal
growth, with many attributing their enhanced sense of fulfillment to
active engagement with diverse communities and natural environments.
One participant remarked, “I've experienced moments of intense satisfac-
tion when I see that my actions resonate with my inner values, especially when
they contribute to environmental protection or social justice” (Participant E).
Thus, in line with existing literature, our findings emphasize that vol-
unteering is associated with enhancing well-being (e.g., Shirahada &
Wilson, 2023; Wray-Lake et al., 2019).

Despite recognizing challenges such as emotional fatigue and logis-
tical constraints, the group collectively agreed that the benefits —
ranging from personal development to community empowerment —
substantially outweighed these difficulties. The session reinforced that
voluntourism, when aligned with core personal values, acts as a catalyst
for transformation, offering rewards that extend beyond the immediate
impact on communities.

Self-congruence theory posits that individuals experience greater
well-being when their actions align with their self-identity and personal
values. In the context of voluntourism or volunteering, participation
becomes more than an activity; it becomes a way of living authentically.
When individuals see their volunteer work as a reflection of who they
are and what they believe in, they experience a sense of internal har-
mony and purpose. Building on the theory and the focus group findings,
we argue that willingness to engage in volunteering activities is asso-
ciated with anticipated well-being, as individuals expect such engage-
ment to create a lasting sense of fulfillment and purpose, ultimately
enhancing overall well-being (Shirahada & Wilson, 2023):

H5: Willingness to engage in voluntourism influences well-being.

Study 3 extends the qualitative foundation of our research by clari-
fying how self-related processes shape willingness to engage in vol-
untourism and its potential outcome. Participants frame voluntourism as
congruent with who they are and report psychological benefits associ-
ated with anticipated or past involvement, suggesting that well-being is
a consequential outcome. These themes inform our conceptual model
and are formalized into testable hypotheses in Study 4. Accordingly, the
subsequent study operationalizes the constructs refined here and pro-
vides a quantitative test of the proposed relationships in a VR-based
experimental setting.

7. Study 4: Well-being through willingness to engage
7.1. Data collection

This study explored the influence of moral obligation (based on
Ogiemwonyi & Jan 2023) and self-congruence (adapted from Sirgy
et al., 1997) on individuals' willingness to engage (adapted from
O'Brien et al., 2020) in voluntourism and examined how willingness to
engage in voluntourism contributes to well-being (based on Sirgy et al.,
2011) (see Appendix E.1). All measures were assessed using a 7-point
Likert scale. We employed SmartPLS v.4 software, which enabled us to
use partial least squares structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM) to
predict well-being. Before distributing the questionnaire, a pilot test was
conducted with 15 respondents to ensure its clarity, content, design, and
structure. Minor adjustments were made.

As in Study 2, participants were recruited from the downtown area of
a European city and invited to a nearby coworking space lab for data
collection. As in Study 2 and Study 3, the inclusion criteria included
prior experience in socially responsible initiatives and a willingness to
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engage in voluntourism within the next 12 months. Participants were
invited to experience the short documentary “Komodo: A Paradise Under
Pressure” before completing a questionnaire. A total of 200 individuals
participated. The sample was gender-balanced, with 54.5% female
participants. Most participants were aged between 18 and 25 (44.5%)
and 26 and 35 (25%). Regarding education, the majority had either a
bachelor's degree (41.5%) or a master's degree (37.5%). Education was
also included as a control variable, given evidence of a potential rela-
tionship between education and well-being (e.g., Yu, 2014; Moussa &
Ali, 2022).

7.2. Findings and discussion

We analyzed psychometric properties using factor loadings, Cron-
bach's alpha, composite reliability, and average variance extracted
(AVE). Factor loadings above 0.70 were considered acceptable (Hair &
Sarstedt, 2021), and both Cronbach’s alpha (CA) and composite reli-
ability (CR) values exceeded 0.70, confirming reliability (Hair et al.,
2019) (Appendix E.2). Convergent validity was established with AVE
values above 0.50, while discriminant validity was verified using the
Fornell-Larcker criterion (square root of AVE exceeding inter-construct
correlations) and the Heterotrait-Monotrait (HTMT) ratio (Appendix
E.3), which remained below 0.90 (Hair et al., 2019). Additionally,
variance inflation factor values were below 3.33, indicating no multi-
collinearity issues (Appendix E.4). The results confirmed strong internal
consistency, reliability, and validity across all variables. The fit indices
showed a good fit (SRMR = 0.066, y2 = 581.377, NFI = 0.856).

Regarding the path coefficients and their significance levels (see
Table 3), the direct effects reveal that willingness to engage is negatively
associated with moral obligation (p = -0.251, p < 0.001) and positively
associated with self-congruence (§ = 0.726, p < 0.001), with small effect
sizes (Cohen, 1988). In other words, both paths are statistically signifi-
cant, yet each predictor accounts for only a small incremental share of
the variance in willingness to engage after controlling for overlap with
other variables. Contrary to H3, moral obligation is negatively associ-
ated with willingness to engage in voluntourism, indicating that H3 is
not supported. This finding shows that moral obligation is a significant
predictor of willingness, but its effect operates in the opposite direction
to the theorized positive relationship. By contrast, self-congruence
positively influences willingness to engage, supporting H4 (Barbarossa
& De Pelsmacker, 2016; Fernandes & Matos, 2023). While Study 3
identifies moral obligation as a salient evaluative consideration in vol-
untourism, Study 4 clarifies that its quantitative association with will-
ingness to engage is negative.

H5 is also supported: willingness to engage positively affects well-
being (§ = 0.736, p < 0.001), as suggested previously (Wray-Lake
et al., 2019), with a medium effect size. The mediation effects reveal
two opposing influences on well-being. Moral obligation has a signifi-
cant negative indirect effect through willingness to engage [ = -0.185,
p < 0.001, CI = (—0.255, —0.109)]. In contrast, self-congruence has a
significant positive indirect effect through the willingness to engage [p
= 0.534, p < 0.001, CI = (0.448, 0.617)]. Finally, the control variable
education [p =-0.041, p = 0.437, CI = (—0.144, 0.060)] does not have a
significant effect.

8. Overall discussion of results

This research offers a multi-method investigation into how immer-
sive technology and self-related processes jointly shape willingness to
engage in voluntourism and well-being. Across four interconnected
studies, we demonstrate that VR does more than provide an engaging
promotional format: it activates psychological mechanisms that influ-
ence motivations, moral considerations, and ultimately, individuals'
sense of well-being. By integrating self-determination theory and self-
congruence theory, our findings advance understanding of how
technology-driven experiences foster prosocial action and personal
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Table 3
Structural results.
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Bias Corrected Confidence

Interval
Relationship [i} STDEV T statistics P values  2.5% 97.5% i Hypothesis
Direct Effect
Moral obligation — Willingness to engage —0.251  0.054 4.617 0.000 —0.350 —0.144 0.132  H3: not supported
Self-congruence — Willingness to engage 0.726 0.039 18.751 0.000 0.644 0.797 H4: supported
1.102
Willingness to engage — Well-being 0.736 0.036 20.556 0.000 0.662 0.802 1.182  H5: supported
Indirect Effect
Moral obligation — Willingness to engage — Well-being ~ —0.185  0.039 4.740 0.000 -0.255  -0.109
Self-congruence — Willingness to engage — Well-being 0.534 0.043 12.322 0.000 0.448 0.617
R2 Q?predict
Well-being 0.542 0.384
Willingness to engage 0.533 0.524

Note: STDEV — Standard Deviation; f> — effect size.

fulfillment.

Results from Studies 1 and 2 indicate that technological format (VR
versus 2D) increases willingness to engage in voluntourism indirectly,
by enhancing perceived authenticity and, in turn, curiosity. This
sequential mediation reveals that immersive technology shapes how
people experience a social issue, rather than merely offering a more
vivid representation of it. Building on prior tourism research on presence
and realism (Atzeni et al., 2022), our findings suggest that VR generates
a richer sense of “being there,” thereby legitimizing the experience and
creating a cognitive space for exploration. Curiosity emerges as a key
motivational bridge, echoing evidence that curiosity is a powerful
trigger of exploratory behavior (Arnone et al., 2011; Kim & Choo, 2023).
Importantly, this pattern underscores that simply adopting VR is insuf-
ficient; organizations must design content that enhances authenticity
and stimulates curiosity to translate immersive experiences into will-
ingness to engage in voluntourism.

The moderated mediation findings further refine this process by
showing that the authenticity pathway varies across lifestyle orienta-
tions. Cultural adventurousness and aspiring indulger orientation
weaken the indirect effect of technological format on willingness to
engage through perceived (in)authenticity, but not through curiosity.
Thus, VR-based voluntourism appeals are less dependent on authenticity
cues for individuals already oriented toward novelty, cultural explora-
tion, or experiential consumption. These results identify lifestyle ori-
entations as boundary conditions of the self-determination pathway.

Studies 3 and 4 reveal that self-related motives play distinct roles in
voluntourism willingness. While self-congruence positively predicts
willingness to engage, moral obligation shows a significant negative
association, contrary to H3. This finding suggests that, in ethically
complex contexts such as voluntourism, moral obligation may function
less as a direct motivational force than as an evaluative lens that
heightens scrutiny of whether participation is genuinely beneficial,
appropriate, and aligned with responsible helping.

Consistent with research linking prosocial behavior to personal
happiness (Wray-Lake et al., 2019), our results demonstrate that vol-
untourism contributes to psychological well-being. By satisfying au-
tonomy, competence, and relatedness needs (Deci & Ryan, 2000) and
reinforcing self-consistent moral identities, voluntourism offers benefits
that contrast sharply with the diminished well-being associated with
materialistic consumption (Dittmar et al., 2014). The finding that VR
can indirectly enhance well-being by fostering identity-consistent action
represents a novel intersection of technology and positive psychology.

In sum, this research demonstrates that voluntourism is not only a
form of prosocial travel but also a psychological journey in which
immersive technology, basic psychological needs, and self-identity
converge. VR's value lies less in its novelty and more in its ability to
satisfy needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness and to affirm
moral self-concepts, thereby transforming a technological experience
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into meaningful social action and enhanced well-being.
9. Conclusions and implications
9.1. Theoretical implications

This research advances the literature by integrating SDT, self-
congruence theory, and VR technology within the context of vol-
untourism, thereby offering new insight into how immersive experi-
ences foster willingness to engage in voluntourism and psychological
well-being. Instead of treating these perspectives as parallel explana-
tions, our findings reveal how they operate jointly to explain why
technologically mediated experiences can motivate action and enhance
individual fulfillment.

Our results extend SDT (Deci & Ryan, 2000) beyond traditional
prosocial settings by showing that VR-enabled voluntourism satisfies the
core needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness in ways that in-
crease willingness to participate. Importantly, we demonstrate that need
fulfillment occurs not only through the activity of volunteering itself but
also through the pre-experience of immersive exposure. This finding
refines SDT by illustrating that technology can act as a “pre-consump-
tion” mechanism that satisfies psychological needs even before in-
dividuals commit to action, highlighting a novel route through which
marketing interventions can stimulate intrinsic motivation.

Our work also deepens self-congruence theory (Sirgy, 1982) by
showing that VR experiences can strengthen alignment between ideal
self-concepts and prosocial behavior. Specifically, we demonstrate that
immersive exposure can activate self-related processes that shape
downstream decisions, with self-congruence emerging as a central
pathway through which VR translates into identity-consistent action.
The negative association between moral obligation and willingness to
engage further refines current understanding of prosocial motivation in
voluntourism. Unlike self-congruence, which facilitates participation by
aligning voluntourism with the ideal self, moral obligation may trigger
more demanding ethical appraisal. In a morally contested context such
as voluntourism, a stronger sense of obligation may reduce instead of
increase willingness to participate. This finding highlights the need to
distinguish between motivational forces that encourage prosocial action
and moral standards that may inhibit action when the opportunity itself
is perceived as ethically ambiguous.

By examining SDT and self-congruence in a single framework, this
study clarifies whether these mechanisms function independently or
interactively. Our findings suggest a complementary process: VR
heightens authenticity and curiosity, which satisfy psychological needs
(SDT) and simultaneously strengthen identity alignment (self-congru-
ence). This dual-motive pathway explains why immersive technology is
particularly effective in moving individuals from awareness to action,
offering a richer motivational model than either theory provides alone.
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Our findings also identify lifestyle-based boundary conditions of this
process. Cultural adventurousness and aspiring indulger orientation
weaken the authenticity pathway, indicating that VR-based appeals are
not equally influential across audiences. This extends our theoretical
model by clarifying when authenticity-driven immersive experiences
are more or less likely to foster voluntourism willingness.

This research also contributes to the growing literature on immersive
technology by showing that VR can serve purposes beyond hedonic
consumption or brand engagement (Rather et al., 2024). We demon-
strate that VR functions as a psychological catalyst for willingness to
engage in voluntourism, fostering authenticity and curiosity that lead to
prosocial behavior and well-being. This extends technology research
into the domain of social impact marketing, highlighting a new frontier
for immersive interventions.

Finally, we broaden our knowledge of voluntourism by linking
willingness to engage in voluntourism to enhanced psychological well-
being. Prior research has largely examined the motivations behind
voluntourism or the ethical dilemmas associated with it (Guttentag,
2009; Ong et al., 2014). Our findings demonstrate that voluntourism
provides not only community benefits but also personal growth through
the fulfillment of needs and the affirmation of identity. This dual benefit
refines the conceptualization of voluntourism as a practice that simul-
taneously serves collective and individual welfare.

9.2. Managerial implications

Our findings provide a set of evidence-based recommendations for
managers, nonprofit organizations, and policymakers seeking to use
immersive technology to stimulate willingness to engage in voluntour-
ism and enhance volunteer well-being. These implications are most
applicable to audiences with at least some prior openness to socially
responsible initiatives or voluntourism-related interest.

First, this research demonstrates that VR influences willingness to
engage in voluntourism primarily by increasing perceived authenticity
and triggering curiosity, thereby satisfying autonomy and competence
needs. For audiences already receptive to socially responsible travel,
managers should invest in VR scenarios that replicate the lived realities
of host communities, including unscripted or real-time elements, and
allow users to explore rather than merely observe. For example, a VR
module could enable prospective volunteers to participate in a virtual
beach clean-up or school-building project, interact with local stake-
holders, and witness tangible outcomes. Among predisposed audiences,
such authentic experiences are more likely to spark curiosity and in-
ternal motivation than polished but passive simulations.

Because curiosity mediates the impact of authenticity on willingness
to engage, campaigns should deliberately structure VR content first to
establish credibility and then introduce elements of mystery or chal-
lenge. Interactive storylines (such as hidden environmental problems
revealed through user exploration or decision points that influence
outcomes) can heighten curiosity and sustain attention, ultimately
increasing the likelihood of real-world participation. These effects also
vary across audience segments. Authenticity-focused VR appeals may be
particularly effective for individuals less strongly oriented toward nov-
elty, cultural exploration, or experiential indulgence. For more adven-
turous or experience-seeking audiences, managers may need to
complement authenticity cues with messages emphasizing challenge,
discovery, or distinctive participation opportunities.

Our findings also show that moral obligation and self-congruence
shape willingness to volunteer in distinct ways. Because moral obliga-
tion is negatively associated with willingness to engage, managers
should avoid relying primarily on guilt- or duty-based appeals, which
may intensify ethical scrutiny instead of encouraging participation. As
an alternative, communications should emphasize credible impact,
transparency, community benefit, and responsible program design. At
the same time, self-congruence positively predicts willingness, suggest-
ing that post-experience communications should help participants
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connect the VR encounter with identity-consistent values such as social
responsibility, environmental stewardship, and personal growth. Pre-
and post-VR communications, including emails, social media content, or
debriefing sessions, can reinforce this alignment and strengthen
commitment.

VR should not operate as a stand-alone attraction. Effective cam-
paigns combine immersive experiences with complementary channels
(such as online communities, social media storytelling, or targeted
follow-ups) that maintain the psychological momentum generated by
the VR session. As such, organizations can invite users who complete a
VR experience to join online volunteer forums, sign up for informational
webinars, or receive personalized volunteering opportunities that match
their expressed interests.

To assess whether VR investments translate into stronger willingness
to engage among receptive audiences, managers should track not only
traditional metrics (e.g., sign-ups, donations) but also psychological
indicators such as perceived authenticity, curiosity, moral obligation,
and self-congruence. Post-experience surveys and behavioral analytics
(e.g., time spent on interactive elements) can help refine iterative con-
tent and assist managers in identifying which features most effectively
drive conversion from virtual exploration to real participation. Finally,
organizations can leverage VR to onboard and retain volunteers by
designing immersive training modules that convey organizational
values, cultural norms, and expected tasks. Such modules can strengthen
volunteers' sense of competence and relatedness (key SDT needs),
leading to sustained volunteer involvement and reduced turnover.

9.3. Limitations

While this research makes significant contributions at the intersec-
tion of VR technology, self-determination, and voluntourism, several
limitations merit acknowledgment and open avenues for future inquiry.
First, our studies examined hypothetical willingness to engage instead of
actual participation. Although participants expressed a willingness to
engage in voluntourism, they did not necessarily follow through with
real-world involvement. This gap may limit the extent to which the
observed intentions and anticipated psychological benefits generalize to
actual voluntourism participation.

Second, the use of self-report measures and cross-sectional data in-
troduces potential biases and constrains our ability to draw strong causal
conclusions. In addition, our samples consisted of individuals with prior
experience in socially responsible initiatives and a willingness to engage
in voluntourism within the next 12 months. This purposive criterion was
appropriate for examining the psychological mechanisms underlying
VR-based voluntourism appeals among relevant audiences; however, it
also limits the generalizability of the findings. Specifically, the present
research does not establish whether VR can generate voluntourism in-
terest among individuals with no prior prosocial involvement, no
existing openness to voluntourism, or limited concern for socially
responsible travel. As a result, our findings should be interpreted as
explaining how VR strengthens and channels willingness among pre-
disposed audiences, rather than how it generates initial willingness to
engage among the general public.

Finally, although our VR stimuli were carefully designed to create
authentic and engaging experiences, variations in immersion and tech-
nological constraints may have influenced participants' perceptions of
the experience. The extent to which these simulated environments
capture the complexity and unpredictability of real voluntourism set-
tings remains unclear and warrants further research.

9.4. Future research

Future studies can build on these findings by adopting longitudinal
and field-based designs that track actual volunteer participation over
time. Such approaches would clarify how VR-induced willingness to
engage develops into sustained participation and well-being over time,
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moving beyond hypothetical scenarios to reveal how intentions trans-
late into sustained behavior. Researchers could also employ enhanced
mixed-method designs, integrating objective behavioral data (e.g.,
participation records, biometric indicators) with qualitative insights to
provide a deeper understanding of how psychological needs are fulfilled
through real voluntourism experiences. Expanding the diversity of
samples across cultures, age groups, and socioeconomic backgrounds
can also help test the robustness and generalizability of our findings.
Cross-cultural research should account for differences in national cul-
ture, language, and the contextual validity of constructs to determine
whether the identified mechanisms hold across varied settings.

Future research can also directly compare predisposed and non-
predisposed audiences to determine whether VR primarily strengthens
existing voluntourism interest or can also create initial openness among
individuals with no prior predisposition toward socially responsible
initiatives. Experimental designs that contrast participants with varying
levels of prior prosocial involvement, voluntourism familiarity, or
baseline willingness would help clarify the boundary conditions of VR’s
persuasive capacity. Additionally, comparative studies of alternative
immersive technologies, such as augmented reality or mixed reality,
would further clarify whether the psychological processes identified
here operate across different levels of sensory engagement or are unique
to VR.

Finally, further research can also explore additional mediators and
moderators (such as self-efficacy, social influence, and organizational
support) to better understand how these factors shape the relationship
between VR-induced willingness to engage in voluntourism and well-
being outcomes. Field experiments that systematically vary the immer-
sive quality of VR content could yield stronger causal evidence and
illuminate the long-term effects on volunteer retention, motivation, and
performance.
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