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Abstract

The past decades witnessed the emergence of new tourism practices that generated a shift of tourists’ focus from
mostly economic travel motivations to internal factors, such as the search for meaning and self-development. One
of the most prominent forms of tourism, focused on internal-driven motivations, is represented by spiritual
tourism, revolving around activities and experiences leading to individual growth and transformation. Based on a
survey on 351 spiritual tourists, and using a TwoStep Cluster Analysis, this paper aims to provide a tourist
segmentation based on favoured attractions, group size, frequency of spiritual travel, the diversity of destinations
chosen, and the presence or absence of life-changing experiences. The paper aims to approach the complexity of
spiritual tourism and has, therefore, also covered distinct features such as tourists’ life-changing experiences and
interaction with already acknowledged spiritual attractions. The results show that, despite the general tendency of
being considered a homogenous group, spiritual tourists actually tend to separate in clusters induced by the
variables measured. The most important ones were the type of attraction visited, the frequency of visits, the size of
the group, and expected travel experiences. Following the analyses, four main classes were identified: Soul
trailblazers - predilection for religious and historical attractions, Kinship wanderers - preference for couple or
family travels, Nature wanderers - who have experienced life-changing events and mostly visit natural attractions,
Tribe seekers - preference for shared spiritual experiences within large groups. These findings contribute to
expanding the taxonomy of spiritual tourism experiences advanced by Norman (2012) and provide practical
solutions for the stakeholders in the field.
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Segmenting spiritual tourists and their search for meaningful experiences

1. Introduction

Besides an important economic sector of the global economy, tourism and travel have also become a
central aspect of people’s life. The attention that contemporary tourists pay to their travel goes beyond
the economic aspects (price of the package, quantity/quality balance), the variety of destinations
visited, or spatial proximity. More profound triggers, such as: self-actualization (Lauring, 2013), personal
values (Chen & Zhou, 2020; Passafaro et al., 2015), social interaction and emotional needs (Lin & Nawijn,
2020) underlie the tourists’ motivations and behaviour, improving their mental health and well-being,
removing negative feelings (Hook et al., 2022), or low impacts on the environment and others (Chen &
Zhou, 2020). As early as the “7os, travel was defined as a transformative experience that involved moving
away from the familiar environment (Graburn, 1983; MacCannell, 1976). Travel experiences can enable
personal development and significant changes in people’s life (Teoh et al., 2021; Wilson & Harris, 2006),
or generate positive psychological and emotional changes (Bhalla et al., 2021; Kim & Kim, 2019; Zhao &
Agyeiwaah, 2023), as well as feelings of personal fulfilment (Jaiswall & Duggal, 2019; Kasim, 2013; Soares
et al., 2024).

In the most recent reviews of the existing literature on transformative tourism experiences, four main
dimensions of travel-induced transformations were identified: physical/behavioural, psychological,
social, and spiritual (Zhao & Agyeiwaah, 2023). The spiritual dimension is linked to self-discovery, self-
fulfilment, self-transcendence, finding the meaning of life, freedom, religious faith, self-esteem,
spiritual change and escapism. The same spiritual dimension can be present in various types of travels
and has gradually evolved into a form of tourism on its own: spiritual tourism. Spiritual tourists look
for a “meaningful experience”. This refers to the perceived significance of the trip for one’s life narrative,
values, and sense of self, with an emphasis on self-transcendence and enduring personal insight (Cheer
et al., 2017; Jarrat & Sharpley, 2017).

Spiritual tourism is generally seen as a quest for challenging, transcendental and even life-changing or
life-affirming experiences (Cheer et al., 2017; Zhao & Agyeiwaah, 2023). Thus, one major feature of
spiritual tourism experiences is their focus on inner discovery and transformation (Dowson et al., 2019;
Norman, 2012; Sahin & Guzel, 2024; Soares et al., 2024). Previous studies have shown that spiritual travel
can lead to heightened states of consciousness, self or divinity awareness, self-growth and freedom
(Little & Schmidt, 2006; Schmidt & Little, 2007; Soares et al., 2024), engagement, healing, feeling of
connectedness, altruism, and meaningful experience (Cheer et al., 2017; Jarrat & Sharpley, 2017; Robledo,
2015; Sahin & Guzel, 2024). The journey itself is important, as it represents a powerful catalyst for
personal transformation (Fedele, 2014) through various positive emotions, such as: success, discovery
(e.g. mountains), enlightenment (e.g. temples and ashrams), prosperity increase (e.g. Rishikesh),
astonishment and experiencing the local cosmological systems (e.g. Uluru) (Cheer et al., 2017; Gill et al.,
2019; Timothy & Olsen, 2006).

This type of transformative spiritual experiences is not only connected to man-built, cultural
attractions. Nature encounters have also been known to generate intense and spiritual-linked
experiences such as: feelings of connectedness, inner calm, joy, peace, happiness (Bidder, 2018;
Heintzman, 2009), religious-like feelings of peace and humility, transcendence (Williams & Harvey,
2001), timelessness and nothingness (Jarratt & Sharpley, 2017). Natural encounters also encourage
introspection and a connection to something greater than oneself (Driver et al., 1996; Schmidt & Little,
2007; Schroeder, 1995), contributing to the individuals' spiritual self (Driver et al., 1991; Wang & Blasco,
2022; Wang et al., 2023). Participation in outdoor activities can enable the sense of a higher purpose or
power, a deep connection with the divine and the natural world (Loeffler, 2005), or spiritual
enlightenment (Wang & Blasco, 2022).
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Despite this cumulative knowledge about spiritual tourism (Bhalla et al, 2021; Christou et al, 2023; Choe
& O’Regan, 2020; Sahin & Guzel, 2024; Soares et al., 2024; Timothy & Olsen, 2006; Walia & Jasrotia, 2021,
Zhao & Agyeiwaah, 2023), the literature still lacks a behaviour-based typology that rests on observable
practices during travel rather than motives alone. Existing reviews and typologies (Abdul Halim et al,
2021; Cheer et al., 2017; Fedele, 2012; Jasrotia et al., 2021; Kainthola et al., 2021; Kujawa, 2017; Kumar et
al, 2022; Norman, 2012; Schmidt & Little, 2007; Sahin & Guzel, 2024; Soares et al., 2024) prioritise
motivations and triggers, while systematic attention to practices, group composition, destination type,
and travel frequency remains scarce. This gap limits theory development on how tourist behaviour
relates to transformative outcomes and constrains actionable guidance for managers. More specifically,
the field still lacks segmentation evidence that links (i) what tourists do during the trip (practices) with
(ii) what they report as outcomes (transformative cues and meaningful experience) across distinct
spiritual travel contexts.

Our study addresses this gap with a design that centres on behaviour during the trip and that allows a
direct link between observed practices and reported transformative cues. The need for this research
follows from both a theoretical aim (clarify the behaviour-transformation nexus across spiritual travel
contexts) and a practical aim (offer segments that decision-makers can operationalise in product design
and communication).

Moreover, depending on the various and complex factors that enable spiritual experiences, either linked
to the general setting (e.g., religious sites, cultural attractions, natural surroundings), or to the tourists’
emotions and behaviours (e.g. intense emotions, specific rituals, mindfulness), there is a large and
increasing diversity of spiritual tourists and spiritual travel experiences, that deserves an in-depth
exploration and understanding. Unfortunately, until now, this topic has received only minor attention
from the scientific community. Empirical studies that translate this diversity into robust, practice-based
market segments remain limited, which leaves practitioners with few operational categories beyond
motivation-centred labels.

Our study tries to fill in this gap by scrutinizing the diversity of spiritual tourists based on their
behaviour during travel. We therefore address two research questions. RQi: What are the main
behavioural types among spiritual tourists, grounded in their typical choices and practices on the trip?
RQ2: How do these behavioural types differ in reported transformative cues and in the intensity of
meaningful experience associated with the trip? The article makes a theoretical contribution by
advancing existing frameworks in three main ways: it connects observed practices to the quest and
retreat pathways (Norman, 2012); it specifies when the social or spiritual dimensions take precedence
within segments (Zhao & Agyeiwaah, 2023); and it maps concrete class-level correspondences to the
triggers-responses—outcomes sequence (Schmidt & Little, 2007). Through this lens, the typology
extends prior models because it rests on behaviour rather than motives and offers a structured basis for
comparative theory development. It also delivers a practical contribution through segment-specific
guidance: the behavioural profiles translate into actionable levers for product design (activities and
settings), communication (message framing around meaning and transformation), and experience
management (formats, facilitation, and on-site support) across DMOs and operators. The subsequent
arrangement of the paper is outlined as follows: Section 2 synthesises prior work on spiritual tourism
and existing typologies; Section 3 presents the methodological approach and the instrument used for
this study; Section 4 details the main results and the four classes identified; Section 5 discusses
theoretical contributions and practical implications; Section 6 presents limitations and future research.
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2. Literature review

2.1. The recent development of spiritual tourism

Spiritual tourism is a concept in ongoing understanding and development (Christou et al., 2023). It is
generally known to involve deeply subjective and transformative travel experiences, motivations,
practices and meanings associated to specific places (Fedele, 2014; Kujawa, 2017; Smith et al, 2022). It is
usually defined as a journey aimed to find the purpose of life, transcendence (Abdul Halim et al., 2021;
Cheer et al., 2017; Kujawa, 2017; Norman & Pokorny, 2017; Wilson et al, 2013) and connection (Norman,
2012; Robledo, 2015; Sahin & Guzel, 2024). Others see it as a self-conscious project of spiritual betterment
(Agarwal et al., 2021; Norman, 2012; Robledo, 2015) that contributes to the balance and well-being of
body, mind and spirit (Bhalla et al., 2021; Kainthola et al., 2021; Smith et al, 2022), without necessarily
having a relationship with religion (Christou et al., 2023; Singleton, 2017; Soares et al, 2024). Rodrigo
(2019) even considers spiritual travel as a new kind of tourism that unfolds outside the traditional
tourism industry, managed by spiritual seekers and based on their past spiritual experiences.
Transformation represents a key feature of spiritual tourism. It implies profound, meaningful changes
in people’s beliefs and attitudes, in the way they perceive life and their role within it (Sahin & Guzel,
2024).

From a structural perspective, spiritual tourism partially overlaps with religious tourism and pilgrimage
(Buzinde, 2020; Christou et al, 2023; Olsen & Timothy, 2006), as well as with cultural, wellbeing and
nature-based tourism (Jirasek, 2025; Kim et al., 2015; Raj & Griffin, 2020). It is often associated with visits
to religious sites, with nature, well-being, yoga, or meditation retreats (Gill et al., 2019; McCartney, 2019;
Nautyal et al, 2025; Norman, 2012; Wang & Blasco, 2022; Wang et al., 2023). Initially, the academic focus
was on differentiating spiritual tourism from religious tourism and pilgrimage (which are both
associated with institutional faith and rituals), situating them on a travel continuum with sacred pilgrim
and secular tourist at opposite poles (Rinschede, 1992; Smith, 1992; Timothy & Olsen, 2006). Lately, this
categorization has been challenged by the fluid nature of tourist motivations and behaviour, leading to
a current consensus that tourist roles and identities are actually multidimensional, diverse, and
multifaceted (Christou et al, 2023; Collins-Kreiner, 2020; Tsironis, 2020). Our approach is in line with
this latter perspective.

It is difficult to specifically indicate the starting point of spiritual tourism. However, organized spiritual
travel has been developing since the early 2000s, with specialized tour packages focused on self-growth
and development, associated with various cultures, traditions and spiritualities (such as Buddhist,
Hindu, or Inca). The Millennials’ growing interest in spirituality, experiential and adventure travel
(Walia & Jasrotia, 2021) has increased the global demand for spiritual travel (Olsen, 2013; Raj & Griffin,
2020), as well as the academic interest for spiritual tourism (e.g. Abdul Halim et al., 2021; Cheer et al.,
2017; Christou et al, 2023; Jarrat & Sharpley, 2017; Soares et al., 2024).

The existing research has either an experiential (quest) perspective, focusing on the analysis of activities
and experiences sought by spiritual tourists, or a destination-based approach (Christou et al, 2023). This
explains the dominance of studies on spiritual tourists’ motivations (e.g. Agarwal et al., 2021; Choe &
O’Regan, 2020; Garg et al., 2021; Guzel & Sariyildiz, 2019; Jasrotia et al., 2021; Gezon, 2018; Kainthola et
al., 2021; Kumar et al., 2022; Singleton, 2017) or the features of/impacts on spiritual destinations (Jaiswall
& Duggal, 2019; Skinner & Soomers, 2019; Than et al., 2020; Wang & Blasco, 2022). Recent research
emphasizes the increasing connection between spiritual tourism and wellness tourism practices and
purposes, such as achieving physical and emotional wellbeing (Bhalla et al., 2021; Robledo et al. 2023;
Tsironis et al., 2021). Although these strands have deepened conceptual and experiential understanding,
they still rarely translate spiritual travel into reproducible, practice-based segments that stakeholders
can observe and measure.
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As regards spiritual tourism destinations, they include diverse places with a religious meaning, as well
as destinations that transcend religion, or have no link with it. These can be sites associated with various
faiths, myths and legends (Olsen & Timothy, 2006; Mu et al., 2019; Senthil & Goswami, 2021; Wang &
Blasco, 2022), as well as natural areas aesthetically attractive or protected (i.e., forests, oceans, caves,
lakes, spiritual gardens) (Bhalla et al., 2021; Haq & Medhekar, 2020; Jaiswall & Duggal, 2019; Sheldon,
2020; Wang & Blasco, 2022). Hence, the typology of spiritual destinations can cover a huge diversity,
including ecovillages (Bowers & Cheer, 2017), “therapeutic landscapes” for healing and wellbeing
(Jaiswall & Duggal, 2019), mountains (Sharpley & Jepson, 20m1), powerful energy places, such as
Glastonbury or Sedona (Ivakhiv, 2001; Rodrigo, 2022), Stonehenge, the pyramids in Egypt, Mayan and
Incan archaeological sites, Mount Shasta in California, mega religious heritage sites and routes, like
Chartres Cathedral, Jerusalem or Camino de Santiago (Fedele, 2014; Overall, 2019), sites of Goddess’s
pilgrimage (Fedele, 2012; Rodrigo, 2022), famous gurus’ ashrams and events (Gill et al., 2018; Kainthola
et al., 2021; Nair & Dileep, 2021; Senthil & Goswami, 2021). According to Soares et al. (2024), the main
destination elements affecting tourist satisfaction are: contact with nature, destination image associated
with spiritual beliefs, organized spiritual products, as well as contact with local communities. Some
studies also underlined the impact of commodification of places and practices on the tourists’ quest for
authenticity (Bowers & Cheer, 2017; Huang, 2018; Samarathunga et al., 2024). Given this breadth of
settings, a segmentation grounded in “what tourists do” rather than in “what they seek” provides a more
stable basis for comparison across destination types.

Recent studies tend to categorize spiritual tourism as a distinct, non-religious form, and describe it as
an individual phenomenon aimed to explore life beyond oneself, to balance the body-mind-soul, to gain
spiritual development and to fulfil one’s purpose in life (Cheer et al., 2017; Kainthola et al., 2021; Kujawa,
2017; Kumar et al., 2022; Singleton, 2017; Smith et al., 2022; Zhang et al., 2022). Either with a religious or
non-religious dimension, the growing diversity of destinations, motivations and experiences associated
with spiritual tourism highlights the importance of better understanding the actual needs, features and
behaviour of spiritual tourists. This paper responds to this need through a practice-centred lens that
treats behaviour as an empirical bridge between context (destination setting, products, social
interaction) and outcomes (transformative cues and meaningful experience).

2.2. Spiritual tourists: Between ancestral practices and new habits

The development of spiritual tourism is mostly based on the growing number of people searching for
alternative lifestyles and meaningful, transformative travel experiences (Cheer et al., 2017; Walia &
Jasrotia, 2021). More and more people worldwide show an interest in spirituality as a more personal,
non-institutionalised concept (Sahin & Guzel, 2024; Zhang et al., 2022). With or without a specific
religious affiliation (Fedele, 2014; Soares et al., 2024), they mix old traditions and practices from various
cultural backgrounds with newly created ones (Kujawa, 2017). In this context, “practices” are not treated
as residual details but as observable choices and routines that can be compared across tourists (e.g.,
destination setting, activity portfolio, travel party composition, trip frequency and duration, and
engagement in organised rituals versus self-guided experiences).

Over the past decades, research has focused on understanding spiritual tourists and identifying
particular aspects that define them. Most of these studies have classified tourists based on either their
motivations or the type of spiritual experience they sought. The traditional classification of travellers
along the pilgrimage-tourism (sacred-secular) travel continuum (Smith, 1992) has evolved towards
more complex and process-oriented perspectives, that better capture the tourists’ multidimensional
identities and experiences (Collins-Kreiner, 2020; Christou et al., 2023; Tsironis, 2020). Accordingly,
contemporary work no longer treats tourists as fixed “pilgrims” or “tourists” but as travellers whose roles
combine sacred, secular, social, and therapeutic components across trips and across life stages.
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A key contribution to underlining the multidimensional nature of spiritual tourism was Norman'’s (2012)
typology of spiritual tourist experiences. He distinguished between five experiential dimensions, also
highlighted in other subsequent studies, i.e.: Healing (psychological healing and general wellbeing),
Experimentation (of various religious practices and alternative lifestyles), Quest (for Self-discovery and
knowledge), Retreat (from everyday life) or Collective experiences shared with like-minded people.
Norman’s work (2012) should be read as a typology of experiential pathways rather than as a
segmentation of tourists based on stable socio-demographic profiles or observable travel practices.
Other studies have continued and developed Norman’s approach, focusing on the experiential
components of spiritual tourism and less on visitor profile or behaviour (Bhalla et al., 2021; Buzinde,
2020; Choe & O’Regan, 2020; Garg et al., 2021; Gill et al., 2019; Kelly & Smith, 2009; Narayanan &
Macbeth, 2009; Nautyal et al., 2025; Reichel et al., 2009; Owen, 2006; Robledo, 2015; Sharpley &
Sundaram 2005). Some of these researches focused on the duality between religious and secular drivers
of spiritual tourists (e.g. personal development, socialization, or recreation) (Cheer et al., 2017). Other
authors adopted a more process-based approach, centred on the tourists’ transformation enabled by
the interaction between multiple internal (emotions, motivations, needs) and external factors
(destination features, social interactions and spiritual products) (Buzinde, 2020; Kujawa, 2017; Schmidt
and Little, 2007). Kujawa (2017) developed the quest dimension into a mythical framing of spiritual
travel, that includes: motivations, initiation (transcendence and connection) and outcome (the
transformed self). The main transformations occurring through spiritual travel include a new worldview
and a reformed self (Bowers & Cheer, 2017; Kujawa, 2017; Sahin & Guzel, 2024). The multidimensional
perspective was continued by Sahin and Guzel (2024), who highlighted six core components of spiritual
tourism experiences, i.e.: transformation, healing, place atmosphere, transcendence, escape from
routine, and Divine connectedness. Similar and new key dimensions/themes were identified by Abdul
Halim et al (2021) and Soares et al (2024): e.g. Meaning/Purpose in life; Consciousness/ Spiritual growth;
Transcendence; Self-determination; Reflection-purification, Coping, Escape, Healing, etc. — see Table 1.
Opverall, this literature provides a rich account of the “why” (drivers and meanings) and the “what is felt”
(transformative outcomes), yet it leaves the “how” (observable travel practices and routines) less
systematically documented.

These multidimensional approaches are more in line with the complex identities and motivations of
spiritual tourists, who often seek a mix of experiences - physical, emotional, mental and spiritual
(Fedele, 2012; Soares et al., 2024). Thus, their motivations are mostly linked to various forms of : Healing
(physical, mental or holistic), Escape/Retreat from daily life, Spiritual Growth/Transformation (self-
awareness, wholeness, exploring life meaning, learning), and Connection with people, nature or divinity
(Ambroz & Ovsenik, 2011; Ashton, 2018; Bhalla et al., 2021; Cheer et al., 2017; Choe & O’Regan, 2020; Garg
et al., 2021; Jarratt & Sharpley, 2017; Jasrotia et al., 2021; Heidari et al., 2018; Kainthola et al., 2021; Kujawa,
2017; Matheson et al., 2014; Norman & Pokorny, 2017; Rodrigo, 2022; Singleton, 2017; Soares et al., 2024;
Wang et al., 2023). However, motivation-centred accounts can be difficult to operationalise for
segmentation because stated intentions may shift across trips, while travel practices offer more directly
observable markers for both researchers and managers.

Despite the extensive interest in conceptualizing spiritual tourism - definition, dimensions and
motivations (Cheer et al., 2017; Collins-Kreiner, 2020; Dowson et al, 2019; Gill et al, 2018; Jasrotia et al.,
2021; Kainthola et al., 2021; Kujawa, 2017; Kumar et al, 2022; Sahin & Guzel, 2024, etc), the behaviour and
features of spiritual tourists still remained underexamined. The research focus on understanding the
triggers and outcomes of spiritual travel has put a strong emphasis on the “why”, leaving the “how” only
partially explored. More specifically, the literature offers limited evidence on how observable practices
(destination settings, activity portfolios, travel party composition, frequency and duration of spiritual
trips, and engagement in organised versus self-guided formats) cluster into coherent segments that also
differ in reported transformative cues and meaningful experience.
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Table 1. Key features of the spiritual tourist experience.

Authors Key features
Smith (1992) Sacred - secular continuum
Little & Schmidt (2006) self-awareness, other-awareness, connection, intense sensation

Triggers (place, ritual, novelty); Responses (emotions, reflection);

Schmidt & Little (2007) Outcomes (awareness, growth)

Norman (2012) Healing; Experimentation; Quest; Retreat; Collective experiences

Robledo (2015) Meaning, inner awareness, Connectedness

Religious drivers (religious practice, identity, socialization); Secular

Cheer et al. (2017) drivers (wellness, self-development, quest, recreation)

Jarrat & Sharpley (2017) Connection, Awesomeness, Timelessness, Nothingness

Motivations; Initiation (transcendence, connection); Outcome

Kujawa (2017) (transformed self)

Internal factors (emotions, needs); External factors (place, social

Buzinde (2020 . .
( ) interaction, products)

Kainthola et al. (2021) Transformation; Escape; Learning; Spiritual growth
Meaning/Purpose in life; Consciousness; Transcendence; Spiritual

Abdul Halim et al. (2021) resources; Self-determination; Reflection - Soul purification; Spiritual
coping

Transformation; Healing; Place atmosphere; Transcendence; Escape;

Sahin & Guzel (2024) Divine connectedness

Escape, Spiritual growth/improvement, Relief the pandemic, Reduced
Soares et al. (2024) stress, Finding meaning, Connection, Learning, Search for adventure,
Social media, Mindfulness practice

Our paper addresses this research gap, by scrutinizing the diversity of spiritual tourists based on their
tourist behaviour (length of stay, frequency, group size, the experiencing of life-changing experience,
preference for local or international destinations). We emphasise that these indicators represent
practices that can be monitored and replicated across studies and destinations, which supports
cumulative research and cross-context comparison. By shifting the analytical focus from motivations to
practices, we offer a more grounded typology of spiritual tourists that complements existing conceptual
work and advances a behaviourally informed understanding of spiritual tourism.

This study advances social-scientific understandings of spiritual tourism in three ways. First, it
contributes theoretically by integrating practice-based perspectives with spiritual tourism research.
This integration positions behaviour as an empirical bridge between experiential pathways (e.g.,
Norman’s quest/retreat dimensions) and transformative outcomes (Schmidt & Little’s triggers—
responses-outcomes logic). Second, it offers an operational, behaviour-based typology that allows
measurement and reproduction across different contexts, enabling cumulative research, comparative
work, and model testing. Third, it delivers practical and policy relevance, enabling destinations and
organizations to segment visitors using observable indicators rather than inferred intentions, with
direct implications for product design (packages, facilitation, and activity mixes), communication

7
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(message framing around meaning and transformation), and visitor management (group formats,
guidance intensity, and community interaction).

3. Method and instrument

3.1. Survey design

In order to properly scrutinize the diversity of spiritual tourists, we built an instrument aimed
specifically to identify the complexity of their travel behaviour. The survey instrument was developed
in reference to other similar studies on spiritual tourism, that used questionnaires (i.e. Agarwal et al.,
2021; Garg et al., 2021; Gill et al, 2019; Kumar et al. 2022; Sahin & Guzel, 2024) or interviews (e.g. Bhalla
et al., 2021; Jasrotia et al., 2021; Kainthola et al., 2021; Wang & Blasco, 2022), and refined following
consultations with the Ethics Committee of Alexandru loan Cuza University. These consultations
focused on ensuring that no items could be construed as overly personal, that sensitive information was
avoided, and that all procedures complied with GDPR requirements.

The selection of items was guided by the existing literature on spiritual tourism, i.e:

(i) three questions about personal understanding of spiritual tourism and the religious-
spiritual/secular delineation were based on Christou et al., 2023; Olsen & Timothy, 2006; Rinschede,
1992; Smith, 1992, Zhang et al., 2022;

(ii) five questions about travel motivations, expectations, and personal impact (transformation) were
mostly based on the research of Abdul Halim et al., 2021; Cheer et al., 2017; Kujawa, 2017; Norman, 2012;
Sahin & Guzel, 2024; Schmidt & Little, 2007; Soares et al., 2024;

(iii) eight questions linked to destinations, group size, duration, frequency, activities and information
channels - these partially rely on research regarding the factors influencing tourist experiences, such as:
destination environment and attributes, including their historical, religious or natural heritage (Bhalla
et al., 2021; Garg et al., 2021; Gill et al., 2019; Kumar et al., 2022); social interactions (Buzinde, 2020) or
spending time with family (Garg et al., 2021). The selection of destinations was done based on
consultation with five experts in the field (tour guides, members of specialized social media
communities), then refined after pre-testing.

This literature-informed approach aimed to ensure conceptual relevance, clarity of operationalization,
and alignment with prevailing research practices in the field. The instrument includes some less-
explored aspects, such as frequency of visits, main destinations, group size, the recollection of life-
changing experiences, and tourists’ socio-demographics. Appendix A provides the full questionnaire
and the mapping between each construct and its source references. Given their well-known role in
providing more nuanced and unanticipated responses (Hansen & Swiderska, 2023; Sahin & Guzel, 2024),
open questions were included as a source of additional information regarding life-changing experiences,
personal expectations and tourist activities. Given that certain respondents found the open questions
too intrusive, they were marked as optional. The translated survey instrument appears in Appendix A,
unchanged from the version administered to respondents.

We first conducted a pre-test with 35 self-declared spiritual tourists to refine the instrument. The pre-
test assessed whether any variables or questions were unclear, whether items might be perceived as too
personal, the overall length and flow of the survey, and respondents’ willingness to participate.
Following this stage, the final survey was disseminated to members of a Romanian Facebook group
dedicated to individuals who practice spiritual tourism and actively engage in spiritual tourism
practices. This group aggregates members from all regions of Romania and, to our knowledge, hosts the
largest membership base among Romanian spiritual-tourism communities and initiatives.

8
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Consequently, it offers broad geographic coverage and access to the widest feasible audience for this
topic. The data were collected over a five-months period, from January to May 2022. During this interval,
we implemented the full protocol for participant recruitment and response gathering. Given the
recruitment channel, our study provides a well-targeted sample of self-identified spiritual tourists
rather than a probability sample of the Romanian population; we therefore frame generalisation
cautiously and focus on segmentation patterns within this community.

After completing data collection and processing, the dataset comprised 351 valid responses. Not all
respondents answered every item because several questions were optional. In line with guidance from
the Ethics Commission, sociodemographic items such as age, gender, and income were optional due to
their potentially sensitive nature. In addition, certain open-ended questions were left unanswered when
respondents had nothing further to add or when a prompt (e.g., describing a “life-changing” experience)
did not apply to their case.

3.2. Cluster analysis

The cluster sampling was performed with SPSS 22.0. For the aim of this paper, we choose a TwoStep
Cluster Analysis which consists in dividing the respondents into clusters (tourist groups in our case),
revealing natural groupings that would not be apparent otherwise. At its core, the TwoStep Cluster
Analysis represents a data mining process dividing the existing sample into groups based on information
found within the data (Maione et al., 2019; Tan et al., 2016). More specifically, it is an exploratory process
that identifies homogenous groups of respondents if the grouping is not previously known or pre-
established. The algorithm employed by this procedure has several features (handling of categorical and
continuous variables, automatic selection of number of clusters) that made it extremely suitable for the
research database compared with the traditional clustering techniques.

The cluster analysis identified four distinct groups of spiritual tourists based on 5 key variables (Table
2) that displayed the higher predictor importance. We selected these variables because they represent
observable trip practices (destination setting preference, travel party composition, international
mobility, frequency of spiritual trips, and occurrence of a self-reported life-changing episode) that
jointly capture structural variation in spiritual travel behaviour. Socio-demographics were used for post-
hoc profiling only and did not enter the clustering procedure.

The model based on 5 inputs and generating 4 clusters (automatic choice of number of clusters)
displayed a fair cluster quality (0.4) with a ratio of sizes of 1.14, therefore the clusters were similar in
number of respondents. Out of 351 answers, only 318 could be included in one of the four clusters
identified, the distribution being the following in their respective clusters, starting from the first to the
fourth: 76, 83, 82, 77. The TwoStep Cluster Analysis assigns respondents to the identified clusters when
their profiles fit one of the groups. As with any cluster analysis, the procedure aims to classify as many
respondents as possible, but assigning 100% of respondents to clusters is statistically unlikely. The
remaining respondents (33) are therefore reported as uncategorised. The uncategorised group was
relatively small, and considerably smaller than any of the four clusters. This suggests that there were no
substantial unidentified groups in the sample and that the cluster solution is statistically robust and
consistent with the expected reporting norms for this type of analysis.
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Table 2. List of variables selected for the cluster analysis.

Variable Description Behavioural traits
It assesses the preferences of spiritual tourists for a certain type Religious / historical
. of spiritual attraction. It is based on the list of visited attractions Natural
Dominant . . S
. . provided by each respondent. The religious and historical types .
dimensions . . . Both (similar
were merged in a single category due to their constant weights)
overlapping. g
Individual (1)
Group size The group size for spiritual travels. Couple / Family (2-4)
Large group (5+)
Foreign It assesses if the respondents previously visited foreign spiritual No
destinations destinations or not. Yes
Life-changing It assesses if the respondents previously had a life-changing No
experience experience during a spiritual travel. Yes
Once
. . . 2-4 times
Frequency / year The frequency of exclusive spiritual travels experienced per year. 5_47‘ times
7+ times

Note: The table only includes the variables retained in the TwoStep Cluster Analysis. Although the questionnaire
contained a broader set of items, the procedure selected only those variables that contributed to the differentiation
and formation of the clusters.

We conducted a summary lexical analysis of open-questions responses in order to identify the
noticeable keywords for each cluster, using IRaMuTeQ. IRaMuTeQ performs discourse analysis by using
algorithms to identify word patterns and relationships, primarily through statistical methods like
Descending Hierarchical Classification (DHC). It identifies keywords and discourse structures by first
pre-processing text, and then analysing it to find recurring lexical worlds or themes. Word frequency
represented the main approach for this particular analysis. Content analysis has been frequently used
in spiritual tourism studies because it provides more in-depth understanding of people’s behaviour,
emotions, perceptions and motivations (Abdul Halim et al, 2021; Bhalla et al., 2021; Jasrotia et al., 2021;
Kainthola et al, 2021; Soares et al, 2024). Inclusion of open-ended questions was purposeful and theory-
driven: while the clustering is based on structured quantitative indicators, open-ended responses allow
participants to articulate, in their own words, the meanings, motivations, considerations underlying
those indicators. This is particularly relevant in contexts where we want to check whether clusters
reflect substantively different narratives rather than only different scale scores. However, because these
questions were optional and response length varied, the resulting corpus is uneven. Consequently, the
findings should be interpreted as indicative rather than exhaustive. We use this analysis to enrich our
understanding of the terms emphasised by members of each cluster, rather than to deliver a full-fledged
classification.

4. Results

The four groups (clusters) obtained are detailed below. For each group we created a radar chart based
on the spider web chart model, presenting the distribution (in percentage) within the group for all
behavioural traits, therefore providing a detailed portrait of each cluster, as well as easy to read profile
for a quicker identification.

4.1. Soul trailblazers

The first cluster (76 respondents) is characterized by a clear predilection for religious and historical
spiritual attractions. Notably, this group encapsulates the entirety of spiritual tourists who manifest a
distinct tendency for religious and cultural spiritual attractions. They prefer spiritual travels undertaken
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in couple or family and sometimes in larger groups, thus underscoring the significance of shared
experiential dimensions. A noteworthy observation is the preponderance of life-changing experience
within this group, a phenomenon that could be linked partially to the high frequency of spiritual travels:
85% of them have more than two spiritual travels a year. In terms of age, 43.13% of the respondents
declaring their respective age forming this cluster are 46 years old or older. So, we could say that they
have a more consistent experience of life and spiritual travels. The age characteristic may also explain
the Soul Trailblazers’ nuanced understanding of spiritual travels. In terms of keywords (total corpus for
this class - 1271 words), their expectations regarding spiritual travels are dominated by words such as
“tranquillity” and “soul”, followed by “energy”, “charge” and “place” (“You leave those places filled with
deep spiritual energy with a great sense of peace in your soul, it’s as if you heal... and you truly do heal.”;
“I feel much better, stronger, full of life, my personal growth lies in these journeys shared with dear
people, in retreats and beyond.”). Visiting religious and historical sites also known as power places for
inner peace and recharging seems to be an important part of their journeys. Thus, according to the
authors, there is harmony between the self and the place, and specific aspects of the landscape are
consistent with the spiritual needs of each participant.

7+ times Relig/Hist

Matural

2-4 times / ~/ ) NS Both

Ind.

Couple/Family

Large group

Yes No

Dominant dimension Foreign destination
Group size Lifechanging experience
Figure 1. The radar chart of the group Soul trailblazers.

4.2. Kinship wanderers

The second group (83 respondents) stands out by their preference for couple or family travels,
exclusively within a national context, with a marked preference for natural attractions. In fact, natural
attractions represent a dominant feature for three of the four groups. We believe that, at least in the
Romanian context, natural spiritual attractions also provide the preferred setting in which different
types of spiritual activities and spiritual travel take place. A distinctive hallmark of this cluster is their
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exclusive inclination toward spiritual journeys undertaken in a familial setting, the spiritual travel being
shared with the close ones. This travel behaviour significantly influences their predisposition towards
destinations that are more readily accessible within the national borders. It appears that the
distinctiveness of the second cluster lies not only in their travel preferences but also in the underlying
motif of reinforcing familial bonds through spiritual travels. This nuanced interplay of familial
dynamics, clear preference for natural attractions, and spiritual inclinations within a national context
contributes to a multifaceted understanding of the second group's distinctive profile in the realm of
spiritual tourism. Almost half of them had life-changing experiences during their visits, even if they
travel less frequently for spiritual purposes. Like the trailblazers, this group is also focused on the search
for tranquillity and soul fulfilment, only with a secondary focus on “knowledge” (total corpus for this
class - 790 words).

7+ times Relig/Hist

5-7 times Natural

2-4 times — Both

Ind.

Yes

Couple/Family

Large group

Yes No

Dominant dimension Foreign destination
Group size Lifechanging experience
Figure 2. The radar chart of the group Kinship wanderers.

This time it is the natural context that facilitates “tranquillity”, “recharging” and “balance” (“To find an
oasis of peace where I can recharge the batteries of my soul.”). The “soul’-meaningful experiences
include “relaxation”, “connection with the divinity” and acquiring more knowledge. These patterns
suggest that meaningful experience in this segment is anchored in accessible nature-based settings and
close social ties, which provides a concrete behavioural route through which transformative cues may
emerge.

4.3. Nature wanderers

The third cluster (82 respondents) is characterized by spiritual tourists who have all lived life-changing
experiences during their journeys, they all visit mostly natural attractions and also travel to foreign
spiritual destinations. They avoid solitary travel and two thirds of them travel 2- 4 times a year for
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spiritual reasons. Remarkably, the vast majority of respondents declaring their age within this cluster
(53.84%) falls within the age range of 25 to 45 years old. The frequency of life-changing experiences
within foreign spiritual landscapes hints at a discerning preference for transcendent encounters beyond
familiar national boundaries. Consequently, the convergence of age, presence of life-changing
experiences, and international spiritual exploration within this cluster enriches our comprehension of
the nuanced dynamics shaping the third cluster's distinctive profile in the domain of spiritual tourism.
In terms of discourse, the most common words identified within this cluster are “spiritual”,
“knowledge”, and “peace” (total corpus for this class — 1427 words). The top position on “knowledge”
delineates this cluster from the other three, pointing to a scrutinize-orientated spiritual group. It is also
the group with the strongest emphasis on religious terms such as “god” and “faith”. This may indicate a
category of people attempting to understand and transition outside the boundaries of official religion
to a larger (spiritual) perspective on life and themselves, on other cultures and practices, in order to
achieve personal “growth”, “development”, “peace”, “balance” and “fulfilment” (“relaxation, joy,
fulfilment, growth, change of energetic state”).

7+ times Relig/Hist

5-7 times Natural

2-4 times . Both

Once Ind.

Yes

Couple/Family

Large group

Yes No
Dominant dimension Foreign destination
Group size Lifechanging experience

Figure 3. The radar chart of the group Nature wanderers.

4.4. Tribe seekers

The fourth cluster (77 respondents) distinguishes itself through a preference for shared spiritual
experiences within large group settings. It underlines one key driver of spiritual tourism, such as
socialization (Cheer et al., 2017). This group also emerges as the youngest, with an overwhelming 61.40%
falling within the age bracket of 18-35 years (notably, 35% are aged 18-24). Only a limited proportion of
this group has previously embarked on voyages to foreign spiritual destinations (63%) and even less had
transformative experiences (19 %). This setting suggests that they may be at the beginning of their
personal spiritual journey, a journey that happens in the company of likewise travellers, marked by a
collective exploration. The deliberate choice of group travel settings for their spiritual encounters hints
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at a communal aspect that defines their initiation into spiritual exploration. The top keyword in this
group is “recharge”, which indicates specific group practices for energy pilgrimages (total corpus for this
class - 733 words). For them, the spiritual dimension of travel is linked to the connection with a higher
presence (“god”, “divinity”) and to “energy places” where they can recharge physically and emotionally
(“tranquillity”, “peace”, “calmness”) (“I'm waiting to find a warm and welcoming place where I can pray
in peace.”; “Resolving some inner conflicts.”). They seek the appropriate social and geographical context
to meet these expectations.

7+ times Relig/Hist

5-7 times Natural

2-4times ff / e — Both

Yes

Couple/Family

Large group

Yes No
Dominant dimension Foreign destination
Group size Lifechanging experience

Figure 4. The radar chart of the group Tribe seekers.

Overall, the four groups’ discourses are very similar, indicating that they have very close understandings
and expectations of spiritual travel. The slight differentiations related to discourse depend on each
group’s emphasis on specific experiential aspects, such as: tranquillity and soul for groups 1 and 2,
knowledge for groups 3 and 4, and recharging for group 4. These findings underline that the initial
homogeneous nature of the spiritual tourists, when regarded from the perspective of expectations, is
hiding, in fact a wider diversity, manifested throughout their behaviours.

5. Discussions and conclusions

5.1. Discussion of findings

Our study aimed to observe the diversity of spiritual tourists beyond the promotional clichés, trying to
better understand them from the perspective of their travel behaviour. Based on an instrument
specifically designed for spiritual tourists, and using a TwoStep Cluster Analysis, this paper provides an
original tourist typology with four main classes (Soul trailblazers, Kinship wanderers, Nature wanderers,
and Tribe seekers), each one with a specific identity. This segmentation rests on observable trip
practices (destination setting preferences, group composition, travel frequency, international mobility,
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and self-reported life-changing episodes), which allows us to discuss “how” spiritual tourism is enacted,
even when stated expectations remain broadly similar across respondents.

The emergence of a new typology of spiritual tourists, as delineated by this study, holds implications
for the research community, the tourism industry, and even the tourists themselves. This nuanced
clusterisation offers a clearer view of spiritual tourism and supports refinement of established
frameworks, such as Norman’s (2012) taxonomy of spiritual tourist experiences (quest, experiential,
retreat), Zhao and Agyeiwaah’s (2023) four dimensions of transformation (physical/behavioural,
psychological, social, spiritual), Sahin’s and Guzel (2024) dimensions of spiritual tourism
(transformation, healing, atmosphere, transcendence, escape and connectedness), and Schmidt and
Little’s (2007) process model of spiritual leisure (triggers, responses, outcomes). Our evidence supports
these links through behavioural profiles first, and through interpretive triangulation from the open-
ended material second. The four classes of our study align consistently with these references: Soul
trailblazers follow the quest/transformative pathway and sit on the spiritual-psychological axes;
Kinship wanderers reflect the social dimension and the “connection” response; Nature wanderers fit the
retreat/experiential mode with marked physical/behavioural and spiritual change; Tribe seekers
represent an early quest phase with strong social bonding. The differences between the four classes do
not simply reflect minor adjustments in travellers’ preferences. Rather, they indicate the existence of
distinct subgroups within what has often been considered a relatively homogeneous travel community,
namely spiritual tourists. These differences reveal specific micro-universes of spiritual travel, each
associated with a distinct profile, set of preferences, and experiential orientation. We emphasise that
these mappings are theoretical interpretations grounded in observed practices and reported cues, rather
than definitive “tests” of the cited frameworks, which would require dedicated measurement models.

Understanding the tourists’ behaviour and perceptions regarding spiritual travels is very important in
identifying the unique meaning of these journeys (experiences). That is why our study tried to add new
variables such as life-changing experiences and group size to the existing typologies of spiritual tourism,
which were mostly or only based on travel motivations and triggers (Abdul Halim et al., 2021; Cheer et
al., 2017; Norman, 2012; Soares et al., 2024). This behavioural emphasis complements transformation-
oriented reviews (Zhao & Agyeiwaah, 2023) and process models of spiritual leisure (Schmidt & Little,
2007). It also clarifies “meaningful experience” as an outcome signalled through participants’ vocabulary
(e.g., peace, fulfilment, balance, connection) and through the reported occurrence of life-changing
episodes, while recognising that meaningfulness can exist without strong transformation and that
transformation can vary in intensity across segments.

With respect to Norman’s (2012) taxonomy of the spiritual tourist experiences and the main known
drivers of spiritual travel (Cheer et al., 2017), this tourist typology strongly underlines the collective
dimension of spiritual tourism: that need for connection with like-minded people which explains why
spiritual tourists often travel collectively (Robledo, 2015) and which is less mentioned in recent studies.
Individual travels appear very rarely within the 4 classes (less than 2%). Most of the tourists travel with
their family (100% of the Kinship wonderers) or in larger groups (100% of the Nature wanderers). As
regards the tourists’ perceptions, “connection” is a key word associated with spiritual travel in all the
groups. It reinforces the present understanding of spiritual travel as a practice of renewed connection
with themselves, with other people, nature or divinity (Cheer et al., 2017; Curtis, 2014; Norman, 2012;
Robledo, 2015). This pattern is consistent with the “social” dimension in Zhao and Agyeiwaah (2023),
the “response” phase in Schmidt and Little (2007) and the six main dimensions of spiritual tourism
identified by Sahin and Guzel (2024).

Another finding is that preferences for larger groups do not appear specifically associated with the visit
to cultural or religious attractions, as expected in the religious tourism (Cheer et al., 2017; Dowson,
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2020), but rather to the visit of natural attractions (groups 2, 3 and 4). This may be linked to the need
for a geographical and psychological separation from the city life routine and environment, for the
exploration and practice of spirituality (Cheer et al., 2017; Choe & O’Regan, 2020; Garg et al., 2021) and
to the symbolic/spiritual meaning associated with some natural destinations. It can also be associated
with Norman’s (2012) retreat dimension, as group retreats represent a very common form of organizing
spiritual experiences within a natural environment (e.g. retreats and wellness spas organized in
secluded natural areas) (Bowers & Cheer, 2017; Norman & Pokorny, 2017; Sharpley & Jepson, 20m).
Nature-based environment and activities act as a main motivational factor for millennial spiritual
tourists (they appreciate being in nature and learning about its cultural meaning) (Jasrotia et al., 2021)
and a key travel satisfaction factor (Soares et al., 2024). Our results add a behavioural nuance: nature-
oriented spirituality appears frequently intertwined with collective formats, which suggests that
“retreat” may often operate as a social practice rather than as solitary withdrawal.

On the other hand, visiting religious/historical attractions is very frequent in spiritual tourism, as this
is often seen as connected to religious tourism and often sharing the same attractions (Sharpley &
Sundaram 2005; Soares et al., 2024), but also involving a wider palette of experiences that satisfy more
than religious beliefs. The rich heritage and the attractive image of such places (considered iconic for
spiritual tourism) are very important factors (Kumar et al., 2022), making them the appropriate
environment for consolidating a spiritual identity, or a sense of awakening and fulfilment (Jaiswall &
Duggal, 2019; Senthil & Goswami, 2021). However, only the Soul trailblazers’ group has a strong
preference for religious and historical attractions, that goes together with a strong presence of life-
changing experiences. This reinforces previous studies that highlighted the transformative effect of the
visits to religious places (Devereux & Carnegie, 2006; Jaiswall & Duggal, 2019; Kumar et al., 2022; Sahin
& Guzel, 2024). It also aligns with the “quest” pathway in Norman (2012), and the spiritual-psychological
dimensions in Zhao and Agyeiwaah (2023).

The quest and the experimental dimensions of spiritual tourism experiences (Choe & O’Regan, 2020;
Jasrotia et al., 2021; Norman, 2012) are more obvious among the Tribe seekers, who are rather in the
beginning phases of their personal spiritual journeys, with less life-changing experiences and less travel
experience abroad compared to the other groups. This can be linked to Norman’s (2012) community
dimension and to a travel tendency of spiritual tourists of building their experience by following and
traveling with some reference groups or more spiritually advanced family members (Kumar et al., 2022).
The Nature wanderers seem to be in more advanced stages of experiencing spiritual tourism. There is a
stronger emphasis on the quest dimension in their group, specifically the quest for knowledge, as they
travel most frequently, especially abroad, and they lived more life-changing experiences.

As regards the life-changing experiences among spiritual travellers, only two groups clearly experienced
this level of intensity in their trips - Soul trailblazers and Nature wanderers, whilst for Kinship
wanderers, the transformative level of their experiences varies at higher degrees. The lowest share of
life-changing experiences occurs among the Tribe seekers, who are just starting to explore this type of
journeys. The consistent presence of this dimension confirms the transformative power of the inner
journey (rediscovery, spiritual growth) that occurs during a spiritual travel (Bandyopadhyaya & Nairb,
2019; Bhalla et al., 2021; Jaiswall & Duggal, 2019; Robledo, 2015; Wang & Blasco, 2022).

The visit of foreign destinations, which is frequent among the Soul trailblazers (55%) and preeminent
among the Nature wanderers (100%) can be linked to studies underlining the spiritual tourists’ need to
search for new experiences, meaning and authenticity outside their cultural environment (Robledo,
2015; Singleton, 2017). These tourists want to experience a more diverse palette of places and activities
associated with spirituality, both natural and cultural (religious). That is why they also travel in various
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forms (individually, with family or larger groups), in opposition with the Kinship wanderers and Tribe
seekers, who seem to prefer more the connection, familiarity and safety of a family or group travel.

The healing dimension (Ashton, 2018; Bhalla et al., 2021; Garg et al., 2021; Kelly & Smith, 2009; Kumar
et al., 2022; Norman, 2012) appears only in the tourists’ discourses and, even there, it is secondary and
mostly associated with an energetic recharging. It appears first among the Soul trailblazers, where
“healing” is associated with mental and emotional renewal, i.e. “recharge” and “soul”. The “recharge”
theme, appears in all the groups, also associated with peace and tranquillity or even rediscovery. This
reinforces a key motivation of spiritual travel, that of visiting places known for their powerful energy in
cleansing, recharging and healing (Choe & O’Regan, 2020; Fedele, 2014; Ivakhiv, 2001; Kumar et al., 2022;
Rountree, 2002; Soares et al., 2024). This once again emphasizes the important role of a strong
destination image associated with spiritual beliefs and an appropriate place management for facilitating
the expected spiritual experiences (Bandyopadhyaya & Nairb, 2019; Soares et al., 2024). We interpret
“recharge” as a shared vocabulary marker of meaningful experience across clusters, while the
behavioural routes that lead to this meaning differ strongly across segments.

Overall, the key vocabulary associated with spiritual travel also underlines the search for mind, body,
and soul balance (as indicated by Zhao & Agyeiwaah, 2023; Smith, 2003; Wilson et al., 2013), with a
stronger emphasis on the emotional and mental aspects. People expect to “feel” things, to experience
“peace”, “fulfilment, “joy”, “balance” and “positivity”. The mental dimension of their experiences
includes rediscovery and acquiring more knowledge about themselves, other cultures and places.
Physical effects include cleansing and recharging. According to Schmidt and Little (2007), the key words
highlight all 3 main components of spiritual leisure experiences: triggers (place), responses (emotions)
and outcomes (awareness, connection, rediscovery). They also reinforce the connection between
spiritual tourism and wellness tourism, underlined by recent studies (Bhalla et al., 2021; Buzinde, 2020;
Robledo et al., 2023).

The content analysis confirmed that the most important and constant dimension is the “soul”,
indicating the inner engine of spiritual travels. The word is mentioned constantly in the discourse of
the subjects and was identified as central by the software analysis. These are soul-led and soul fulfilling,
and places are visited because of the subjective meaning associated with them. One of these meanings
is the opportunity to connect with others, divinity or nature (religious words such as “god” and “faith”
are secondary). This supports the deeply subjective and transcendental nature of spiritual tourism
experiences (Sahin & Guzel, 2024; Soares et al., 2024). We therefore recommend treating “meaningful
experience” as a unifying experiential vocabulary across segments, while the segmentation explains
heterogeneous enactments and contexts that shape how meaning is produced during the trip.

5.2. Theoretical contributions

Our typology refines three reference frames and offers an explicit bridge between behaviour,
transformation, and process. The class structure extends Norman’s (2012) quest-experiential/retreat
pathways, overlays the four transformation dimensions in Zhao and Agyeiwaah (2023), Sahin and
Guzel's (2024) six components of spiritual tourism, and follows the triggers-responses—outcomes
sequence in Schmidt and Little (2007). This integration clarifies how collective travel, destination type,
and life-changing experiences tie to specific pathways and dimensions. Conceptually, the main
contribution lies in repositioning practices as the empirical hinge between triggers (settings and
formats), responses (emotions and connection), and outcomes (transformative cues and meaningful
experience).

This behavioural emphasis complements transformation-oriented reviews (Sahin & Guzel, 2024; Zhao
& Agyeiwaah, 2023) and process models of spiritual leisure (Schmidt & Little, 2007), while it shifts
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typology work beyond motivation-only schemes (Abdul Halim et al., 2021; Cheer et al., 2017; Norman,
2012). The four classes thus provide a comparative scaffold for socio-cultural, psychological, and
economic inquiries that test convergent and discriminant validity across frameworks. Empirically, the
typology offers a reproducible segmentation template based on observable indicators, which reduces
reliance on self-ascribed motives and improves comparability across destinations and time periods.

This paper offers innovative results that open the field to new interpretations of spiritual tourism and
traveller behaviour. With new empirical evidence and fresh analytical angles, it contributes to ongoing
debates in social science on how motivations, practices, and contexts shape tourism experiences.

5.3. Practical implications and recommendations

For various spiritual tourism stakeholders, such as travel agencies, DMOs, this new typology offers a
solid basis for strategic planning and tailored experience conception. Recognizing the prevalence of a
certain spiritual group, businesses can align their offerings to respond to the respective segment,
curating experiences that resonate with their background and their quest for specific elements linked
to the destination features (natural or cultural, national or international), type of experiences, group
size, and so on. Couples and family-oriented spiritual tourists, for example, present an opportunity for
travel agencies to design packages that cater to group dynamics, emphasizing familial bonding and
shared spiritual experiences. Furthermore, the preference of some tourists for foreign destinations
underscores the global nature of spiritual tourism that can be leveraged into the creation of
international hubs for spiritual exploration, fostering cross-cultural exchanges and collaborations. Our
paper makes clear distinctions between these groups, identifying not only internationally oriented
spiritual tourists or those who prefer spiritual travel in a familial context, but also the broader palette
of their preferences and behaviours. In this way, the analysis contributes to a more nuanced
understanding of spiritual tourists by showing that they cannot be approached as a homogeneous
category, but rather as a set of differentiated profiles with distinct travel patterns, motivations, and
experiential orientations.

In terms of recommendations, for Kinship wanderers, tourist products should be centred on families
and small groups, with activities that foster connection and shared meaning (e.g. shared ceremonies,
walking together over meaningful routes, creative workshops, etc.). Nature itineraries should have low
and medium difficulty levels, with intergenerational accessibility. For nature wanderers, retreat-style
programmes in natural environments are recommended. These should have a strong knowledge and
practice (embodied) component, such as exploration combined with skill building (e.g. guided foraging,
wildlife tracking and observation), expert talks and workshops, reflective sessions, field ecology
projects, as well as guided nature hikes with a cultural dimension (e.g. learning traditional crafts). Soul
trailblazers would prefer itineraries that provide access to religious and historical sites and reserve time
for contemplation and personal reflection. In their case, tourist products should provide guided
interpretation, participation in religious rituals, or heritage and religious-themed sessions (or
workshops). The tribe seekers require entry-level programmes that build confidence and a sense of
community, while introducing international travel in a gradual, supportive manner. Appropriate
products for them should include group visits to well-known energy spots, introductory sessions and
workshops, social gatherings (e.g. communal meals, campfire gatherings and sharing circles).

For tour operators and DMOs, product design should match the dominant pathway (quest or
retreat/experiential) observed in the target segment. Communication should make the expected
emotional responses explicit (peace, joy, connection, renewal), and site management should protect
conditions that enable them, with attention to calm, safety, and opportunities for meaningful social
interaction. This implies segment-sensitive visitor management: larger-group segments require crowd-
flow planning, noise management, and facilitated group rituals; high-transformation segments require
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protected quiet zones, reflective spaces, and ethical interpretation that avoids over-commodification of
sacred meanings.

5.4. Research limitations and future research directions

Several research limitations should be acknowledged. The content analysis relies on a relatively small
corpus, constraining the extent of insights, the single-country design limits external validity and
complicates extrapolation to other contexts, the sample size is modest, and the operationalization
includes a restricted set of variables to capture tourist behaviour. Future research should address these
gaps through larger and more diverse datasets, richer measurement strategies, and, where possible,
mixed-methods or longitudinal approaches. Future work may also test class—framework linkages with
targeted measurement models that align with Norman (2012), Zhao and Agyeiwaah (2023), and Schmidt
and Little (2007). Finally, TwoStep clustering provides an exploratory segmentation; future studies
could validate the typology with replication samples, alternative clustering algorithms, and stability
checks, and could measure transformation dimensions directly to test the proposed behaviour-
meaningful experience linkage more formally.

A further examination of the relationships between behavioural variables could verify if life-changing
experiences are indeed less dependent on the cultural or natural features of the destination/attraction,
or the group size, and are more strongly associated with the individuals’ travelling frequency or
destinations variety. This could consolidate the importance of a behaviour-based typology, as an
empirical framework for comparing different pathways to personal transformation, instead of relying
solely on motivational claims.
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Appendix 1 Questionnaire

QUESTIONNAIRE

1. Do you consider yourself a spiritual person?

*Yes

* No

2. If you were to describe spiritual tourism, in what order would you rank the following
features?

From 1to 6 in increasing order of importance (1 = least, 6 = most).

+ Visiting museums and cultural/religious institutions (church, temple, mosque)
» Spiritual growth / Reflective spirituality

+ Connection with myself, with others, with the world, with divinity

* Wellness

* Visiting monuments and war cemeteries

* Desire to better understand the world I live in / the past
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3. Do spirituality and religion have the same meaning for you, or do you consider them
different concepts?

* a. They are identical

* b. They are different

* c. No answer

4. How did you find out about spiritual destinations in Romania?

* Media

* Books

* Friends / acquaintances

* By chance

* Travel agencies

* Other sources

5. Have you visited any of the following spiritual destinations in Romania?

* The Dacian fortresses in the Ordstie Mountains: Sarmizegetusa Regia, Fetele Albe, Costesti, Blidaru
* The tomb of Father Arsenie Boca at Prislop Monastery

+ Sdmbadta de Sus: the spring, the pond, the table, the clock, and the cave of Father Arsenie Boca

* The Initiatic Route in the Bucegi Mountains: the Sphinx, Omu Peak, lalomitei Cave

* The Initiatic Triangle and the Giants’ Traces: Cetdtuia, Namadiesti, Corbii de Piatra

* The cave complexes in Tara Luanei - Buzdu

* Miraculous places: the Danube Gorges, Veterani Cave, Ponicova Cave, Bdile Herculane, Ponoarele
(God’s Bridge, the Bridge Cave, and Lapiezuri), Polovragi Cave

* The spiritual treasures of Dobrogea: the healing crosses and spring at Dervent, Saint Andrew’s Cave,
the fortresses of Adamclisi, Histria, Enisala, Halmyris, Capidava, and Celic Dere Monastery

* Others - please specify...

6. Have you visited any spiritual destinations abroad?

Please indicate the site or the country where you had this spiritual experience.

7. Your trips were made:

* Individually

+ As a couple

+ In a group / With friends

+ With family

8. What is the average duration you allocate for such an experience?

*1day
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* 1-3 days

* 4-7 days

* More than a week

9. What is the main reason you choose to travel to such places?
* To experience something new

* Out of habit

* For medical reasons

* For religious reasons

* For spiritual reasons

* Other reasons - please specify...

10. Is there a specific place you feel attached to?

* Yes — which one?

* No

* Don’t know / Prefer not to answer

11. How often do you travel to a spiritual destination in a year?
* Once a year

* 2-3 times/year

* 4-5 times/year

* More than 5 times/year.

12. Do you believe that spiritual experiences have beneficial effects on your body?
* Yes - in what way?

* No

13. What are your primary motivations and or expectations from a spiritual journey?
Open question

14. What are your main activities during a spiritual journey?

Open question

15. Have you had any spiritual experience during a trip that changed your life or your
personality?

*Yes

* No

» Don’t know / Prefer not to answer

16. Gender:
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17. Age:

*18-24

*25-35

*36-45

* 46-55

* 56-65

* 66+

18. Status:

+ Single

* Married

» Unmarried

* No answer

19. Level of education:
* Primary

* Secondary

* Higher education

* Doctorate

* Other - please specify

Following advice from Ethics Committee of Alexandru Ioan Cuza University of lasi, questions 16 to 19 were
optional; therefore, they had a low level of responses, especially 16, 18, 19.
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Annex 2 The combined distribution by variable for all clusters
(The values in dark green sum to 100% within each group for the respective behavioural trait, while the
blue values sum to 100% for each specific dimension of the behavioural trait across all respondents -

vertically)
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