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Abstract: Religious destinations today are visited by a large number of tourists, whose travel motives
may vary from purely religious to purely secular. Diverse motives and on-site experiences are, in turn,
causing a shift in the identity perception of these destinations. However, research is still limited
regarding the dynamic relationship between travelers’ motivation and the perceived identity of a
religious space. Using a theoretical–thematic analysis, this study analyzes the online written accounts
of visitors to Camino de Santiago (a route-based pilgrimage site) to understand (i) the motivational
and experiential differences among religious versus non-religious travelers, and (ii) the perceived
identity of Camino with respect to Smith’s “pilgrimage–tourism continuum”. Despite the increase in
secular motives, the majority of travelers showed some form of spiritual connection with Camino.
Concurrent with the contemporary shifts in the idea of “religion”, Camino continues to be a religious
place driven by inner goals, albeit in a more personal, interpretive, and “spiritual” way.

Keywords: religious tourism; route-based tourism; pilgrimage; destination identity; motivation;
push–pull; Camino de Santiago

1. Introduction

The rise of living standards, demand for novelty, and competition among tourism industries have
led to the diversification of tourist typologies, products, and activities [1]. Through diversification
strategies, niche types of tourism have continuously emerged, breaking away from the mass tourism
market; such as ecotourism [2–4], sport tourism [5,6], dark tourism [7–9], voluntourism [10,11],
and many more (youth tourism, geotourism, genealogy tourism, tribal tourism, virtual tourism,
adventure tourism, route-based tourism, and so on) [12]. While current research is heavily focused
on identifying or conceptualizing new forms of tourism [13–16], it has somewhat neglected the
repercussions on the so-called older forms of tourism, such as those that are religiously motivated.
Nevertheless, the increasing pressure to diversify tourism has brought some traditional locations of
religious (as well as cultural) importance back to the front stage. This has been possible through
the reinterpretation and reinvention by tourists, tourism authorities, and the industry. This study
specifically focuses on an iconic destination of religious interest, Camino de Santiago (Camino in short),
whose identity as a destination may be as dynamic as the motives of its visitors. Camino has been
considered fertile land for pilgrimage and religious tourism research owing to the structural, historical,
cultural, and motivational diversity that surrounds it [17–24]. It is also seen as a sustainable destination
where the flow of tourists and services embody environmental consciousness [23]. From an economic
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standpoint, however, a sustainable destination should also justify its investments and resource
allocation by providing superior benefits to the host communities and safeguarding its assets to
maintain its attractiveness for profitable markets [25–27]. Elaborating on sustainable competitive
advantage, Ritchie & Crouch [25] emphasize the importance of understanding the characteristics of
visitors or consumers, as well as the local culture among the various constituents of the macro- and
microenvironments. While the continued appraisal of the motivations of visitors is crucial for the
economic sustainability of Camino, the implications of the motivational landscape also pertain to the
social sustainability of the route. Traditionally starting in France and spanning across Spain, additional
connecting routes for Camino have continuously been promoted throughout Europe. Intercultural
exchange has long been at the core of Camino, rendering its pilgrims more than mere visitors [17,22].
In other words, Camino can be considered a destination where the majority of its locals are perpetually
transient. Hence, the motivational make-up of its travelers is not external or tangential to the continued
well-being of its locals, but an integral part of it [25,27,28].

Religiously motivated tourism (such as pilgrimages or other forms of faith-based travel) is
considered as one of the oldest forms of tourism [29–32]. World Tourism Organization (UNWTO)
estimates that over 300 million tourists travel for religious purposes every year, generating
approximately 600 million inbound and outbound visits annually [33]. These travelers include
followers of major world religions, such as Christianity, Islam, and Hinduism, as well as people of
other faiths [34]. Even though pilgrimage destinations continue to attract a large number of visitors
throughout the world, as a subject area, it is still a growing field, particularly in terms of how the
contemporary motivationscape surrounding a pilgrimage destination interacts with its perceived identity
on a personal level [19,20,35–39]. An anthropologically long-contested area of pilgrimage [40–42] is
even more equivocal when its motivational dimension is considered from a tourism perspective, so
much so that it becomes harder to distinguish a pilgrim from a tourist [43–46]. This also holds true for
the route-based destination of Camino de Santiago [22,23,47,48]. Unlike medieval pilgrims, visitors of
pilgrimage sites in modern times do not always have a purely religious or spiritual motive [19].
Santos [47] reports that even though the sharp decline of the officially recorded number of visitors
with purely religious motives (from over 80% by the end of 1980s to around 50% in the 1990s) might
be questionable as a result of biases in recording, various sources point to the fact that the fraction
of those with only religious motivation to visit Camino is decreasing. For instance, a 2017 survey
of Camino travelers found that 43 percent indicated a primarily religious motive, while 52 percent
reported to have a “religious and other” motive, including cultural and health purposes [49]. This trend
is not unique to Camino, as many religious sites around the world are increasingly visited without
a distinct religious motive [35]. However, research has been limited in terms of how the experience
of religious places varies in relation to the religiosity of the travel motivation, and how the diversity
of such experiences, in turn, plays a role in the identity perception of these religious places, be they
shrines or cultural tourism attractions. Recently, there has been a growing interest in the motivational
make-up surrounding Camino [19], as well as the perceived identity of the sites involved [50,51].
However, concerning the interaction between identities and visitors’ motivations, only the historic
city of Santiago de Compostela has so far been investigated [51], not the route as a whole. In terms of
the motivations for the route, Amaro et al. [19] have very recently analyzed the motives of Camino
travelers in relation to other sociodemographic factors. While these authors criticized the lack of
inquiry in previous studies regarding the “real” motivations behind the journey, their quantitative
analysis relied on motivational items derived from previous research. To the best of the authors’
knowledge, none of the previous studies examined the variations in motives with respect to the
repercussions on the perceived identity of Camino. Therefore, it remains necessary to explore and
identify the dynamics between motivation and destination identity of Camino. As the boundaries
between seemingly contrasting motivations continue to blur, Camino’s perceived identity might be
changing for its old and new adherents.
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While the official, ceremonial, or local identities of a place may depend on many different factors
and parties, this study is concerned with the identity of a place as a destination (destination identity)
as perceived by its visitors. According to Urry and Larsen [1], destination identity is overwhelmingly
influenced by how travelers perceive a destination based on their knowledge, experience, and travel
reasons [1]. Even though this infamous “tourist gaze” account is perhaps outdated in its assignment of
a unidimensionally destructive role to tourists [52–55], or in neglect of the psychological aspects of
the tourist experience [56], tourists’ role in the identity-making of any destination is difficult to deny.
Furthermore, the role of tourists in the identity of a destination such as Camino may be even more
pivotal because of its route-based nature. Unlike many specific spots of cultural or natural value along
Camino (including the end point, Santiago de Compostela) that are essential elements of Camino’s
constitution, Camino as the route or The Way may not be deducible from these elements or their values
alone [57]. Camino is the embodiment of pilgrimage as an activity. Without pilgrims, Camino would
have not existed even though all the scenery, churches, and towns might have. This kinetic, active
quality of Camino necessitates “actors” for its definition, making its travelers—be they pilgrims, tourists,
or the ones in between—its locals and the primary constructors of its identity, if not the only ones.
In this sense, the goal of this study was to understand the identity of a popular, religious route-based
destination from the perspective of present-day travelers, who might be categorized differently in terms
of their travel motivations. Hence, understanding the nature of the travel motivations as well as the
actual experience of Camino in visitors’ own terms was central to this goal. A theory-based thematic
analysis was the main methodology of this research, which utilized insights from two conceptual
frameworks—the push–pull framework of motivation, and Smith’s [58] pilgrimage–tourism continuum-
to assist the data analysis and interpretation processes. While the push and pull framework provided
a broad guide to understanding the variation in motivations and experiences, Smith’s [58] previously
established typology of tourism helped guide the interpretation of experiences and identity-making of
Camino [59,60] by its visitors.

2. Background

2.1. Pilgrimage and Pilgrimage Tourism

Pilgrimage is a common phenomenon among all major religions, such as Buddhism, Christianity,
Hinduism, Islam, and Judaism [31,61,62]. Barber [63] defined pilgrimage as “a journey resulting
from religious causes, externally to a holy site and internally for spiritual purposes and internal
understanding” (p. 1). The understanding that pilgrimage involves both a spiritual and a physical
journey or movement seems to be shared by researchers [58,64,65]. Today, pilgrimage sites are visited
by the religious and less or non-religious alike, and the wide spectrum of travel motives renders these
sites an important resource for tourism [19]. However, few researchers have attempted to identify
the differences in motivations and experiences of pilgrimage site visitors [17,19], or how the meaning
of these sites [50] may differ based on motivations and experiences. Scholars and historians have
only recognized a superficial relationship between tourists and pilgrims for several decades [58],
and research regarding religious tourists as a market segment is still lacking [19,58,66,67]. A number of
scholars have conceptualized the relationship between tourism and pilgrimage as a dichotomy [58,68].
Most notably, Smith [58] identified tourism and pilgrimage as opposite end points on a continuum—the
pilgrim–tourist path (Figure 1). Coleman [69] argues that there is a clear difference between tourism
and pilgrimage, such that tourism primarily constitutes a leisure activity while pilgrimage is more of a
sacred journey. However, understanding the historicity of the link between tourism and pilgrimage
might be necessary for a better understanding of religious tourism.

The linkage of tourism and pilgrimage or how pilgrimage as a concept can be pivotal to
understanding the nature of tourism experience is evident in tourism research. MacCannell [70] was
among the first to suggest the central role authenticity plays in tourism motivations and experience.
He claimed that tourists can be perceived as the modern pilgrims searching for authenticity in a
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modern secular world [71]. Similarly, Cohen [72] proposed a continuum to distinguish between five
tourist typologies depending on the mode of tourist experience and motivation. Within this continuum,
existential tourists were suggested to seek the quest for meaning and authenticity that characterizes
pilgrimage. Collins-Kreiner and Kliot [61] also alluded to the “sacredness” of the tourists’ journey
through which one escapes from everyday life. Turner & Tuner [40] refer to the tourist and the pilgrim
as follows: “a tourist is half a pilgrim, if a pilgrim is half a tourist” (p. 20). For Turner & Turner [40],
a pilgrimage can be seen to be organized and to consume the same resources as secular tourism if
viewed from the perspective of the tourism industry. This notion is shared by several others [17,58,72]
in the argument that it is increasingly difficult to distinguish pilgrimage from tourism in modern
society or to use the words “pilgrim” and “tourist” in a mutually exclusive manner, as their cultural
meanings are continually reconstructed and intertwined.
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Within this blurry relationship between pilgrimage and tourism, religious tourism may be
associated with the individual quest for shrines and locales, where visitors seek to experience a
sense of identity with sites of historical and cultural meaning [73]. Rinschede [31] proposed that
religious tourism is a type of tourism where participants are motivated, either in part or exclusively,
for religious reasons; although in current times, religious tourism might be drawing closer to tourism
types that might be less or non-religious, such as heritage or leisure-based tourism. On Smith’s [58]
pilgrimage–tourism continuum, religious tourism lies in the center with a balance, arguably more
representative of the contemporary religious experience. Even though Smith’s continuum or previous
literature does not offer clear distinctions between pilgrimage and tourism, the common argument
point is the increasing complexity of the relationship between these phenomena.

2.2. Camino de Santiago: A Millennium-Old Pilgrimage Route

Together with Santiago de Compostela, Camino de Santiago is one of the three major pilgrim sites
for Christians, besides Rome and Jerusalem. Spanish for “road to St. James”, Camino de Santiago
is the pilgrimage route that leads to the historic town of Santiago de Compostela. Camino became a
pilgrimage center in the 10th Century after St. James’ (one of the twelve apostles of Jesus) tomb was
believed to be found in 928 AD. After having been walked on by bishops and the establishment of the
Jubilee by Pope, the number of pilgrims on Camino increased. Camino has nine different main routes
or ways, and multiple different starting points throughout Europe to start the pilgrimage “walk”.
Traditionally, the walk starts in Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port and finishes in Santiago de Compostela over
a distance of 780 km. By the 13th century, this long route was believed to be walked by 500,000
pilgrims a year [23]. These glory days of medieval pilgrimage faded over time. However, in the
last three decades, Santiago has been experiencing a revival with an increasing number of pilgrims,
as indicated by the trend in certificates of completion issued every year (Table 1). Certificates of
completion—or “Compostelas”—are given to the pilgrims who, by walking or cycling, collect dated
stamps in a special passport from designated churches, cafes, and inns along the pilgrimage route.
The cathedral authorities also record the motivation of travel from the certificate recipients, as well as
other information such as occupation, mode of travel, country of origin, and so on.

The figures in Table 1 refer to “Compostelas” officially issued by the Pilgrim’s Reception Office
under the Cathedral of Santiago de Compostela [49]. Compostela is considered to be evidence of
completing the pilgrimage and is given regardless of the recipient’s religious background.
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Table 1. Number of Compostelas issued.

Year 1986 1996 1999 * 2000 ** 2002 2003 2004 * 2005 2006 2007

Compostelas
Issued 2491 23,218 154,613 55,004 68,952 74,614 179,944 93,942 100,377 114,026

Year 2008 2009 2010* 2011 2012* 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

Compostelas
Issued 125,141 145,877 272,413 183,366 192,488 215,880 237,882 262,447 277,854 301,036

Source: Pilgrim’s office Statistics, Archicompostela PEREGRINOS EN LOS ÚLTIMOS AÑOS [49,74]. * Holy Year
(when St. James’ Day falls on a Sunday). ** European Commission designated Santiago de Compostela as European
Capital of Culture (European Communities, 2009)

While the old town of Santiago de Compostela in Spain was declared a World Heritage Site
by UNESCO in 1985, the entire route of Camino de Santiago became a UNESCO World Heritage
Site in 1993. The route has also been a “Cultural Route of the Council of Europe” since 1987 [75],
which extends the visibility of the route as a non-religious resource to a larger traveling community.
According to UNESCO [76], there are approximately 1800 buildings—religious or secular—along
the route that are believed to have great historic and cultural value. In addition to these historic
buildings, which are promoted by the European Union (EU) and the Spanish government in order
to boost tourism, the long, scenic route itself has also been an attraction point for people seeking
physical challenge and wellness [19,77]. Murray and Graham [23] view Camino as a consumptive and
route-based tourism destination with a diverse set of offerings for both pilgrims and secular visitors.
It has evolved into a multi-entry journey that can be taken with different modes of transportation and
for different travel purposes (Table 2). Both a major pilgrimage and a UNESCO World Heritage Site,
Camino has increasingly been ascribed with juxtapositional values, meanings, and motives, which may
indicate not only its extra-religious function, but also its growingly indistinct perceived identity.

In spite of its significant value as a cultural, historical, and religious site, the identity crisis
Camino is experiencing has not received adequate attention in tourism research. Only recently, some
tourism researchers have turned their attention to the changing characteristics of religious tourism
that surrounds Camino and the city of Santiago in the wake of its millennial revival [17,19,20,51,78].
Two important implications from these studies are that (i) motivations are increasingly diverse
with more spiritual, semi-religious, or secular motives to walk on Camino as opposed to purely
or traditionally religious motives [51,79]; and (ii) the identity of Camino is changing in response
to the increasingly diverse attention it receives from visitors as well as commercial and political
forces [17]. These studies undoubtedly provide valuable insight into how dynamic the landscape of
Camino is when it comes to motivation, experience, and meaning-making. This dynamism could be
associated with the so-called contemporary “post-secular” era [17,51], not so much in the premise
of religious reclamation as it is in its manifestations of a de-institutionalized and more “personal”
religiosity [51,80]. Some of these recent studies use empirical data [19,51], availing valuable comparisons
between the long-held theoretical or conceptual frameworks and the real experiences that take place
in Camino and Santiago de Compostela. However, the use of structured methods in these studies,
such as pre-determined instruments or researcher-led questioning, may bias or confine information
into pre-established categories when visitors’ destination-based experiences or any other mental
representations are concerned [81–83]. Despite the growing interest in understanding contemporary
religious travelers’ motives, knowledge is still limited in terms of freely expressed motivations and
experiences of visitors to a religious site. Moreover, how these motivations and experiences relate to
the perceived identity of Camino as a tourism destination remains to be studied. In a relevant study,
Nilsson & Tesfahuney [51] have investigated the performativity of post-secularism in the historic city
of Santiago de Compostela; in other words, the interaction between the “discursive arena” and arenas
of “praxis” (p. 20). Understanding the actual dynamic relationship between what visitors experience
and the identity (re)making of a religious route such as Camino may also benefit from a bottom-up
approach that investigates visitors’ unsolicited expressions.
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Table 2. Means of travel and motivations of Compostela recipients.

Year 2011 % 2012 % 2013 % 2014 % 2015 % 2016 % 2017 % 2018 %

Means of
travel

On foot 153,078 16.00 164,749 85.60 188,187 87.17 210,939 88.67 237,707 90.19 254,025 91.42 278,490 92.51 306,064 93.49
By bicycle 29,948 83.00 27,406 14.24 26,649 12.34 25,325 10.65 25,343 9.66 23,347 8.40 21,933 7.29 20,787 6.35

On horseback 314 0.19 281 0.15 977 0.45 1520 0.64 326 0.12 342 0.12 417 0.14 318 0.10
Wheelchair 11 0.01 22 0.01 66 0.03 98 0.04 71 0.03 125 0.04 43 0.01 79 0.02

Motivations
of

Compostela
recipients

Religious and other
reasons (cultural) 93,156 51.00 101,155 52.56 117,788 54.56 120,409 50.62 141,967 54.09 132,660 47.74 147,662 47.39 156,720 47.87

Religious 78,972 43.00 79,477 41.30 86,284 39.97 101,012 42.46 99,671 37.98 122,973 44.26 130,831 43.46 140,037 42.78
Not religious

(cultural) 11,250 6.00 11,826 6.14 11,807 5.47 16,461 6.92 20,809 7.93 22,221 8.00 27,543 9.15 30,621 9.35

Total 183,378 100 192,458 100 215,879 100 237,882 100 262,447 100 277,854 100 301,036 100 327,378 100

Source: Pilgrim’s office Statistics [49].
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2.3. Motivational Landscape of a Religious Route: A Push–Pull Perspective

Motivation has long been considered the main determinant of travel behavior [84] and
psychological needs have traditionally been linked to the motivational factors for travel [85–88].
However, travel motivations are complex, multi-faceted phenomena and several different motivation
theories and conceptual frameworks have been suggested to explain them [89–92]. In the same vein,
the main motivation of pilgrimage can be said to lie in religious and spiritual reasons, but the specific
components of this motivation would vary greatly depending on personal aspects [93].

One prominent conceptual framework—the push and pull framework—is frequently used
by tourism researchers to investigate tourist behavior and motives underneath their needs and
desires [59,60,94]. According to this framework, push motivations refer to the inner force within the
traveler that leads to the decision to undertake a journey, such as the need or desire to escape from
everyday life. On the other hand, pull motivations emerge in response to external factors, such as the
features or attributes of a destination. In tourism research, the needs for escape, relaxation, relation,
knowledge, self-esteem, and entertainment have often been identified as push factors, while climate,
scenery, attractions, and airfare have emerged as common pull factors [94–97]. Studies on push and
pull factors of motivation have also shown that these factors can sequentially or concurrently drive any
travel behavior [98–100].

From an epistemological perspective, the push and pull framework can help exploring the travel
motivations for a religious site in the same way it does for other forms of tourism. Furthermore, the push
and pull framework may prove useful in delineating the characteristics of religious tourism as a
so-called midpoint between sacred and secular travel. As suggested by Cohen [72], existential tourists’
quest for a spiritual center might be strongly driven by inner goals, while the pleasure sought by
recreational tourists is more externally defined. From a push and pull perspective, what this categorical
difference might imply is that a motivational category might not only characterize one tourist type
more than the other (e.g., existential tourists being driven by push factors more than recreational
tourists), but differences might manifest intra-categorically (existential tourists being “pulled” to
spiritual destinations while recreational tourists are “pulled” to resorts).

Furthermore, the utility of the push–pull framework might be more evident when the perceived
identity of a religious site such as Camino de Santiago is in question. It might be an impossible
(and impertinent) mission to try to resolve the debate on where pilgrimage ends and tourism starts,
or what constitutes religiosity in contemporary society. However, a push–pull framework might
provide a picture of Camino in broad strokes as it pertains to the visitors’ point of view; it can be argued
that it has been the the inner-focused motivations that have made Camino a pilgrimage destination
for over a millennium, whether they be purely religious or a contested area of cultural and political
influence [17,22,23]. Hence, the implications of the push–pull framework might be cautiously suitable
to explore various motivations for traveling to Camino. One can easily imagine various internally
driven motivations for Camino that may be deemed outside the conventional definitions of religiosity
(e.g., escape from the mundane) or too materialistic for even the most inclusive conceptualizations of
spirituality. In fact, internal motivations might be too complex, multi-layered, or ambivalent for such
distinctions or subcategories. Therefore, existence or prevalence of inner-focus does not necessarily
indicate religious motives or religious identification of Camino. However, its scarcity or absence might
at least indicate a shifting identity among today’s fluid, pluralist, and ambiguous interpretations of
religion, spirituality, and secularity.

2.4. Research Purpose and Rationale for Thematic Analysis

This study aims to understand the motivational characteristics of Camino travelers, as well as the
perceived identity of the route as it transforms a pilgrimage center to a heritage destination.

The specific focus of this study is the Camino de Santiago, in order to understand travelers’
experience, identify their motivation as modern pilgrims or heritage tourists, and compare these
experiences and motivations to identify what major motivational groups might be relevant to the
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identity of such a destination. Within this aim, the researchers primarily seek to determine whether
visitors perceive their sacred, secular, or otherwise meaningful experience in Camino de Santiago to be
driven by inner or external motives.

The push and pull framework of motivation was used as the guiding theoretical framework
to thematically analyze visitors’ written accounts in the online communities. Thematic analysis is
a method in which the researcher analyzes qualitative data for underlying themes without an a
priori epistemological theory that underlies most methodologies [101–103]. While inductive thematic
analysis resembles a grounded theory approach in holistically constructing and interpreting the reality
of a specific situation based on the accounts of the people who experience or are at the center of
that situation [104–106], theory-driven thematic analysis leverages existing theories or conceptual
frameworks relevant to a research purpose to narrow its content search and/or coding processes
for specific themes [103]. In other words, theory-driven thematic analysis trades a descriptive
breadth of the data for a focused response to a research question without losing epistemological
freedom. Therefore, theory-driven thematic analysis was considered a suitable method to analyze,
code, and interpret motivational content guided by the implications of the push–pull framework and
pilgrimage–tourism continuum. Despite the involvement of pre-existing constructs in the analysis,
the independence of content sources from the researchers’ influence helped maintain the centrality of
participant experiences and minimize the analytic bias in this study.

3. Method and Analysis

3.1. Data Collection

Online accounts generated by Camino travelers in the form of electronic diaries or journals were
chosen as the content sources for this study, as these sources have the potential to reflect writers’
freely expressed thoughts, impressions, and feelings [107,108]. As the purpose of this research was to
explore the de-facto motivational variation among tourists with minimal bias from researchers or their
questions, user-generated content on the Internet was considered a suitable source for this study.

Electronic journals were collected from two online communities, an independent online community
called Camino de Santiago Forum and one group forum created under TripAdvisor. Trip Advisor
(www.tripadvisor.com) groups are visited by many types of travelers and information seekers owing
to the commercial popularity of the website. TripAdvisor claims to be the largest travel community
in the world, having a monthly average of 390 million unique visitors and a total of 435 million
reviews on 7 million attractions, hotels, and restaurants [109]. Moreover, several academic studies
have regarded TripAdvisor as one of the most widely utilized online travel communities [110,111],
as well as one of the social media platforms that has a great influence on tourists’ travel decisions [112].
Camino de Santiago Forum (www.caminodesantiago.me) is mainly frequented by those motivated by
religious/spiritual interests. One of the authors had first learned about this forum during her walk in
Camino through word of mouth with other pilgrims. The site has been online since 2004 with active
daily international traffic, and is owned and maintained by a local businessowner. Membership to the
forum site is free, although donations are accepted to remove ads.

A total of 116 written accounts from TripAdvisor [113] from September 2010 to October 2014 and
a total of 87 written accounts from Camino de Santiago Forum [114] from February 2011 to October
2014 were collected. No specific agenda or selection criteria were employed when accounts from
TripAdvisor and Camino de Santiago Forum were collected, except that the written accounts were
independent expressions about Camino with substantial content. Independence meant that main
entries, as opposed to direct responses to travel-related queries (about transportation, accommodation,
directions, and so on), were selected to ensure accounts were free expressions, minimally guided or led.
Substantiality referred to the fact that accounts had sufficient content to analyze (usually in multiple
sentences). Hence, purposive sampling was utilized in this study to ensure the accounts specifically
belonged to individuals who traveled Camino at least once, were expressed freely, and pertained to

www.tripadvisor.com
www.caminodesantiago.me
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their experience(s) in Camino. No demographic factors or personal information other than user names
were accessible to the researchers at any time. All inferences regarding visitors’ motivational, religious,
or secular characteristics and/or background were solely based on the information they shared on their
posts. For ease of following, account excerpts used to illustrate points in this narrative are numbered
in order of their appearance (A1, A2, A3, . . . ).

3.2. Data Analysis

A theoretical thematic analysis was used to review and evaluate the data obtained for this study.
The content-analytic steps followed the coding phases and respective techniques commonly utilized
in similar qualitative-analytic studies; that is, open coding, axial coding, and theoretical coding [34].
No specialized software was used and all coding was done manually. In the first phase of open coding,
line-by-line coding was used to explore initial segments of data. The first phrase yielded 168 open codes.
Some of the prominent codes that emerged from this phase were industrialized, (end of) holiness,
emotional change, unique holiday, travel agency, organized trip, adventure, escape, personal reflection,
satisfaction, getting away, physical training, engaging with others, recommendations, desire to revisit,
discomfort, and fading traditions. In the second phase, these open codes were categorized into
subcategories based on the resemblance of the initial unit. As a result, the open codes centered
on 27 axial codes such as challenge, accomplishment, spirit, adventure, training, silence, vacation,
achievement, camaraderie, health, transformative experience, and learning. Finally, the theoretical
coding was employed to understand the variations in motives and sketch a motivational landscape of
Camino with respect to the push and pull framework. For further trustworthiness steps, both stepwise
replication and code-recoding were utilized by the researchers. The results from all three coding phases
were consistent between the researchers.

4. Findings

4.1. Camino as a Pull for the Non-Religious: Cultural, Natural, and Service-Related Attributes

In general, visitors who focused on describing historical and cultural attractions, picturesque
sceneries, quality of accommodation and dining, and the service by travel agents tended not to mention
or discuss an overt religious or spiritual experience.

“ . . . to see many different views of a very pretty part of the world at a great time of year; to experience
multiple little historical journeys through museums, cloisters and churches; to taste fabulous food; to
enjoy fresh air and highly manageable doses of gentle but healthy exercise; to stay in beautiful homes,
farms, guest houses and hotels; and to reflect on your life, if you want to . . . ”

(A1)

“This would have no influence on my walking the any of the routes, but it does mean something for
some people - quite a few really . . . ..Only twice along the way did I get into religious conversations.”

(A2)

“Some do it for religious or spiritual reasons while others do it to take in the cultural and historical
aspects of northern (and especially northwestern) Spain. Still others do it simply because it is a
fantastic outdoor hike . . . ”

(A3)

They illustrated their experience as being enjoyable, unforgettable, and pleasurable, and mentioned
different types of personal gain, benefit, or fulfillment from completing the route, such as achievement,
pride, and accomplishment:

“My wife and I completed the Camino de Santiago on September 10, 2011...after walking 800kms over
35 days. This is one of the most incredible things we have ever done....the sense of accomplishment, the
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amazing people you will meet from all walks of life, and the camaraderie that develops with them, the
great wine, the friendly (mostly) a[u]bergue owners....”

(A4)

These visitor accounts were mostly encountered on TripAdvisor. Descriptions such as
“best-holiday”, “truly amazing”, “best experience ever”, “best trip ever”, “life-changing experience”,
and so on were common among these accounts. Even though a spiritual dimension or quality
to the experience was questionable at best in these accounts, a strong emotional meaning was
highly prevalent. Their journey might not be the same spiritual journey as experienced by the
religiously-motivated; however, the content of “spiritual” ascribed to the journey as well as its intensity
varied for different people.

“This is not an easy ‘holiday’ it is a challenging hike, but a very rewarding one . . . . I would recommend
this trip to anyone who feels they are fit enough to do it, it will change your life and attitude to life in
general”

(A5)

“We walked the last 100km from Ferrieros to Santiago de Compoestela Every single one of us feel so
amazing and changed on a mind body and spiritual level. Truly a life changing experience.”

(A6)

“ . . . when you complete the way and enter in Santiago de Compostela: Somewhere deep inside you
get a little sad wishing the journey were not over, you want to continue on walking, you want to be
headed somewhere. This emotion is shared by many, many, many ‘peregrinos’ (pilgrims). True the
journey is not really over when you get there but I do not intend to romanticize the experience too
much or spoil your encounter with these emotions!”

(A7)

“Doing this is personal, lots of reasons, religious, spiritual, or merely tourist. it depends on your being
open mindedness. it is one step at a time. somehow after doing this walk, something inside changes
. . . ”

(A8)

People with no explicit religious motive might not have had a sense of a traditionally defined
“faith-based” spiritual experience; nevertheless, for some, the journey seemed to instigate a similar
“movement” or sentimentality in them. For instance, one visitor who met the locals felt sad for the
government so much that he was “ . . . interested in pouring new money into the Camino de Santiago
. . . ” to contribute to its development as “a tourist attraction”.

From Turner’s [40] perspective, even though the commercialization of pilgrim sites is seen to be a
modern transformation, pilgrimage has long been organized and consumed. However, the local and
regional authorities are in the front line to make both the organization and consumption a sustained
cycle. While the awareness of the mass commercialization of Camino de Santiago was a salient notion
in the accounts, the individuality of the experience was also central to many of them, which seemed,
at times, to buffer challenging aspects of the walk.

“Was it a ‘spiritual journey’ or just a long walk in Spain? It was certainly the most remarkable journey
of my life, not really a ‘vacation.’ . . . . You will almost certainly experience pain and discomfort.
You could get hurt or sick. You may not be able to complete the journey to Santiago. That, in my
opinion, is part of learning to trust and accept.”

(A9)
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“You meet yourself on the Camino. You find out what you like and what you don’t like. How you
interact with people. What your physical limits are. The things you miss the most from home and the
things that you don’t. How you overcome difficult situations and obstacles on the way. The road is
rough, but the end is very rewarding.”

(A10)

Lack of an explicit religious or spiritual motive in personal terms did not prevent expressions of
worry regarding the overuse of the route and its potential effects on the pilgrims.

“ . . . words will not allow me to do this pilgrimage justice . . . . . . . If you are going purely as a walker
have respect for the pilgrims whose reasons for being there are many. If your intention is to walk at
least part of this wonderful journey travel light, respect your feet and be patient.”

(A10)

“The pilgrim doesn’t have to be Catholic, or even Christian. But I deeply believe its important to
approach the path with a measure of understanding and respect for these historical institute, and what
they have meant in the experience of the thousands who have come before-and the many who still walk
the Way of St. James with a soul devoted to its redemptive effects.”

(A11)

Secular tourists recommended others to show respect and observe etiquette towards others,
especially pilgrims. In sum, these travelers seemed to be conscious of and attracted by the authentic
religious character of Camino as well as Santiago de Compostela, and showed sensitivity towards
others with religious motives. However, they did not manifest a religious motive for their own travel.
From one perspective, these tourists could be classified as “knowledge-based” [30,58] religious tourists
as they are primarily motivated and intrigued by the pull factor of Santiago. However, from a more
traditional viewpoint—such as the one described by Rinschede [31]—it would be difficult to classify
them under religious tourism, which should be at least partly undertaken for religious reasons.

4.2. ”Push” for Camino: Institutional Religiosity or Personal Spirituality?

Religion or religiosity was among the most influential motivations among those driven by a
push factor. An inner, metaphysical motivation was manifest at varying intensities among many
traveler accounts when they described Camino as “ . . . a wonderful spiritual experience”, “ . . . a
relationship to our Creator”, or “ . . . very inspirational to me with my religion.” These travelers
expressed psychological motives as well as inner forces with explicit references to their religious
backgrounds, spirituality, or “quest” for inner peace. Despite the shared “inner” quality, the distinctions
between conventional, institutionalized religiosity, and more personalized interpretations or spirituality
were also salient to some travelers. One Methodist pastor mentioned the following:

“The modern Camino does seem to be bathed in contemporary spirituality, though. Perhaps it was
because I am a pastor, but I had many, many conversations with people (mostly women) about
spirituality. I had some arguments, too, about whether it was possible to be both religious and spiritual!
Many people had read Paulo Coelho and were looking for a mystical experience. Many find that the
discipline of the walk itself becomes a spiritual exercise.”

(A12)

For many, the distinctions between religious and spiritual were as central to their experience,
as they were, perhaps, to their self-identity.

“ . . . I considered it a pilgrimage. I am Catholic and for me the aim of the pilgrimage was a religious
one.”

(A13)
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“I have always taken the religious motivation to mean spiritual rather than strictly catholic . . . ”

(A14)

“ . . . Camino is for everyone and for whatever reason these days. However, the Catholic Tradition
upon which the Camino de Santiago was founded does not change . . . .”

(A15)

“It was a fantastic and rewarding experi[e]nce to become a pilgrim at last. At 60 yrs old, I was by far,
not the oldest nor the youngest on the walk. I felt blessed and honoured to be able to experi[e]nce the
walk that millions have done before me.”

(A16)

For others, the distinctions either did not matter or did not mean exclusion from one another:

“.. I have always felt that we are all “spiritual” in our own way, whether we believe it or not...”

(A17)

“This is a special walk, yes, a pilgrims walk but a walk with like-minded people, open, friendly, honest,
from all over the world, young and old, who all have one goal: to take part in this beautiful walk, to
partake of the synergy, the energy, the vibe, to experience something of the spiritual, to take time out
for oneself and to reach the goal: Santiago.”

(A19)

The implication that pilgrimage requires the primacy of a religious motive was more obvious in
other posts where strong disapprovals were voiced regarding “tourists” seeking comfortable ways of
completing the journey:

“These tourists are the farthest thing from pilgrims since they reserve all the hostels and hotels (in
advance) and they send their bags by bus to their next destination every day. The true spirit of the
Camino has been robbed by these people . . . . Apart from being frustrated by the people who rob the
spirit of the Camino, it was a great experience and I would recommend it to anyone.”

(A20)

“There is no shame in not having a religious or spiritual motivation as a basis for completing the
Camino. But if you do not have such, why would you want a certificate declaring that you had? Makes
no sense.”

(A21)

Many travelers with religious motives did not indicate an explicitly extrinsic phenomenon that
could be categorized as a pull factor. They tended to distinguish themselves as pilgrims compared to
others who, in their view, did not show or have religious motivations. Even though almost all religious
or spiritual motives could be generally categorized under push factors, not all push factors mentioned
in the accounts were primarily religious. Escape was also mentioned as a push factor; one traveler
recommended Camino to those with the “need to get a break from modern day stresses and enrich
your health, happiness and sense of well-being”.

In general, religious travelers were mostly driven by push factors, and rarely by pull factors,
while non-religious or secular travelers were motivated by both push and pull factors. In accordance
with Smith [58], those who traveled with push factors and distinguished the religiousness of their
motives in their posts could be identified as pilgrims in a sacred journey, or, in broader terms, as tourists
travelling in the “existential mode” [40]—a mode analogous to pilgrimage.
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5. Discussion: Is Camino de Santiago a Religious or Secular Site?

According to the personal accounts analyzed in this study, Camino de Santiago appears to be a
complex site associated with cultural, historical, and spiritual meanings, rather than solely religious
meanings. The official records of Compostelas reveal that various motivations exist among the travelers,
and intermediate categories such as “religious and other” are more prevalent than exclusive categories
such as “purely religious” or “purely non-religious”. Personal accounts seem to validate these statistics;
Camino de Santiago may be perceived as a religious tourism site by many who seem to be motivated
partly by religious factors and partly by non-religious factors. Even though the personal accounts
used in this study were not easily categorizable into clear motivational categories because of narrative
styles and differences, purely religious comments were scarce. Instead, there was an abundance of
reflection on scenery; accommodation; food; and how unforgettable, pleasurable, enjoyable, healthy, or
physically challenging the route was. Also, many comments on the TripAdvisor site made references
to tourism services (e.g., accommodation, tours). For many travelers, the challenge of Camino de
Santiago was more physical than traditionally religious. They indicated prior knowledge of the walk
not being an easy holiday. Yet, many experienced a sense of accomplishment and achievement by
completing the walk. Despite the challenges, the majority said that they would do it again. The unique
“escape” from everyday life that Camino represented was important for them:

“Taking the walk is not only a time for enjoyment, but a rare opportunity to escape the mundane or
the busy lives we lead.”

(A22)

This, perhaps, could be seen as an indicator that for most people, the Camino de Santiago
was perceived primarily as a secular tourism destination. However, categorizing what appears to
be non-religious in conventional terms as necessarily secular or opposite of religious would be an
inaccurate account of travelers’ expressions. First, despite the satisfaction at the end, the fact that
Camino was not a purely pleasurable or enjoyable experience does not fit the definition of typical
leisure travel. Second, and perhaps more importantly, was Camino’s purpose or meaning; for some,
this meaning was what made the walk a transformative, “life-changing”, or “rewarding” experience
and for others, it was what made the challenges bearable or even essential.

Personal meanings, as well as metaphysical or spiritual gains that surround Camino are particularly
important when the arguments on “post-secularism” are considered. As Nilsson and Tesfahuney [54]
indicate, the idea of religion in post-secular society might be more personalized and fluid as opposed
to the conventional and institutionalized. In other words, in the post-secular society of today,
the personalized and fluid concept of religion may not necessarily be an alternative to conventional
religiosity, but one of its modern variations. In this respect, it may be an imposition rather than a
definition to draw a line between religiosity and spirituality when the identity of Camino is concerned.
In fact, many travelers indicated an understanding of religion that is inclusive of spirituality and
personal meanings. To them, religious motivation meant “spiritual rather than strictly catholic”,
and everyone was “spiritual in [their] own way”. Moreover, Camino’s perceived identity was not
inhibitive, but facilitative of spiritual experiences of this kind. Several travelers emphasized having
attended the evening masses even though they were “not religious” or had “no religious motivation
for this trek”, only to find them “very interesting”, “very moving”, or having “ . . . a sense of solitude
and gratitude that was peaceful”. However, many referred to “Camino the road” or “Camino the
journey” as the source of this spiritualization:

“ . . . a journey where who you are and even your name does not define you. On the way you have
conversations with people for about 30 min to an hour without even knowing each others names.
It does not matter, what matters is the journey you are both on. It is the same journey, and yet it is a
completely different walk for each person you meet.”

(A23)
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Camino had “ . . . sense of moving living community day after day of genuinely concerned souls from
all around God’s Green Earth”. In the words of a spiritually-motivated woman traveler, her husband’s
cultural motives did not preclude him seeing “many inexplicable things”, through which

“ . . . his original perception that we make our own lives has been changed by the realization that there
is, indeed, a force greater than ourselves at wo[r]k. Even his reply when asked for his reason for doing
the Camino testifies this: having been involved in a war many years ago, and all it entails, he saw his
personal Camino as an atonement for the horrors he encountered.”

(A24)

Another traveler shared a similar experience:

“My companion was not Catholic but still managed to be blown away by the Mass for Pilgrims in the
Cathedral in Santiago (= St James) de Compostella (=field of stars)”

(A25)

Camino was a unifying walk where one could meet “ . . . an amazing range of people from all
over the world . . . ” who shared the goal “ . . . to partake of the synergy, the energy, the vibe, to
experience something of the spiritual” and made “ . . . lifelong friendships as a result”. Even the
ambivalent feeling of reaching Santiago, one that incorporates both joy and sadness, was shared by
“many, many ‘peregrinos [pilgrims]’”, which indicated an identity of Camino that may be distinct even
from its endpoint:

“As you enter the Porta do Camiño which leads you to the Cathedral and center of Santiago, some of
the spirit of The Camino comes back. For me, it was the journey and not the destination that satisfied
me the most. I just wanted to keep on going, me and my two feet even after I had that third ‘compostela’
aka credential in hand.”

(A26)

When this “spiritual” aspect of Camino is taken into account as a modern extension or variation of
religiosity, the secularity of the road may be overstated. Smith [58] delineates the differences between
secular and religious traveler in her pilgrimage–tourism continuum, and specifies five points: (a)
pious pilgrim, (b) pilgrim > tourist, (c) pilgrim = tourist, (d) pilgrim < tourist, and (e) secular tourist.
However, she does not necessarily distinguish between spirituality and religiosity with respect to their
institutionalization versus personalization. In other words, the spiritual meaning of Camino may not
necessarily preclude or diminish its identity as a religious place. While for some travelers, Camino is
clearly a non-religious place whose motivations for “ . . . walking the [C]amino were cultural [i]n the
first place” or for the “ . . . art and history [which is] priceless”, for many more, Camino represents
something spiritual, even if that “something” may vary greatly. In other words, the core of the spiritual
identity of Camino that has resisted the test of time throughout centuries carries on. Thus, according to
the authors, Camino is best associated with the (b) point of the continuum, where its adherents are
more religious or spiritual pilgrims than purely secular tourists (Figure 1).

6. Conclusion and Limitations

The motivation and experience of travelers walking the Camino de Santiago route in this
study were explored and analyzed through the push and pull theoretical framework. The push
and pull theoretical framework helped to identify the underlying differences as well as similarities
between the religious and non-religious travelers. In this study, religious travelers were found to be
motivated mostly by push factors, while non-religious travelers were motivated by both pull factors.
The subsequent goal was to understand what this motivational and experiential mix surrounding
Camino means for its contemporary identity. The findings were, therefore, compared to Smith’s [58]
pilgrimage–tourism continuum.
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The fact that self-proclaimed “religious” travelers were primarily motivated by traditional or
conventional religious reasons, the spiritual benefits that they seek, as well as the personal meaning
of their overall experience supports the view that the religious beliefs that a traveler brings to the
pilgrimage are the essential elements of the pilgrim experience [115]. For these travelers, Camino
remained to be what it has always been—a sacred pilgrimage site. On the other hand, the accounts
by the self-proclaimed “non-religious” travelers yielded more complex data. In terms of the ex ante
motivations that caused them to take the walk, they were largely driven by pull factors such as
natural/historic/physical aspects of the route. However, the actual experience of many non-religious
travelers did not necessarily remain within the seemingly “secular” territories, and gained a “spiritual”
quality through interaction with others, self-reflection, or introspection. This spiritual experience
was different from the conventional religious experience in the sense that it was more personal and
self-interpretive; largely consistent with Nilsson and Tesfahuney’s [51] argument for the view of
religion in the post-secular. From this perspective, “secular” is already a part of the “religion” of the
contemporary traveler, making Camino a “religious” destination in their own and personal terms,
be it wholly or partially. Therefore, it was concluded that Camino’s identity was perceived to be more
religious than non-religious, even though purely non-religious attention on Camino is growing.

As mentioned earlier, the meaning of travelers’ perceptual world—including expectations,
motivations, experiences, or even retrospection—for the identity of a religious destination such as
Camino may not reducible to an account of tourist gaze. Changes in the identity perception of Camino
may not be a mere outcome of the touristification process, where places once only experienced by
“insiders” or locals are gradually experienced by “outsiders” or tourists. On the contrary, the dynamic
behind Camino’s identity change might be an intragroup dynamic between the traditional and modern
pilgrims. Camino has always been traveled. In fact, Camino would not have existed without the
pilgrims—its earliest travelers. As Gonzalez [17] discusses, the religious significance of Camino—or
even the city of Santiago de Compostela—was tied to the quest for its recognition by the Vatican as a
place worthy to be visited and venerated by Christians. Ultimately, it was the decision of the church
that approved its pilgrimage-worthiness and the consequent influx of pilgrims that gave its religious
significance, making the sacred travel inseparable from its religious value. Modern travelers, however,
live and express their religiosity in a more personal and interpretive way, which was encompassing or
inclusive, rather than exclusive, of the cultural and natural aspects of Camino.

It is also important to note that the “spiritual religiosity” of the modern traveler did not necessarily
manifest itself as a stark contrast to traditional religiosity. The inclusivity of modern spirituality also
extended to traditional forms and rituals of religion. Many non-religious travelers found spiritual
meaning in their attendance to masses and churches, as well as conversations and interactions with
the religiously motivated travelers. However, calls for respect and understanding towards these
elements were frequent among the accounts by non-religious travelers. They were mostly conscious,
and some even protective of the religious meaning(s) behind Camino that was independent from their
own interpretations. This consciousness may be different than the post-secular account of visitors to
Santiago de Compostela as discussed by Nilsson and Tesfahuney [51].

Even though the pull motives by secular travelers comprised a considerable part of the motivational
mix, push factors or internally driven motivations emerged as a common element across religious,
spiritual, and secular travelers. On the one hand, this might signal a somewhat diluted religious
meaning and perceived identity of the route in comparison to its early historical position. On the other
hand, inner goals seem to continue to represent a greater motivational variation across different groups
in a world where the religious and secular are increasingly ambiguous labels. In turn, Camino may not
necessarily possess its so-called conventionally religious identity, but its symbolic connection to inner
goals prevails as a unifying force among a greater variety of travelers. This inclusivity might be the
most prominent evidence for Camino’s social sustainability [25,27,28].

Lastly, the results were also in line with Crompton’s conclusion that [60] consumers motivated by
socio-psychological motives seek unique experience and exploration of the self from a destination that
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is physically and socially different from the mundane environment. A common theme that emerged
from both religious and non-religious accounts was that regardless of cultural or religious factors,
nationality, age, or specific travel purposes, all seemed to recommend this journey to others and many
would do it again. Loyalty to Camino, evident from the increasing number of visitors every year,
suggests that its identity representations will be increasingly communicated and continue to evolve.

It is, of course, not possible to determine if Camino de Santiago is a pilgrimage site or a secular
tourism destination. Does it weigh more as a Christian destination or a World Heritage Site? The true
meaning and value of Camino de Santiago is hidden in experiences. According to the results of this
study, the Camino de Santiago is somewhere between a pilgrimage and religious tourism site on Smith’s
continuum. However, this study was based on limited data and employed a qualitative approach
in order to gain a deeper understanding of how travelers on the route perceived and experienced
the site, and how these experiences compared and contrasted between the religiously motivated and
the secular travelers. In the future, the findings can significantly be enhanced with real interviews
conducted on the site.

There are also some limitations to the study. Online and secondary nature of the content prevented
a verification of “religious” versus “secular” travel motives or other demographic information unless
this information was readily available in the content. The sample was selected from two websites
based on their relevance and popularity. However, there are many different websites and forums
where visitor accounts can be found. Moreover, such data only cover active users of the Internet.

Further studies may overcome these limitations and continue to explore the meaning and identity
of Camino de Santiago for its contemporary adherents. In addition to travelers, volunteers and
residents should also be interviewed for deeper and more diverse insights into what the route truly
stands for.

Researchers’ Backgrounds: Both researchers come from a tourism background, with PhDs in tourism. Both
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