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Abstract: Transformative tourism experiences have attracted considerable scholarly interest
in the recent past and deserve further attention to advance knowledge on the role of tourism
in human transformation. This study aims to advance the understanding of the triggers
and dimensions of transformative ecotourism experiences through the analysis of travelers’
online reviews relating to 10 Italian Pathways (Cammini d’Italia). A total of 742 reviews
from 2010 to 2022 were collected from TripAdvisor using a web scraping procedure and
analyzed by applying text mining techniques. This analysis explored the cognitive, affec-
tive, sensory, social and other experiential factors that can trigger tourists’ transformative
experiences and their relationship with behavioral, psychological, spiritual and physical
dimensions of transformation. The findings provide evidence of the association of cog-
nitive and sensory triggers and the search for unusual, special tourism experiences to
transformative experiences, with specific regard to the psychological, spiritual and physical
dimensions. Based on the findings, theoretical and managerial implications are provided
to improve the understanding and promotion of transformative tourism experiences in
this context.

Keywords: ecotourism experience; transformative tourism experience; text mining;
user-generated content; TripAdvisor; Italian pathways (Cammini d’Italia)

1. Introduction
Contemporary tourism research increasingly focuses on the role of tourism experiences

in promoting healthy lives and well-being for all at all ages, in line with Sustainable
Development Goal number 3, “Good Health and Well-being” [1,2]. The concept of “positive
tourism experience” has been introduced to indicate transformative experiences that can
be designed as interventions to make a positive impact on human transformation and
well-being [2].

Recent years witnessed an increasing interest in the components of the ecotourism
experiences [3,4] and their transformative benefits for tourists [5–7]. According to the
first definition acknowledged by literature [8], ecotourism involves “traveling to relatively
undisturbed or uncontaminated natural areas with the specific objective of studying, ad-
miring, and enjoying the scenery and its wild plants and animals, as well as any existing
cultural manifestations (both past and present) found in these areas” [9]. Previous re-
search addressing nature-based and ecotourism experiences from a transformative tourism
perspective showed their potential to promote attitude and behavior change for sustainabil-
ity [7,10,11] and generate positive emotions, a connection to the self and nature, inner peace,
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a sense of attachment and well-being [6,12]. In their review, Zhao and Agyeiwaah [13]
found that ecotourism is indeed among the tourism contexts that are more likely to trigger
transformative experiences (TEs). They highlight that research on tourists’ TEs is in an
exploratory stage and indicate the use of big data as an innovative approach for future
research to validate and expand existing evidence on the potential triggers and dimensions
of TEs. However, previous research investigating transformative experiences in this context
through the analysis of textual content shared online by travelers is still limited. This study
aims to advance knowledge on Transformative Ecotourism Experiences (TEEs) through a
text mining approach that uses data from TripAdvisor reviews to explore the factors that
trigger transformation and the types of transformations in this context. User-generated
content (UGC) on TripAdvisor has been used for analyzing visitors’ experiences in natural
sites [14,15] and can provide useful insights for advancing knowledge on the nature of
ecotourism experiences. Specifically, this study builds on the framework of Transformative
Experiences (TEs) in tourism proposed by Zhao and Agyeiwaah [13] to explore TEEs on
Italian Pathways, also known as Cammini d’Italia.

The Italian Ministry of Culture defined Italian Pathways as cultural itineraries of
European and/or national relevance that can be traveled on foot or by other slow mo-
bility means to enjoy natural and cultural heritage and that provide an opportunity for
enhancing the natural and cultural attractions of the local territories [16]. These pathways
connect more than 100 small municipalities, over 2000 cultural heritage resources and about
180 certificated PDO/PGI products throughout the country and, with a total of 15400 km,
have a high tourism potential when compared to the most famous route of the Camino de
Santiago [17]. The available data showed a constantly growing trend of travelers on these
pathways, exceeding 100,000 credentials (pilgrims’ passports) for the first time in 2023 [18].

Italian Pathways are ideal ecotourism settings for travelers to transform both pur-
posefully and incidentally. They offer visitors a variety of experiential opportunities
that are potentially conducive to transformation [19,20], including immersion in nature,
outdoor physical activities (e.g., hiking, biking, and walking), religious/spiritual travel,
cultural travel and slow tourism. As highlighted for the Camino de Santiago [21–23] and
long-distance hiking trails [24], experiences on pathways are often chosen by tourists for
transformative journeys. In a recent interview, the Director of the European Association of
the Via Francigena Ways highlighted that Italian Pathways are “not simple journeys but
long processes of inner transformation” (Luca Bruschi in [25]).

To advance previous research, this study applies text mining techniques to automat-
ically extract insights to understand users’ perceptions of Cammini d’Italia from more
than 700 reviews that have been collected using a web scraping procedure [26] and man-
ually coded for content. Based on this approach, this analysis allowed us to grasp the
antecedents and nature of the TEEs of travelers. The analysis of comments on TripAdvisor
provided evidence of the range of cognitive, affective and sensory antecedents of their
experiences and the specific typology of transformation reported by travelers. A correlation
analysis examined the relationships between different variables to better understand the
transformative experience on the 10 Italian Pathways.

The paper is structured as follows. The next section reviews previous research on TEs
in tourism and the transformative potential of ecotourism experiences. Then, the study
setting and methodology are described, followed by the presentation of findings. The last
section discusses the findings and outlines theoretical and managerial implications along
with limitations and future perspectives of the research.
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2. Literature Review
2.1. Transformative Experiences in Tourism

Growing attention within tourism research has been devoted to the role of posi-
tive tourism experiences in human transformation [2]. In recent decades, research in-
creasingly explored the potential of tourism experiences for the self-transformation of
tourists and delved into the conceptualization and investigation of transformative experi-
ences [2,12,15,27]. According to Neuhofer [2], tourism experiences for personal transfor-
mation and well-being are powerful inner journeys to self-actualization that may occur
voluntarily, involuntarily, naturally or occasioned and guided externally. In their systematic
review, Zhao and Agyeiwaah [13] (p. 188) define Transformative Experience (TE) of tourists
as “the moment when tourists experience deep changes during travel and also after they
return home” that can profoundly transform tourists’ values, attitudes, behaviors and
lifestyles. TEs are occurrences that alter tourists’ mindsets [28] and allow for personal
growth, fulfillment and self-actualization [27]. Chen [29] notes that authenticity, personal
growth and self-discovery are embodied in the tourist experience, which is regarded as
transformative. According to Amaro et al. [30], transformative travel allows contact with
new perspectives and deepens the awareness of other people and the natural environ-
ment. Fu et al. [31] highlighted the multidimensionality of transformation, which can occur
through experiences challenging the body, allowing creativity and altruism, and feeling
more closely connected to the cultural or natural environment. Describing the attributes of
the transformative experience, Sheldon [12] refers to a process of consciousness awakening,
which creates more self-awareness and inner peace, living with a higher set of values
and making greater contributions to the well-being of others and the environment. Pung
et al. [32] conceptualized tourist transformation through three processes of change: (1) trans-
formative learning, referring to the integration of others’ perspectives, new knowledge and
a broader sense of the world into one’s perspective; (2) existential transformation, involving
reflection and re-evaluation of one’s existence and value systems, which is triggered during
a meaningful experience or emotionally intense experience (e.g., by experiencing majestic
nature and different cultural contexts); and (3) behavioral transformation, conceived as
the consequences of the transformation process in terms of the adoption of new pro-social
and/or pro-environmental practices.

Research has explored the triggers of transformative tourism experiences, including
intense emotions and heightened cognition, generating a sense of connection to some-
thing grand [28]. In their comprehensive framework of TEs, Zhao and Agyeiwaah [13]
divide factors that potentially trigger transformation into tourists’ personal factors, in-
cluding cognitive and emotional factors, facing challenges and unknowns (e.g., existential
dilemmas; culture shock; unusual situations), special experiences (e.g., peak experience;
immersiveness; connection to something grand; intense sensory experiences; slow, authen-
tic experience), certain behaviors, personal situations and destination factors, including
general settings, culture conditions, natural surroundings, activities, interaction with peo-
ple; and authenticity. In their framework, these triggers are potentially related to four
dimensions of transformation:

• Physical/behavioral (e.g., engagement, bodily change, new habits/lifestyle);
• Psychological (e.g., awareness, perspective/inner change, inner peace, escape and

relaxation, self-efficacy, positive emotion, identity);
• Social (e.g., creating/enhancing relationships; citizenship; tolerance; sense of belonging);
• Spiritual (e.g., self-discovery, self-fulfillment, self-actualization, self-transcendence,

meaning of life, freedom, faith, spiritual change).
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2.2. The Transformative Potential of Ecotourism Experiences

Previous research highlighted the potential of ecotourism experiences to enable in-
dividual transformational change [5–7], including long-lasting changes in visitors’ skills,
attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors, and investigated the process of transformation, triggers
and benefits.

Wolf et al. [6] focused on series-based national park tours in Australia to investigate
the outcomes of visitors’ experiences in relation to self-transformation, which resulted in
significant improvements in health, well-being, self-competence, sense of achievement,
environmental awareness and increased visitors’ attachment to parks. In a subsequent
systematic review, Wolf et al. [33] provided insights into the traits and motivations of
transformative travelers in protected areas, the experience characteristics linked to trans-
formation and the benefits of transformative travel. They proposed a transformative
travel framework that interrelates travelers’ characteristics and motivations, experience
characteristics triggering a transformation process and the consequent benefits in terms
of health and well-being (physical, psychological, emotional, spiritual), personal com-
petence, sociocultural relationships, environmental appreciation, awareness/sensitivity,
support for conservation, economic conditions and behavioral change, also in terms of a
sustainable lifestyle. In their study, transformation is driven by immersion, reconnection,
opportunity to escape and challenge and is related to five main travel typologies: health
and wellness, nature-based physical activity, spiritual, cultural and volunteering. They
highlighted that the current understanding of experiential qualities driving transformation
is still insufficient, along with the assessment of the type of benefits to be addressed by
future research.

Walter [34] reported how informal experiential learning in community-based eco-
tourism through wilderness experiences in nature, outdoor “adventure” activities and
immersion in local culture promotes stimuli for transformative learning, which involves
the development of critical consciousness and personal empowerment and encourages
visitors to become more environmentally, culturally and socially aware and take action.
Addressing the role of architecture for transformative experiences in nature-based tourism,
Wielenga [35] highlighted the contributions of TEs in this context in terms of visitors’
satisfaction and loyalty to the destination, increased cohesion and social capital, attitude
and behavior change towards the conservation of culture, natural qualities, landscape and
biodiversity, and stewardship. Lengieza et al. [11] showed the role of eudaimonia, which
is characterized by self-discovery and self-reflection, a sense of purpose and meaning in
life and feelings of authenticity, as a driver for behavior change towards sustainability.
Their study found that both the natural and the cultural elements of the ecotourism ex-
perience promote sustainability insights ex situ by fostering eudaimonia, highlighting its
role as a driver of pro-environmental behaviors. Richardson and Insch [36] explored how
nature-based tourism experiences can lead to transformative outcomes for visitors along
the journey, focusing on pre-trip and en-route characteristics of transformative experiences.
Their study identified four relevant themes, including the untouched world, referring to
the individual appreciation of the aesthetic beauty of the setting of their experience; close
encounters and interaction with wildlife; the authentic vs. staged nature of the experience;
and the personal state of being or mindset, including the ability and willingness to be open
to the experience.

Hitchner et al. [24] analyzed travel blogs through a grounded theory approach and
highlighted that long-distance hiking journeys in wilderness areas can be interpreted as
a form of modern pilgrimage for the transformative experiences undertaken by travelers
through a liminal period spent away from daily life in immersion in natural places that are
considered “sacred”, resulting in spiritual and personal growth. Also, studies of pilgrims’
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experiences on the cultural route of Camino de Santiago based on a thematic analysis
of online travel blogs and personal stories from social media report that a relationship
with nature is a critical dimension of individual transformation, since closeness to nature
generates a sense of restoration, peace, happiness and healing [22] and is conducive to
travelers’ feeling of their authentic self [23]. The study by Lavric et al. [21] was based on an
inductively derived typology of exceptional experiences and transformative aftereffects
from the travelogs of pilgrims on the Camino de Santiago and found, among others, that
the experience of deep calm and reconciliation was strongly associated with an increased
emphasis on love, unity with nature and following one’s heart when back home.

3. Research Design and Methodology
This research was designed to explore ecotourism TEs from travelers’ perspectives

through the analysis of UGCs, namely posts published on TripAdvisor on Italian Pathways
to improve the understanding of the triggers and nature of visitors’ transformation. To this
end, this study builds on the TEs dimensions identified by Zhao and Agyeiwaah [13], which
integrates personal factors and destination factors that can trigger tourists’ TEs with the
types and outcomes of transformation in relation to the physical/behavioral, psychological,
social and spiritual spheres. This study explores the complex issue of TE on the pathway by
leveraging large volumes of unstructured data, primarily textual, shared online by travelers
who have undertaken the Italian Paths. This approach provides an innovative contribution
to understanding the complex issue of TEs on the pathway through the use of alternative
data. The following research questions were addressed by the analysis:

• What are the triggers and the dimensions of TEEs in the context of Cammini d’Italia?
• What are the relationships between the various triggers and dimensions of TEEs in

this context?

3.1. Study Setting

In recent years, Italian Pathways have been receiving increasing attention with tourism
national tourism policies. The former and current Italian Strategic Tourism Plans pointed
to Cammini as an important resource to promote sustainable tourism across the country,
rebalancing tourism flows from sites with over-tourism to less visited rural areas. The
Ministry of Culture proclaimed 2016 as the “Year of the Paths” and created the Atlas of
Paths, a dedicated online portal (https://camminiditalia.cultura.gov.it/home-cammini-
ditalia/atlante-dei-cammini/ (accessed on 15 October 2024)). More than 40 pathways
have been mapped and included by MIBACT based on a set of criteria (including safety,
maintenance, governance, information, available facilities and services) to promote their
knowledge and their valorization. According to the main source of data on Cammini
(i.e., the dossier “Italia, Paese di Cammini” by Terre di Mezzo Editore), there is a growing
trend of visitors on these pathways [18]. Specifically, in 2023, 101,419 credentials were
delivered to walkers, registering an increase of 25% compared to 2022. Also, the number of
Testimoniums (i.e., the document that is delivered to those who have completed the Camino)
increased by over 40%, with 57,600 delivered in 2023. The study also provided evidence of
the varied motivations of walkers: 32% choose a Camino for religious or spiritual reasons,
the other reasons include psychological and physical well-being, discovery of the territories,
immersion in nature, trying a new experience and cultural reasons [18]. Also, in light of
this trend, there is a growing interest in tourism research in this context, including the
multidimensional nature of the experience of walkers in this context and its transformative
potential [20].

https://camminiditalia.cultura.gov.it/home-cammini-ditalia/atlante-dei-cammini/
https://camminiditalia.cultura.gov.it/home-cammini-ditalia/atlante-dei-cammini/
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3.2. Data Collection

In order to explore the TEEs of travelers on Italian Paths, this study analyzes UGCs pub-
lished by users on TripAdvisor, which is one of the world’s largest travel websites [37,38].
TripAdvisor provides first-person reviews written by tourists, allowing travelers to rely
on these reviews for trip planning. UGCs play a crucial role in influencing destination
selection and related services for potential travelers due to their explicit [39], credible and
relevant nature [40], which are considered during decision-making processes.

TripAdvisor is an American internet-based travel company founded in 2000, with
the aim of allowing users to interact and provide reviews on accommodation facilities,
restaurants, vacation rentals and attractions. It has grown in popularity since 2014 and
now operates in 40 countries and 20 languages, with approximately 1 billion reviews
and opinions on about 8 million properties [38]. Given the variety of services offered by
TripAdvisor, it is challenging to classify it as a specific activity; rather, it can be considered
a travel intermediary between demand, allowing travelers to obtain information about
businesses and destinations, and supply, helping providers to understand their travelers,
services and competitors [37].

Recent research in the area of nature-based tourism highlights the need for enhanced
methodologies and tools for understanding and monitoring travelers’ experiences [41],
highlighting the potential of new approaches, including online UGC [13,14]. Also, Zhang
et al. [42] demonstrated the advantages of using tourist-generated content, particularly
the rich information contained in online reviews and social media posts, to elicit well-
being in tourism experiences. Due to UGCs’ impact on potential travelers’ behaviors
and intentions [43–45], and TripAdvisor’s role as the primary platform for collecting
user-generated content about travel experiences, this study focuses on analyzing reviews
submitted by those who have traveled on the Cammini d’Italia. The research initially
focused on identifying the paths reviewed on TripAdvisor. This process highlighted
challenges in recognizing specific paths due to varying user terminology and complexities
in understanding the reviewed trails, which often span multiple municipalities and regions
with differing maintenance, conservation status, promotion and policies. For instance, the
Via Francigena crosses seven regions in Italy and it is not always easy to determine which
part of the pathway the review refers to.

Ten Italian Pathways were identified that cross various regions from north to south,
including some European itineraries that extend beyond Italian territories (i.e., Via Franci-
gena, Via Romea Germanica, Via Spluga). These 10 pathways (Table 1) differ not only in
their landscapes and historical-cultural heritage but also in terms of length (ranging from
the Via Francigena with over 1000 km to the Cammino di Oropa with about 62 km) with
various numbers of credentials released (the pilgrims’ passport).

The contents of TripAdvisor reviews were collected using a web scraping method,
which allowed us to convert HTML data into structured and unstructured data from
TripAdvisor. This procedure was performed using R software (version 4.3.2) and its
packages, such as RSelenium, which focuses on automating web browsers and provides
R bindings for the Selenium Webdriver API. A total of 742 reviews, written in different
languages (mainly in Italian) from 2010 to 2022, were extracted, relating to these 10 Cammini
d’Italia. For each posted review, the following data were collected: the Italian path, the
year and month of the experience, with whom the journey was undertaken (as a couple,
with friends, with family or alone) and the rating given to the path (ranging from one to
five stars—from poor to excellent).
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Table 1. The 10 Cammini d’Italia analyzed, arranged by the number of kilometers.

Cammini d’Italia Km Credentials
Released N. of Regions Peculiar Theme

Via Francigena 1044 17,500 7 Historical-cultural
Via Romea Germanica 987 - 6 Historical-religious
Via degli Dei 121 14,688 2 Historical-archeological
Sentiero della Pace 520 - 3 Historical-cultural
Cammino di Francesco 500 8250 3 Historical-religious
Cammino Minerario di Santa Barbara 388 803 1 Historical-cultural
Cammino di San Giacomo 130 - 1 Historical-religious
Cammino dei Briganti 108 2572 2 Naturalistic-cultural
Via Spluga 65 - 1 Naturalistic-cultural
Cammino di Oropa 62 2965 1 Historical-cultural

Data from Atlante dei Cammini d’Italia (MiBACT); Atlante della mobilità dolce (Amodo-Alleanza Mobilità Dolce);
Terre di Mezzo Editore [46].

3.3. Data Analysis

Initially, the collected data were analyzed to identify the profile of travelers and
the level of satisfaction with the experience. In order to explore in-depth perceptions,
triggering factors and types of transformation through the ecotourism experience, the text
analysis of the reviews was performed based on the TE dimensions identified by Zhao and
Agyeiwaah [13].

In order to better understand the TEEs, we manually selected 160 reviews (21.6% of
the total) considered useful for analyzing travelers’ behaviors. The remaining 78.4% of
reviews were not included as they mainly contained general information and practical
advice related to walking without providing details on personal experience. Each review
was coded to identify the following factors: (1) the triggers that motivated the tourists to
undertake the path, classified into factors relating to the personal sphere and the destination
(Cammini), such as cognitive stimuli (e.g., reflecting, remembering, or learning), social
stimuli (sharing, interacting, or meeting new people) and sensory stimuli (e.g., scents or
sounds); (2) the dimensions of personal transformation of the tourist, including behavioral
aspects (e.g., engagement in responsible behaviors, lifestyle changes), spiritual aspects
(e.g., faith, self-discovery, self-actualization) and psychological aspects (e.g., inner peace,
positive emotion, awareness). Each review can be coded into one or more trigger and
transformation categories with the possibility of overlaps. The two researchers conducted
the classification process, initially classifying the reviews together to reach an agreement
on the categories. Discrepancies in coding were resolved through discussions between the
researchers and coders until a consensus was reached for each specific case.

Following the classification process and textual analysis of reviews, the study carried
out a correlation analysis to verify the presence of a relationship between triggers and
transformation to assess the ecotourism experiences on the 10 Italian Pathways. Correlation
analysis, as a statistical method used to assess the strength and direction of a relation-
ship between two variables, allowed us to determine whether the observed correlation is
statistically significant through t-test analysis [47].

4. Findings
The analysis of the reviews posted on TripAdvisor provides insights into travelers’

behavior, satisfaction and experience on the pathways. Travelers on the 10 Cammini d’Italia
predominantly undertook their journeys during the summer months, specifically in August
(28%), July (13.8%) and September (13.8%). Users completed their experience as a couple
(39.1%), with their family (26.7%) and with friends (24.9%). Therefore, there is a prevalence
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of those who travel with company (90.7%) compared to those who travel alone (9.3%). These
findings are in line with the data provided by Terre di Mezzo Editore [46], which highlight
a higher presence of travelers during the summer along the paths and the increasing
number of groups of people who travel together. With almost 90% of positive reviews
(54.4% “excellent”, 33.6% “very good”), travelers were satisfied with their experience on
the 10 Italian Pathways. The reviews include both loyal travelers, who have been walking
on the same pathways for many years, and occasional tourists, who have traveled along the
pathway without planning and found themselves walking because it was recommended
by locals or discovered “by chance”. The comments highlight that also in the latter case,
the experience is rewarding and generates the intention to revisit.

With regard to the transformative nature of the experience, the reviews provide
relevant indications of self-transformation during their journey, referring to the meaning
of life (“Abandon yourself to reflect on the meaning of life”), inner peace (“wonderful
landscapes, marvelous paths and finding of inner peace”), self-esteem (“the arrival [. . .]
enable a great self-esteem”), self-discovery (“one can really understand our true inner
wealth”) and a connection with nature as something grand (“The stages [of the journey
along the pathway] are worth and allow a “new” rapprochement with nature”; “feeling
reverence for Nature”). As expected, the references to natural features and the connection
with nature are prominent in the majority (almost 70%) of the reviews, with mentions
of the scenery, lakes and rivers that can be observed during the journey. In addition to
the different landscapes, users emphasized the different peculiarities that characterize the
pathway according to the season: spring blooms, colors and bare trees in autumn and
winter snow. A prominent element that emerged from the content analysis of the reviews
underlines the diversity of the landscapes that can be admired along the pathway, covering
different territories of the country and offering travelers various unique views, as shown
by this comment: “It is beautiful and almost overwhelming to cross different regions,
see changing landscapes, hear different dialects, cross the Passo della Cisa, and traverse
the Apennine ridge before descending towards Massa, Camaiore, and finally Lucca”.
This aligns with the study conducted by Terre di Mezzo [46], where the motivations for
embarking on the journey primarily include health and well-being, immersion in nature
and discovering the local territories and culture. For instance, in the reviews, immersion
in nature is associated with “a therapy for mind and body”, “an adventure of the body
and the spirit”, intense and diverse emotions, peace and well-being, and “an extraordinary
interior experience”.

The transformative experience on the pathways is associated with different triggers at
personal levels and is characterized by specific dimensions. Table 2 provides details on the
different triggers and transformation dimensions that emerged from the content analysis of
travelers who have enjoyed the 10 Italian Pathways, showing their relevance based on the
relative percentage of occurrences in the reviews.

Table 2. Triggers and dimensions of transformation associated with the experience on the pathways (%).

Triggers % Transformation %

Cognition 48.8 Behavioral dimension 78.8
Unusual and unknown 45.0 Psychological dimension 35.0
Sensory 36.9 Spiritual dimension 29.4
Special tourism experience 36.9 Physical dimension 27.5
Affective 32.5
Social 16.9
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The main stimuli triggered in travelers on the pathways are linked to cognition
(48.8%), which appears to be mostly related to reflective processes, such as the importance
of undertaking the journey as a personal moment to reflect and meditate (“To be done in
meditative silence broken only by the sound of the water”). Furthermore, it also appeals to
those who undertake the journey as an experience tied to remembrance, for example, of
important historical moments, such as in memory of the War (“It revived the passage of
soldiers during the First World War []”; “[] places to visit in memory of the war”). A small
number of reviews underline the cognitive dimension linked to learning the history and
traditions of a territory, with a specific focus on the cammino and its origins. These insights
and the awareness of the pathways’ historical importance are detailed and narrated by the
travelers, such as in this review: “Of the Via Francigena, an itinerary towards Rome from
north-western and western Europe through France, we know that its name appears for
the first time in the Actum Clusio, a parchment document from the year 876, preserved in
the historical archive of the Abbey of S. Salvatore del Monte Amiata, while its existence is
attested, starting from the 9th century []”.

A further stimulus that emerged is related to the desire for unusual and novelty (45%),
taking the journey to make new experiences (“not a conventional journey but... something
more”) and wanting to get out of the routine (“I highly recommend if you want to allow
yourself to get out of the grayness of the city while remaining in our beautiful Italy”).

The sounds, colors and smells have been highlighted by travelers as sensory stimuli
of the pathways experience (36.9%) closely connected to the contact with nature, thus
facilitating the benefits of the journey and transformation: “Colours, scents, sounds, every-
thing contributes to reconciliation with the world around you”. In addition to the positive
meaning of sounds, negative noises have also emerged, which are produced by tourists and
overcrowding on the paths to underline a greater environmental and cultural awareness of
the journey: “The only drawback is when there are so many people, you lose the purpose of
this path that should promote meditation”; “It could be surrounded by peace if it weren’t
for the many noisy tourists who treat the place like any other, forgetting the spirituality
that surrounds it”.

Spiritual exploration emerges as the main stimulus for special tourism experiences
(36.9%), which are oriented to spirituality and pilgrimage (“[] a path of religious and
secular spirituality”; “[] under the banner of spirituality and harmony with nature”; “A
place of prayer and immense charm”). Affective stimuli (32.5%) emerge in relation to
the willingness of travelers to experience wonder and positive emotions. Finally, users in
their reviews report social stimuli (16.9%) with a particular reference to the importance
of meeting, interacting and spending time with people: “[] and you have the opportunity
to get to know other pilgrims who meet along the way and share steps and emotions”; “I
like it for the atmosphere that is established between us, albeit from different cultural and
non-cultural backgrounds but united by walking together for a personal and spiritual goal
which is to reach the moral and/or religious goal that is Rome”; “The opportunity to share
the experience and effort with the travel companions met along the way is unparalleled”.

Regarding the dimensions of transformative ecotourism experience, a behavioral
dimension emerged in 78.8% of reviews, indicating a greater awareness among users of
nature conservation towards responsible, pro-environmental behaviors: “Regardless of the
faith that everyone may have, one cannot fail to appreciate the call to respect nature and
Creation”; “Beautiful route, but lately too overcrowded by incompetent visitors who do
not respect the mountains”.

Travelers underlined in their reviews that the journey also had an impact on the
psychological dimension (35%), with particular reference to one’s inner peace and well-
being: “[] It is a beautiful therapy for the mind and for the body”; “Beautiful walk that puts
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your heart at peace”; “[] Through the path you can give free space to your thoughts and
when you go down you will feel better”.

The experience on the path also triggered transformations in the spiritual dimension
(29.4%), increasing the connection with faith and mysticism: “Thanks to those who designed
this “path” to make us experience even more Saint Francis, God and its creatures. []”; “[]
For believers like me it becomes even more mystical”.

Given that experiences on pathways are lived through both the mind and the body,
the physical dimension is also emphasized. There are significant mentions of the effort
expended along the path, which leads to a sense of weariness that affects not only the
body but also the mind: “[] The final 40 km of this stage were accomplished with sheer
determination, as my legs had long abandoned running”.

To explore the connections between the triggers and the transformation elicited by the
experience of the Cammini, a correlation analysis was conducted (Table 3).

Table 3. Correlation analysis between triggers and transformations.

Triggers/Transformation Psychological
Dimension

Spiritual
Dimension

Physical
Dimension

Behavioral
Dimension

Cognition 0.185 * 0.171 * −0.067 −0.055
Affective −0.026 0.018 0.108 0.127
Sensory 0.175 * 0.078 −0.032 -0.029
Unusual and unknown −0.177 * −0.239 ** 0.144 * 0.091
Social −0.129 −0.219 ** −0.019 0.095
Special tourism experience −0.054 0.371 ** −0.029 −0.015

Notes: ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05.

This analysis delves into the connections between different factors that characterize the
triggers and the transformation dimensions, providing insights into the complex interplay
of variables shaping the experience. The results show that travelers who chose to embark
on the Cammini as a cognitive stimulus, such as for reflection or meditation, experienced a
transformative journey that positively (p < 0.05) relates to psychological (inner peace and
personal growth) and spiritual dimensions (self-discovery and self-fulfillment). Sensory
stimuli encountered during travel, including scents, colors and sounds, such as silence
or the noise of waterfalls, positively correlate to individuals’ psychological well-being
(p < 0.05). Furthermore, people who expressed the primary desire to undertake the journey
to break away from routine underwent a transformative experience intertwined with
physical activity and enhanced physical well-being (p < 0.01). Finally, those who discover
on the journey motivated by a desire to undertake a special tourism experience report
transformations that enriched the spiritual sphere, with greater self-discovery and self-
transcendence (p < 0.01).

5. Discussion and Conclusions
The Italian network of Cammini intertwines historical, naturalistic, cultural and reli-

gious itineraries, crossing the country from north to south through national and regional
parks and offering diverse and varied natural sceneries that include cultural heritage sites
(monuments, churches, monasteries, castles), typical agricultural landscapes and prod-
ucts, small villages and local traditions. For the richness and variety of their natural and
cultural resources and environments, these itineraries offer a wide range of nature-based
experiences that involve aspects of ecotourism, cultural tourism and religious tourism and
represent the ideal setting for transformative experiences. As reported by the reviews of
“loyal” travelers, the experience of these pathways often generates a sense of attachment
in line with Wolf et al. [6], characterized by strong emotional and functional bonds with
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the pathway: travelers report positive, intense emotions towards the visited pathway that
becomes an important, preferred place to return to.

The analysis of UGC on TripAdvisor provides insights into transformative experiences
on the Cammini, exploring the triggers and the specific dimensions of transformations.
From the analysis, TEEs appear to be mainly characterized by a process of existential trans-
formation [32], whereby factors relating to cognitive stimulation (reflection, meditation, the
discovery of the territories/landscapes, new knowledge on the historical characteristics),
sensorial stimulation (immersion and contact with pristine nature and enjoyment of its
sounds, smells and colors) and the search for unusual and special experiences (e.g., escape
from routine, intense experiences), trigger a psychological, spiritual and physical trans-
formation. This is in line with previous research on ecotourism experiences [11,36] and
pilgrimages [23,24,48]. This study also confirms previous findings by Zhang [22] in relation
to the experience of pilgrims on the Camino de Santiago, which indicated personal growth
and interest in experiencing something new as the main motivation for embarking on this
journey. Indeed, the experience on the Cammini is perceived as a non-conventional journey
to escape from routine. The cognitive triggers also include the stimuli connected to the
discovery of historical and cultural assets along the paths (e.g., small villages, monuments
and traces of ancient history). As expected, the immersion in and the discovery of the
beauty of the natural environment are considered the most relevant destination factors as
experiential triggers, and this is also associated with the relevance of sensory stimuli of the
experience for participants. The transformative experience is also strongly characterized
by psychological and spiritual aspects, which are manifested in feelings of inner peace
and well-being. In this regard, the findings support the relevance of meditative walks for
delivering transformative benefits of psychological and spiritual well-being highlighted by
Wolf et al. [33]. They further align with previous research on the pilgrimage experience,
which highlights the psychological and spiritual transformative effects of the journey along
the Camino de Santiago [21,23,48]. These feelings are closely connected with a harmonious
relationship with nature, which is reflected in the awareness of the natural environment
and cultural heritage and the responsible behaviors needed to protect them. The social
dimension of the journey is found to be less relevant in triggering travelers’ transformation,
although it is mentioned as a feature of the experience, notably sharing the effort of the
journey and meeting new people. Further, the correlation analysis did not find any signifi-
cant association of triggers with the behavioral dimension of transformation, which thus
deserves further investigation to better understand the triggers of travelers’ awareness and
behavioral change towards sustainability.

Although many reviews express overall satisfaction with the experience, some also
highlight frustration with the overcrowding on the trails, revealing a contradiction with the
general perception of the Cammini as paths designed for well-being and tranquility. These
comments suggest that the growing popularity of the Cammini d’Italia may be leading
to a form of “saturation” that could undermine some of the transformative aspects of the
journey, such as the pursuit of inner peace. The negative effects of trail overcrowding on the
experience have been reported by Hitchner et al. [24] and represent a relevant management
issue to be considered also in the context under investigation of this study.

5.1. Theoretical and Managerial Implications

From a theoretical perspective, this study contributes to advancing previous research
on TEs in ecotourism contexts by providing insights into how these experiences occur from
travelers’ points of view through UGC. Although the benefits of ecotourism experiences
have been highlighted in previous research, the analysis of the specific characteristics of
experiences on pathways associated with their transformative potential remains fragmented
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within previous studies. Given their relevance for the development of sustainable tourism, it
is worth exploring Italian Pathways more in-depth from travelers’ perspective, investigating
the different experiential aspects that are more likely to facilitate transformation. The
present study advances previous research on ecotourism experiences by integrating the
different triggers and dimensions that can characterize transformative tourism experiences
in this specific context.

Secondly, this study contributes to the analysis of UGCs as increasingly utilized and
recognized data sources in the literature [44,49]. The UGCs published on TripAdvisor
were explored to identify the triggers and transformations that guided travelers in their
experience. This contributes to the analysis of UGCs from a different perspective from
recent studies, which have focused on predictors influencing online users’ acceptance
of UGC (e.g., [50,51]), analyzing destination image and satisfaction (e.g., [52]); the users’
intentions to engage in online travel communities (e.g., [53,54]); and the impacts of UGC on
travel organizations and destination marketing (e.g., [55,56]). While previous studies have
used UGC (social media, online travel blogs and diaries) for the analysis of transformative
experiences of pathways travelers/pilgrims [21–24], the proposed approach can facilitate
systematic, large-scale and comparable analyses across pathways, in line with Zhang
et al. [42].

Thirdly, this research highlights the connections between the use of the UGC online
platform, the triggers that led travelers to embark on their journeys and the transformative
ecotourism experience. To the best of our knowledge, there is still limited literature that has
integrated and analyzed constructs related to travel motivations and the transformative
experience of ecotourism through UGCs. In this way, the present study provides a deeper
understanding of the connections between the motivations that prompted travelers to
undertake their trips and the impact experienced during the journey through the online
platform, creating a link between two different time horizons: the pre-trip and the post-trip.

With regard to managerial implications, the findings are useful for the various opera-
tors (tourism, hospitality, natural and cultural heritage institutions and policymakers) to
understand how the great, untapped potential of these paths can be enhanced to promote
regeneration and transformation through ecotourism experiences on Cammini d’Italia. In
particular, the experiential aspects related to inner personal benefits (e.g., psychological
well-being) could be enhanced more in the promotion of these types of experiences in close
connection to the benefits related to the discovery of nature and culture in a sustainable way.
For instance, the Italian Pathways represent a relevant context to promote new tourism
models oriented to promoting health and well-being. This is also relevant when considering
the importance attached to the role of culture and heritage for health, well-being and social
cohesion in the New European Agenda for Culture (2018) and the Workplan for Culture
2023–2026 of the Council of Europe (2022) [57].

Further, this study suggests that tourism operators focus a part of their efforts on
analyzing and monitoring the UGCs published by travelers. This proactive approach would
enable tourism managers to understand the triggers that influenced travelers in choosing
their journeys while also gaining insights into aspects of the transformative experience.
This information assists operators in the monitoring of travelers’ behaviors and word-of-
mouth on the Cammini and in developing valorization and communication actions that
align with the image promoted and the real experiences along the journey. This alignment
contributes to the cultivation of a robust and positive reputation in the minds of travelers,
enhancing the overall appeal of the Cammini d’Italia. This is also in line with the need for
data from different sources on tourism demand, including the quality of the experience, for
monitoring tourists’ behaviors and supporting decisions for the responsible development
of tourism in this context as indicated by the Dossier on Outdoor Tourism in Italy [58].
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5.2. Limitations and Future Research Directions

This study is not without limitations. Firstly, this study focused on Italian Pathways
and data collected on reviews in Italian from the TripAdvisor platform, thereby limit-
ing its generalizability. Given the proliferation of UGCs across digital platforms, future
research could replicate the proposed model on pathways in different countries and incor-
porate UGCs from additional platforms such as Google Reviews or Booking. Furthermore,
despite UCGs being recognized as increasingly important for tourism research on well-
being [42], future research may be extended by incorporating additional data sources such
as semi-structured interviews or questionnaires and employing advanced analysis meth-
ods like Structural Equation Modeling. These integrations would enable a more nuanced
examination of the complex relationship between travelers’ motivations and the actual
transformations experienced on the pathways.

Further, in this study, the Italian Pathways are analyzed as a whole without taking
into account differences potentially related to their specific characteristics and management.
This is partly due to the limitations connected to the methodology adopted in the study
relating to the possibility of addressing specific stages of the itineraries through the reviews
posted by travelers. Future research could explore and compare the nature of triggers and
experiential transformation with regard to single pathways to provide more context-specific
information to support their promotion and valorization.

Also, future research could be oriented to extend the analysis in relation to long-term
post-experience behavior changes that arise from the journey to provide more insights into
the effects of these transformative experiences on pro-environmental behaviors supporting
sustainable tourism. This research can contribute to the development of sustainable models
of tourism on pathways that consider not only the immediate effects of the journey but also
its long-term impacts on travelers and the environment. By incorporating this perspective,
future research can also provide valuable insights into the sustainability of travelers on the
pathway and inform strategies for enhancing its positive outcomes while minimizing its
negative effects on the environment.
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