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Transformational Tourism: The Evolution of Travel Lifestyles Among Chinese
Tourists

Wang Ling' Adarsh Batra?

Abstract

Transformational tourism is gaining prominence as traditional forms of travel become outdated, particularly in
China. This shift emphasizes personal growth, cultural awareness, and environmental responsibility. The study
examines the specific elements and characteristics of transformational tourism activities, as well as the
psychological and behavioral changes that tourists experience after their journeys, and the impacts on their daily
lives and social relationships. A qualitative approach was employed, utilizing one-on-one interviews with seven
Chinese individuals from diverse backgrounds. The interviews were analyzed using thematic analysis to identify
key patterns and themes. The results reveal significant personal transformations among participants, including
increased tolerance, open-mindedness, and a reassessment of individual values. These transformations were
often triggered by specific cultural, personal, social, and environmental activities such as living with local
families, volunteering in temples, or engaging in conservation efforts. Such encounters fostered a more
responsible attitude toward nature and society. Ultimately, these transformative experiences contribute to more
sustainable and value-driven travel behaviors among Chinese tourists.

Keywords: Personal growth and psychological change; transformational tourism; cultural awareness and
immersion; environmental and social responsibility; life and work balance.

JEL Classification Code:

1. Introduction

Transformational tourism refers to a form of travel
that facilitates meaningful personal growth and
lasting change in individuals. It is defined as
“honoring a person’s inner transformation during or
2013),
psychological, emotional, or behavioral shifts
prompted by immersive travel experiences. Unlike

after travel”  (Reisinger, involving

conventional tourism, which typically emphasizes

leisure, relaxation, and sightseeing,
transformational tourism focuses on self-discovery,
cultural engagement, and conscious living. It aligns
with travelers’ deeper aspirations to explore not
only new places but also new perspectives and

personal values.

In recent years, transformational tourism has gained
notable attention, especially among Chinese tourists.

This emerging trend reflects evolving travel
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lifestyles and preferences, marked by a growing
demand for enriching, purposeful experiences. The
purpose of transformational tourism is not only to
provide enjoyment but also to inspire personal
growth, enhance cultural awareness, and cultivate a
sense of responsibility. As Chinese travelers
become more mobile and globally engaged, these
transformative travel experiences are often
accompanied by identity shifts and reflective
meaning-making processes (Chen, H., Li, X., & Liu,

Y., 2023).

Transformational tourism is significant for its
potential to generate profound and lasting change in
individuals. that
experiences can enhance open-mindedness, trigger
reassessment of life priorities, and even alter future
behaviors (Ateljevic et al., 2016; Kirilova et al.,
2017). These distinguish
transformational tourism from other forms of travel
its potential both
individuals and society.

Research has shown such

outcomes

and underscore value for

Despite increasing global interest, there is a lack of
research focusing on how Chinese tourists
experience and interpret transformational tourism, a
gap also noted by Zhang and Xu (2022). Given the
rapid socio-economic transformation in China and
the rise of a more experience-driven travel culture,
it is essential to explore how transformational
tourism manifests in this context.

This study aims to fill this gap by investigating the
psychological and behavioral changes that occur
among Chinese travelers during and after
transformational tourism experiences. Additionally,
it focuses on identifying the core elements of travel
activities that facilitate personal transformation and
understanding how such experiences influence

travelers' self-perception, lifestyle choices, and

social behaviors. By identifying the core elements
that drive transformation, the research contributes
to a better understanding of this emerging
phenomenon and offers practical implications for
tourism operators seeking to design impactful,

meaningful travel experiences.

To situate this study within a conceptual context,
Mezirow’s Transformative Learning Theory (1991)
serves as the theoretical anchor, suggesting that
travel-induced disorienting dilemmas can lead to
deep personal change. Coupled with existing gaps
in understanding Chinese tourists' evolving travel
preferences, this study focuses on uncovering how
such transformation manifests psychologically and
behaviorally within a specific sociocultural context.

Research Objectives (RO)
activities in
personal

RO1: Analyze how various

transformational  tourism  achieve

transformation.

RO2: Explore the psychological and behavioral
effects of tourists participating in transformative
tourism activities.

2. Theoretical Foundation

The philosophy of transformational tourism draws
on several theoretical perspectives that highlight the
potential for travel to effect significant personal
change. This section outlines key theoretical
insights and empirical findings across four thematic
areas: cultural awareness and immersion, personal
growth and psychological change, environmental
and social responsibility, and life and work balance.
Together, these dimensions form the conceptual
foundation for understanding how transformational
tourism experiences influence individual travelers.

2.1 Cultural Awareness and Immersion
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Cultural immersion is a key trigger for

transformational ~ experiences.  According to
Mezirow’s Transformative Learning Theory (1991),
individuals experience deep transformation when
they encounter “disorienting dilemmas” that
their

occurring in unfamiliar cultural environments.

challenge existing worldviews, often

Ateljevic et al. (2016) and Kirilova et al. (2017)
emphasized that cultural engagement, such as
homestays and participation in rituals,
promotes tolerance, empathy, and intercultural
sensitivity. Deardorff (2006) developed an
intercultural competence model that highlights how
sustained contact with local communities enhances

local

one’s ability to understand and appreciate cultural

differences.

Further, Pung, Gnoth, and Wild (2020) maintain
that deep cultural learning can shift identity
perceptions, enabling tourists to see themselves as
global citizens. Moreover, in the digital era, social
media platforms also shape tourists’ perceptions of
cultural immersion, potentially enhancing or
diluting authentic interactions (Zhang & Xu, 2022).

2.2 Personal Growth and Psychological Change

Transformational tourism frequently leads to self-
discovery and psychological development. As
Cohen, Prayag, and Moital (2014) claimed, tourist
behavior is shaped by a complex mix of
psychological, personal, and societal factors, many
of which contribute to the transformative nature of
travel. Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1943), for
example, positions self-actualization at the top of
human motivation, suggesting that transformational
fulfill

experiences these

psychological needs.

help higher-level

Reisinger (2013) and Godovykh and Tasci (2022)

confirmed that challenging travel experiences
promote self-reflection and emotional growth,
leading to lasting value shifts. Similarly, Pearce and
travel

Foster (2007) explore how sequential

experiences contribute to identity formation,
especially among young adults seeking meaning in

their journeys.

Wearing, McDonald, and Ponting (2005) further
demonstrated that participants in volunteer tourism
often
intelligence, a stronger sense of purpose, and
increased confidence. These studies support the
idea that personal transformation is not incidental
but a consistent outcome of purpose-driven travel.

return home with enhanced emotional

2.3 Environmental and Social Responsibility

Environmental and social responsibility are

frequently cited as outcomes  of
transformational tourism. Ballantyne and Packer
(2011) established that tourists who participate in
nature-based and conservation-oriented activities
develop a stronger commitment to sustainability

upon return.

key

Lean (2009) reported that encounters with local
environmental practices, such as organic farming or
wildlife protection, can awaken eco-consciousness
and inspire behavior change. Wearing, Lyons, and
Dean (2010) further conclude that responsible
enhance travelers’ moral

tourism initiatives

engagement with global issues.

The Value-Belief-Norm Theory (Stern et al., 1999)
helps explain this shift, asserting that exposure to
environmental values activates personal norms and
These
findings affirm that transformational tourism not

motivates pro-environmental behavior.

only impacts personal well-being but also

encourages broader social and ecological
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consciousness.
2.4 Life and Work Balance

Travel is often a context for reevaluating one's
relationship with work and stress. Neuhofer et al.
(2021) argued that
destinations such as Thailand can contrast sharply

immersion in relaxed
with fast-paced urban life, prompting reflection on
personal priorities.

Ateljevic et al. (2016) insisted that such contrasts
facilitate critical thinking and “downshifting,”
where individuals intentionally pursue simpler,
more fulfilling lifestyles post-travel. Ryan and
(2000) Theory
reinforces that travel enhances well-being when it
satisfies basic psychological needs for autonomy,
competence, and relatedness.

Deci’s Self-Determination

Moreover, haus and Allen (2011) assert in their
Work-Life Model  that
experiences during vacation, such as mindfulness,

Balance recovery
reconnection with nature, or time with loved ones,
are essential for restoring psychological resources
and recalibrating life goals. These theories support
the view that transformational tourism serves as a
meaningful break that can lead to long-term
lifestyle adjustments.

3. Methodology

This study uses qualitative research methods to
explore how Chinese travelers experience personal
transformation through travel. It aims to capture
subjective reflections, behavioral changes, and
emotional responses related to "transformational
tourism" activities.

3.1 Target participants and sampling strategy

This study targets Chinese tourists of Generation Z
(Gen Z) and Millennials or Generation Y who have

participated in "transformational tourism" activities
in the past year. This age group was deliberately
selected because young people are shifting from
traditional vacation planning to experiences and
personalized journeys, and are generally better at
reflecting and expressing personal transformation.

This study used a purposive sampling method
to identify individuals who could make meaningful
contributions to  the objectives.
Participants were selected based on specific
inclusion criteria: they had to be Chinese citizens,
have participated in what they considered a
"transformational tourism experience” in the past
12 months, and be willing to reflect in detail on the
psychological impact of the
experience.

research

and behavioral

The initial participants were recruited through
researchers’ contacts on social networking websites
(e.g., Red Notes, WeChat). Although platform
recruitment participant
selection was based on targeted criteria rather than

reflects convenience,

random sampling.

Although the sample size was limited to seven
participants, this number was sufficient to achieve
data saturation, as similar patterns began to emerge
In-depth,
structured interviews allowed for rich narrative

during the later interviews. semi-

accounts and diverse perspectives, which is
appropriate for the exploratory nature of qualitative
research. Purposive sampling ensured that all
participants had relevant transformative travel
experiences to contribute meaningfully to the
study’s objectives.

3.2 Sample and Data Collection

Researchers interviewed seven participants from
different professional and regional backgrounds.
The researchers and participants mutually agreed
upon the interview locations. One set of interviews
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took place from June 4 to June 6, 2024. It was
conducted at the Triple Y Hotel in Pathum,
Bangkok, while one participant was staying at the
hotel. The location was chosen based on the fact
that he had limited time to ensure privacy and a
comfortable environment for focused discussions.
Other
Chulalongkorn Library in Bangkok and a cafe in

interviews were conducted at the
Sathorn. The interviews were conducted in Chinese
to assist study participants. After the interviews, the
researchers transcribed all responses verbatim in
Chinese and back-translated them into English. As
bilingual speakers fluent in both Chinese and
English, the researchers made careful efforts to keep
the original meaning, tone, and cultural context of
participants' responses during translation. Although
no formal back-translation or external verification
was conducted, attention was paid to linguistic
accuracy and
trustworthiness of the translated data.

consistency to ensure the

Checklist questions were prepared, and each
interview lasted approximately 60-90 minutes and

The
semi-structured

conducted in Mandarin Chinese.

open-ended,

was
interviews  used

questions, including:
1. Can you describe a travel experience you recently
had that led to life-altering decisions or the way you

view the world?

2. What elements of this experience did you find
most impactful or transformative?

3. How did you feel at that moment?

4. How did your behavior change after returning
from the trip?

Participants were encouraged to provide specific
examples and reflect on their emotions and life
changes after the trip. The interviews were audio-
recorded with permission, transcribed verbatim,

and translated into English for analysis.
3.3 Data Analysis

This study used thematic analysis to identify
patterns and recurring themes in the interview
transcripts, following the six-step method proposed
by Braun and Clarke (2006). First, the researcher
familiarized themselves with the data by reading the
transcripts multiple times. Next, initial codes were
generated manually based on recurring concepts
and significant statements. These codes were then
grouped into broader categories, from which
overarching themes were developed, such as
cultural awareness, personal growth, environmental
responsibility, and life balance.

For the analysis, although no formal inter-coder
reliability testing was performed due to the
individual nature of the project, peer review of
coded data and emerging themes was conducted
with a fellow postgraduate student to reduce
subjectivity and enhance the trustworthiness of the
analysis. Coding was carried out manually to
maintain close interaction with the data.

For instance, the theme “Personal Growth” was
developed from initial codes such as “re-evaluating
values,” “more confident,” and “changed my
mindset,” which were repeatedly mentioned across
five transcripts. This coding pattern helped shape
the overarching category of self-development,
which directly aligned with the study’s aim of
exploring psychological change.

4. Results

The key findings of this study are presented in
Tables 1 and 2 below. These findings highlight the
key themes that emerged from the interviews,
illustrating the transformational role of tourism on
the participants.
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Table 1: Key Themes Identified in Interviews

Key Theme

Description

Representative Quote

Cultural Awareness

Enhanced understanding and

appreciation of different cultures

"Living with a local family gave me a
deep insight into their traditions and

daily life."

Personal Growth

Increased self-awareness, tolerance, and

reassessment of personal values

"Traveling helped me to reflect on my
life choices and become more open-

minded."

Environmental and Social

Responsibility

Greater awareness of environmental
issues and adoption of sustainable

practices

"Seeing conservation efforts firsthand
made me realize the importance of

protecting our environment."

Life and Work Balance

Improved balance between work and
personal life, inspired by the relaxed

lifestyle of the destination

"The laid-back lifestyle in Thailand
taught me to prioritize my well-being

over constant work stress.”

Source: Themes and representative quotes presented in this table are derived from the thematic analysis of

interviews conducted

Table 2: Participant Demographics

Participant Gender Occupation Origin Experience
B Experienced a change in beliefs
Wenzhou, Zhejiang
Zhao Min Male Director ) and personality after learning
Province
about Thai religious culture.
Observed a shift in her approach
Zhou Li Female Dancer Chongging
to work and life.
Changed perception of LGBTQ
Fushun, Liaoning issues after experiencing
Gao Shen Male Teacher
Province Thailand’s open and diverse
culture.
Views on safety and friendly
customs in Thailand relieved her
Sha Zhao Female Employee Shanghai
work stress and altered her
stereotypes.
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Chaozhou, Developed a stronger awareness
Kai Xing Male Australian Student Guangdong of marine conservation after
Province living in Australia.
Learned the importance of nature
Long Xiao Male Fitness Instructor Beijing conservation and respecting
wildlife during a trip to Canada.
Cultural immersion in Chiang
Mai, Thailand, including living
Xi’an, Shaanxi with a local family and
Peng Bi Male Product Manager
Province volunteering at a temple,
influenced his values and
perspective on life.

Source: Data collected from the participants interviewed for this study
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5. Discussion

The findings of this study reveal several significant
themes related to the transformational impact of
tourism on Chinese travelers. The prominent
themes emerged are: cultural awareness, personal
growth, environmental and social responsibility,
and life and work balance, which were consistently
highlighted by the participants. These findings align
with previous studies that emphasize the potential
of travel experiences to foster personal and social
changes (Ateljevic et al., 2020; Kirilova et al.,
2017).

Cultural awareness was a predominant theme, as
participants reported a deeper understanding and
appreciation of the cultures they engaged with
during their travels. This finding supports Ateljevic
et al.'s (2016) assertion that immersive cultural
experiences are crucial for fostering tolerance and
open-mindedness. Similarly, the theme of personal
growth aligns with Reisinger (2013) and Godovykh
and Tasci (2022), who identified that travel
experiences often lead to self-discovery and a
reassessment of personal values.

Environmental and social responsibility emerged as
another significant theme, with participants

heightened  awareness  of
issues and a commitment to

expressing  a
environmental

sustainable practices. This is consistent with Lean
(2009) and Ballantyne and Packer (2011), who
found that encounters with conservation efforts
during travel can inspire environmentally
responsible behaviors. Lastly, the theme of life and
work balance highlights the contrast between the
relaxed lifestyle in destinations like Thailand and
the fast-paced, stressful environments the
participants left behind, as noted by Neuhofer et al.

(2021).

However, it is important to acknowledge that not all
transformational tourism experiences yield positive
outcomes. Some participants might face emotional
stress or confusion when confronted with
unfamiliar customs or personal dilemmas that
challenge their identity or beliefs. Cultural
misunderstandings may also arise, especially in
immersive settings such as homestays, where
expectations and values can differ significantly.
These challenges, while potentially disruptive, can
also be integral to transformation but require
supportive guidance or debriefing for travelers to

integrate such experiences constructively.

These findings provide a direct response to the
stated research objectives, particularly RO1 and
RO2, by illustrating how immersive travel activities
lead to personal growth and behavioral change.

6. Managerial Implications

The implications discussed below are grounded in
the key themes identified through thematic analysis
and directly align with study Objectives 1 and 2,
which examine the nature of transformative
activities and their psychological and behavioral
impacts. The findings of this study have several
tourism  practitioners  and
policymakers. For

implications  for
tourism companies,
understanding the transformational impact of travel
can inform the development of more immersive and
meaningful travel experiences that cater to the
growing demand for personal growth and cultural
engagement. By offering experiences that promote
cultural immersion, environmental sustainability,
and work-life balance, tourism businesses can
attract and retain customers who seek more than just
leisure travel.

For policymakers, the results underscore the
importance of supporting tourism initiatives that
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foster cultural exchange and environmental
conservation. Policies that promote sustainable
tourism practices and facilitate cultural immersion
to enhance the positive impacts of tourism on both
travelers and host communities. By prioritizing
these aspects, governments can ensure that tourism
contributes to broader social and environmental
goals, aligning with the principles of sustainable

development.

7. Conclusion

This  study that  the
transformational tourism experience presented in

has  demonstrated
Figure 1 does explain how Chinese tourists

experience  transformation,  particularly  in
promoting cultural awareness, personal growth,
environmental responsibility, and improved life-
work balance. Through qualitative interviews with
seven participants, the research reveals how
immersive experiences trigger introspection and
long-term lifestyle changes, highlighting tourism as
a catalyst for meaningful personal development.
Moreover, this research contributes to the broader
discourse on tourism by highlighting the specific
elements of transformational tourism that resonate
with Chinese travelers. It supports the idea that such
experiences can extend beyond mere leisure,
serving as pivotal, life-enriching journeys that
influence long-term lifestyle choices and social
relationships. The findings not only add to the
existing literature by detailing the nuanced ways in
which transformational tourism impacts individuals
but also offer actionable insights for industry
stakeholders to design experiences that align with
contemporary tourist expectations focused on
authenticity, and

sustainability, personal

development.

In conclusion, transformational tourism offers a

significant opportunity for the tourism industry to
evolve into more meaningful and responsible
practices. This shift could lead to a more sustainable
and culturally enriched tourism landscape, aligning
global
development and mutual cultural respect. Further

with  broader goals of sustainable
research in diverse geographical and cultural
contexts would be beneficial to fully understand the
scope and applicability of the findings, providing a
more comprehensive framework for stakeholders
throughout the tourism spectrum to implement

transformative travel experiences effectively.

Future studies should also consider cross-cultural
comparisons to explore how transformational
tourism manifests in different cultural settings, and
how digital platforms such as travel blogs and social
media may influence the reflective process and
sharing of transformative experiences. These
modern represent a significant
dimension of how transformational travel is
experienced and communicated today, particularly
through the development of smart
technologies and digital storytelling platforms,
which facilitate meaning-making and experience-

influences

tourism

sharing across social networks (Gretzel et al., 2015).

Cultral

Awareness

Life Transformational

Balance Tourism

Environmental

Responsibility

Personal

Growth
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Figure 1. Transformational Tourism Experience

8. Recommendations

Based on the four key themes identified through
thematic analysis, cultural awareness, personal
growth, environmental and social responsibility,
and life and work balance. This study proposes the
following targeted recommendations for tourism
practitioners and policymakers.

8.1 Promote Culturally Immersive Tourism
Packages

To foster deeper cross-cultural understanding,
Bangkok’s tourism authorities should develop and
packages
centered on cultural immersion. These can include

promote transformational tourism
homestay programs, traditional arts and crafts
workshops, and participation in local religious or
seasonal festivals. These initiatives directly address
the expressed value of living with local families, as
noted by one participant: "Living with a local
family gave me a deep insight into their traditions
and daily life." By curating such experiences,
tourism providers can cater to travelers seeking
more than superficial encounters, those who aim to

build genuine cultural awareness.

8.2 Develop Reflection-Oriented Travel
Programs

Tourism companies should incorporate elements
that encourage personal reflection and self-
digital
journaling activities, or guided debriefing sessions

exploration, such as detox retreats,
after cultural excursions. These experiences can
facilitate the internal processing that leads to value
reassessment, as reflected by one participant:
"Traveling helped me to reflect on my life choices
and become more open-minded." Integrating such

reflective components into travel packages can

enhance the transformative potential of the trip and
cater to tourists seeking deeper emotional and
intellectual engagement.

8.3 Strengthen Eco-Tourism and Sustainable
Practices

Bangkok should expand its eco-tourism offerings
and environmental education programs, including
visits to conservation areas, marine sanctuaries, and
community-led sustainability initiatives. As one
participant stated, "Seeing conservation efforts
firsthand made me realize the importance of
protecting our environment." These programs can
educate tourists while encouraging responsible
both to
transformation and environmental stewardship.

behaviors,  contributing personal

8.4 Encourage Tourism Experiences that

Support Life Balance

Recognizing the importance of travel in reshaping
lifestyle priorities, destination managers should
design
mindfulness, and well-being. This could include

itineraries that emphasize relaxation,
nature walks, wellness spas, and slow-travel options
that allow tourists to disconnect from high-pressure
work environments. As one interviewee reflected:
"The laid-back lifestyle in Thailand taught me to
prioritize my well-being over constant work stress."
Such programs can help travelers recalibrate their
work-life balance and return home with more
sustainable life practices.

8.5 Encourage Longitudinal Impact Studies

To assess the long-term sustainability of
transformational tourism impacts, tourism boards
should

studies.

and research institutions consider

implementing  longitudinal Tracking

travelers' reflections and behaviors six months to
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several years after their experiences can provide
insights into which elements create enduring
change. This can inform the development of
programs that not only inspire transformation
during the trip but also encourage continued
engagement afterward through digital platforms or
alumni networks.

9. Limitations and Directions for Future
Research

This study offers valuable insights into the
transformational impacts of tourism on Chinese
travelers; however, it is important to note that while
participants with
transformation as a their

retrospective narratives suggest that transformation

not all initially set out

travel objective,
became a salient outcome. This aligns with
Mezirow’s (1991) theory that transformation often
emerges through disorienting experiences rather
than planned intent. Nevertheless, several
limitations must be acknowledged. Firstly, the
sample size was relatively small, comprising only
seven participants. This limited sample restricts the
generalizability of the findings to a broader
population. Future research should aim to include a
larger and more diverse sample to validate and
expand upon these findings. Additionally, the
reliance on qualitative data collected through one-
on-one interviews, while providing in-depth
insights, may be subject to biases such as social
desirability and recall bias. To mitigate these biases,
future studies could incorporate a mixed-methods
approach, combining qualitative interviews with
quantitative surveys to triangulate data and
strengthen the validity of the findings. Furthermore,
the study focused solely on Chinese travelers,
limiting the understanding of transformational
tourism experiences across different cultural

contexts. Future research should explore similar

themes among travelers from various cultural
backgrounds to identify potential similarities and
differences in their experiences and outcomes.

Given these limitations, future research should
address these gaps to build upon the current study's
findings. Researchers should consider expanding
the sample size and diversity to enhance the
generalizability of the results. Employing mixed-
method approaches would help mitigate potential
biases and provide a more robust understanding of
transformational tourism experiences. Additionally,
exploring transformational tourism among travelers
from various cultural backgrounds would offer
comparative insights and enrich the literature on
cross-cultural  differences and  similarities.
Conducting longitudinal studies would help assess
the long-term impacts of transformational tourism,
providing a deeper understanding of how these
experiences influence individuals over time. Lastly,
future research should adopt a balanced perspective,
examining both positive and negative outcomes of
transformational

tourism to  provide a

comprehensive view of its impacts.
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