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ABSTRACT 

 

The purpose of this research is to analyze the transformative and enduring 

effects of extraordinary experiences. For this, the extraordinary experience of solo 

travel was explored, defined in this work as traveling alone for a period of time 

(although the meaning of the experience is more relevant to the study than the duration 

of the trip). The intention of the study was to understand how extraordinary experiences 

can transform the individual. For this, sixteen in-depth interviews were conducted with 

people who had significant experiences while traveling alone. The interviewees 

described their motivations, the most remarkable experiences, feelings, reflections, 

meanings and the results of solo travel. The results showed that being alone contributed 

to states of self-reflection and immersion during the experience, leading to skill and 

knowledge acquirement, reflection on pre-established values and behaviors, playing 

with possible selves and the development of new goals and models of life. This study 

collaborates with the literature by theorizing the transformative effects of extraordinary 

experience as a rite of passage, since solo travelers go through the phase of separation 

- where they disengage from their ordinary lives; transformation - experiences lived 

during solo travel that had a transforming role in individuals; and incorporation - to the 

new personality, values, beliefs, social roles and status. 
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RESUMO 

 

 O objetivo dessa pesquisa é analisar os efeitos transformadores e duradouros 

das experiências extraordinárias. Para isso, explorou-se a experiência extraordinária da 

viagem solo, definida nesse trabalho como viajar sozinho por um período de tempo 

(apesar do significado da experiência ser mais relevante para o estudo do que a duração 

da viagem). A intenção do estudo era entender como as experiências extraordinárias 

podem transformar o individuo. Para isso, foram conduzidas dezesseis entrevistas em 

profundidade com pessoas que passaram por experiências significativas enquanto via-

javam sozinhos. Os entrevistados descreveram suas motivações, as experiências mais 

marcantes, sentimentos, reflexões, significados e os resultados da viagem sozinho. Os 

resultados mostraram que estar sozinho contribuiu para estados de autorreflexão e imer-

são durante as experiências, levando ao aprendizado de técnicas e conhecimentos, a 

reflexão sobre valores e comportamentos pré-estabelecidos, a possibilidade de testar 

diferentes personalidades e o desenvolvimento de novas metas e modelos de vida. 

 Com isso, teorizamos a experiência extraordinária como um rito de passagem, já que 

os solo travelers passam pela fase de separação – onde desengajam de suas vidas ordi-

nárias; transformação – experiências vivenciadas durante a viagem sozinho que que 

tiveram papel transformador nos indivíduos; e incorporação – à nova personalidade, 

valores, crenças, papeis sociais e status.  

 

 

Palavras chave: Experiência extraordinária; Rito de passagem; Viagem; Viagem solo;  

Turismo; Transformação pessoal 
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 Introduction 

Extraordinary experiences are characterized as emotionally intense, uncommon 

and infrequent (Arnould e Price, 1993; Tumbat e Belk, 2011) with a sense of freshness 

and newness “including the merging of action and awareness, attention or clear focus, 

personal integration, personal control, awareness of power, joy and valuing, and a spon-

taneous letting be of process" (Arnould and Price, 1993, p.25). Extraordinary experi-

ences are spontaneous, lead to extreme pleasure and satisfaction and might have a trans-

formative role in individuals' lives (Arnould and Price, 1993; Scott et al., 2017). How-

ever, the transforming role of extraordinary experiences was, in most past studies, ana-

lyzed within experiences considered romantic escapes, restricted to the realms of an 

utopian world and strongly delimited by the time and space of the experience (Celsi et 

al., 1993, Kozinets, 2002; Schouten and McAlexanders, 1995; Canniford and Shankar, 

2013). Thus, the impacts of those experiences in the realms of everyday life, when in-

dividuals return to structured and ordinary activities, ended up being sub-analyzed by 

the literature. Although few studies have shown prolonged effects of those experiences, 

such as skill learning (Arnould and Price, 1993; Celsi et al., 1993), personal growth and 

renewal (Arnould and Price, 1993) and identity expansion and new forms of self-ex-

pression (Arnould and Price, 1993; Celsi et al., 1993; Kozinets, 2002), there are still a 

gap on the literature to analyze the enduring effects of extraordinary experiences (Scott 

et al., 2017; Arnould and Price, 1993). In this research, we amplify the literature by 

investigating the transforming and enduring effects of extraordinary experiences, theo-

rizing this transformation as a rite of passage (Rook, 1985; Schouten, 1991), symbolic 

marks of a permanent status change (Rook, 1985). For this, we answer the research 

question: how can extraordinary experiences transform individuals? 
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To identify and explore this research question, solo travel was chosen as ex-

traordinary experiences, which is defined as traveling alone by some time. It is im-

portant to note here that the duration of the trip is not so relevant, given that the trans-

formation was identified in solo travelers who have traveled for different periods of 

time. For the analysis, sixteen in-depth interviews were conducted with solo travelers, 

to understand their motivations, feelings, experiences lived and its meanings, to under-

stand and identify whether and how the solo trip has transformed individuals. The in-

terviews, which lasted an average of one hour, were conducted in an in-depth manner 

to give participants the freedom to express their feelings and help to uncover the hidden 

and complex meanings that can be masked by the use of quantitative analyses or struc-

tured surveys (Leiper, 2003). This kind of approach also enabled interviewees to de-

scribe their experiences in their own words, going beyond surfaced descriptions and 

explore deep meanings of the "solo-traveler" experience.  

The experiences lived during solo travel are complex and diverse. The role of 

solitude, or being alone, was explored during the interviews, analyzing differences in 

behaviors and attitudes from “conventional” trips. Solo travelers reported that being 

alone allowed them to be in a state of constant awareness, immersion, and self-reflec-

tion, even in ordinary situations like walking around the city. When establishing new 

and occasional social bonds, solo travelers were more open, willing to learn with social 

and cultural differences and to rethink their actions, behaviors and believes, without 

their previous social roles and positions. As a result of the experiences lived by partic-

ipants and some specific conditions of solo travel, as being alone, participants have 

reported inner and personal transformation. Skills and knowledge were acquired, as the 

ability to get around in a new place, budget management and organizational abilities. 
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Solo travelers also learned through immersion in different cultures, by questioning for-

mer values and attitudes and by developing new goals and life models. In addition, solo 

travelers reported personality changes, as they became more confident and independent 

after solo travel. They have also reframed their lives through a sense of fulfillment. 

Through these findings, this research contributes to literature by theorizing the trans-

formation process of the extraordinary experiences as a rite of passage, characterized 

by the individual's separation from his status and social roles; transition to new roles, 

through the complex set of experiences lived during his solo journey; and incorporation 

into the new self, roles and roles and status (Schouten, 1991) marking the lives of our 

informants. 
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 Literature Review 

2.1. Extraordinary Experience 

According to Arnould and Price (1993), some important aspects that define the 

extraordinary experience are the sense of newness, originality, and freshness, “inclu-

ding the merging of action and awareness, attention or clear focus, personal integration, 

personal control, awareness of power, joy and valuing, and a spontaneous letting be of 

process" (Arnould and Price, 1993, p. 25). Extraordinary experiences are more likely 

to be triggered by the uncommon, unexpected and unplanned and they might be more 

emotionally intense (Tumbat and Belk, 2010; Arnould and Price, 1993). In other words, 

extraordinary experiences are spontaneous, original, lead to intense satisfaction and 

pleasure and might be life-changing – within the romantic escapes that takes place in 

liminal spaces (Celsi et al., 1993, Kozinets, 2002; Schouten and McAlexanders, 1995; 

Canniford and Shankar, 2013) or within realms of the structured daily life (Scott et al., 

2017; Arnould and Price, 1993).  

Extraordinary experiences can also trigger a phenomenological state called 

"flow", described by Csikszentmihalyi (1990) as a state of total absorption, focus, and 

involvement in an activity, that produces a state of transcendence and temporality that 

suspends the reality by shifting consumers attention to the experience at hand (Scott et 

al., 2017; Schouten et al., 2017). The "flow" state triggers individuals to temporarily 

lose their sense of time and place, freeing them from the temporal structure, roles, and 

obligations of everyday life (Hoschild, 1997; Scott et al., 2017).  

This definition converges to present and define extraordinary experiences as 

escape attempts (Cohen and Taylor, 1976), also characterized as "escapes from modern 

society; unfettered escape from the rationality, rules, and stresses of everyday life" 
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(Tumbat and Belk, 2010, p. 44). After the industrial revolution, scholars like Marx 

(1867/1946) and Durkheim (1893/1985) already pointed out that society was increas-

ingly looking for transformative and extraordinary experiences in response to the loss 

of autonomy, rationalization of everyday aspects and dissatisfaction with aspects of 

daily life. In order to escape the rules, social roles, boredom, and stress of new life in 

cities, individuals started to search for intense and temporally marked out events (Abra-

hams, 1986). 

Although some studies have discussed the individual aspects of extraordinary 

experiences (Tumbat and Belk, 2010; Scott et al., 2017), most of the studies have fo-

cused on the communal aspects, frequently characterizing extraordinary experiences by 

its boundary reduction among participants of the experience, which triggers high feel-

ings of linkage and belonging (Arnould and Price, 1993; Celsi et al., 1993; Kozinets, 

2002; Schouten and McAlexanders, 1995; Canniford and Shankar, 2013). 

This focus was given because many of the studies on extraordinary experiences 

are based on the concept of antistructure (Turner, 1973), which stands in opposition to 

everyday life and rules: widely spread social norms and standards are reduced, rules 

and hierarchical relationships are dissolved, common goals are shared among the par-

ticipants. According to Turner (1969), antistructure is related to the experience of sa-

cred events, freeing individuals from daily concerns and profane social structures, re-

markable by its sense of community, which creates memorable social connections 

through shared experiences and individual background convene, defined as communitas 

(Turner, 1973). This disengagement from ordinary life is what characterizes the transi-

tional phase of a rite of passage (Van Gennep, 1960), when individuals strip “markers 

of rank and status”, a communitas sense is developed triggered by the boundary reduc-

tion among participants and there is a reintegration of the individuals, that is when they 
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return to their normal transformed lives when they are reintegrated into their commu-

nity (Turner, 1974; Arnould and Price, 1993). 

Relying on the antistructure aspects to describe and justify extraordinary expe-

riences, despite great contribution to our understanding of its consumption, most of past 

studies have focused on its communal aspects, with intense socialization among partic-

ipants. This has resulted in an overlooking of the understanding of the impact of soli-

tude in those experiences, as the solo travel. In the next section, we review past con-

sumer culture studies on extraordinary experiences and how they explore and analyze 

the experience in a communal or/ and an individual lens.  

 

2.2. The Individual and the Group in the Extraordinary Experience  

Using Turner’s antistructure concept (1974) to explain extraordinary experi-

ences, many of the studies had a notable focus on the romantic and communal aspects 

to characterize extraordinary experiences, with communitas as one of the most im-

portant values of the experience (Arnould and Price, 1993; Celsi et al., 1993; Kozinets, 

2002; Schouten and McAlexander, 1995).  

Arnould and Price's (1993) study in the river rafting trips in the Colorado River 

basin highlights the communal aspects of the extraordinary experience. The deep feel-

ing of connection between the members of the trip and with the guides is described as 

one dimension that enables extraordinary experiences. The creation of communitas 

among participants is explained using the rites of passage and rites of intensification 

concepts. As a rite of passage, participants leave their homes and their everyday lives 

to start a phase of transition in a sacred precinct, the river. Goods that differentiate 

members, markers of rank and status are removed at the request of the guides, in favor 
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of common ones as life jacket and the rain gear (Arnould and Price, 1993). Shared 

experience and "edgework" (Lyng, 1990), common goals, shared problems and bound-

ary reduction among participants enable the creation of communitas among participants 

(Arnould and Price, 1993). The deep connection is also viewed as a rite of intensifica-

tion, once it “increases the emotional intensity of links among persons widely scattered 

and dissimilar in ordinary life but who share a common myth-historical orientation” 

(Arnould and Price, 1993, p.27). After the River Rafting experience, participants “were 

not just friendly, but bonded together in a rite of intensification. People did not just 

learn how to oar the raft but learned about themselves and life” (Arnould and Price, 

1993, p.41). So, the social group helps to foster the extraordinary experience and the 

transformation that one goes through. 

Similarly, Celsi, Rose, and Leigh's (1993) study on skydivers also reported the 

creation of communitas and the group experience as one of the main enablers of the 

extraordinary experience. One of the main motivations for participating in skydiving 

groups is the feeling of belonging among individuals in a group "that transcends ordi-

nary camaraderie" (p. 12), norms and social conventions. This, in turn, makes skydiving 

not only an activity considered sacred, but the "group experience becomes an end in 

itself" (p.12).   

Kozinets' (2002) ethnography at the Burning Man festival conclude that the par-

ticipants join efforts to create a temporary community that opposes the individual and 

selfish consumer context of their daily lives, with a ritual power to "invert, temporarily 

overturn, or deny social order" (p. 34). According to the author, the antimarket com-

munity is constructed based on characteristics as the non-vending rule, gift-giving and 

gift-receiving practices and the role of art as self-expression, offering "participants a 
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social arena where they are encouraged to experimentally express and re-create their 

identities by refusing to be spectators" (p. 30). 

During Burning Man, individuals follow the rules defined by the organization 

and share the interlinked "central communal, self-expressive, self-transformational, and 

artistic meanings and values of the event" (Kozinets, 2002, p. 31). Participants attribute 

meanings to the experience, reinterpreting rituals and aspects of everyday life, like the 

value and meaning of a product. Once regular trade is forbidden, even when participants 

offer as a gift a regular branded product (e.g. General Mills ice cream), its impersonal 

and exploitative character is replaced to a caring, sharing and emotional object that 

creates bonding among participants. Those practices stimulate and reinforce communi-

tas among participants (Kozinets, 2002). 

The same feeling of community and liberation from established social standards 

arises with the community of Harley Davidson riders (Schouten and McAlexander, 

1995), which "various subgroups propense toward homogeneity" (p. 48) and members 

celebrate "liberation from confinement, mainstream values, and social structures" (p. 

52). Other aspects emphasized by the members as enablers of extraordinary experiences 

are the spiritual, magical and supernatural characteristics of piloting, involving princi-

ples of brotherhood and sharing of experiences. 

Different from the communal aspects and the characterization as a romantic es-

cape of earlier consumer research on extraordinary experiences (Schouten and McAl-

exanders, 1995; Celsi et al., 1993; Arnould and Price, 1993; Kozinets, 2002) strong 

structure elements were analyzed in the commercial climbing of Everest: social inter-

actions are limited, and self-isolation reinforced; boundaries are straightened to assure 
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their position and status as climbers (Tumbat and Belk, 2011). The creation of a com-

munity and the communal aspects of the experience are, in this case, denied by partic-

ipants. Individual performance ideology is the main focus of participants, that seek to 

avoid social interaction that could hinder, delay or destroy the possibility of reaching 

the summit (Tumbat and Belk, 2010), demonstrating a more individualist approach to 

the extraordinary experience.  

The analysis and understanding of the role of pain in extraordinary experiences 

also give an individualistic perspective on extraordinary experience, once "pain is fun-

damentally a very individual and intimate experience" (Scott et al., 2017, p.5). How-

ever, despite powerfully capturing an individual feeling and describing its role on ex-

traordinary experience, their context is also a collective one, therefore eschewing the 

understanding of how being alone changes an extraordinary experience. 

Despite evidence that river rafting (Arnould and Price, 1993), skydiving (Celsi 

et al., 1993), riding a Harley Davidson (Schouten and McAlexander, 1995), and anti-

market festivals (Kozinets, 2002) can generate extraordinary experiences through the 

development of communitas among participants, past consumer researches have over-

looked experiences where the community isn’t the focus, but the individual outside a 

group.  

 

2.3. Effects of Extraordinary experience  

The extant literature on extraordinary experiences allows us to cluster the ef-

fects on participants' life in three different domains: Knowledge and Skills, focused on 

tangible elements of personal growth as skill learning; Temporary-limited new identi-

ties, where self-renew and identity creation occur within the limits of time-space of the 
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experience and the created community and Transformative, experiences that change 

individuals’ lives forever. 

 

2.3.1. Knowledge and Skills 

Past consumer research on extraordinary experiences evidenced many of the 

tangible elements related to personal growth, the skill learning denominated as "Tech-

nical" here. In the river rafting, participants reported that they've learned how to read 

rapids and navigate them" (Arnould and Price, 1993, p. 31) and “the new jargon that 

accompanies the boatman's skills and life-style” (p. 36); Skydivers develop and im-

prove parachute jumping techniques (Celsi et al., 1993); Climbers learn how to hike in 

adverse conditions and how to survive the extreme weather (Tumbat and Belk, 2010); 

surfers acquire skills on “how to estimate where and when surfing waves are likely to 

occur” (Canniford and Shankar, 2013); bikers “unique jargons, rituals, and modes of 

symbolic expression, as ‘the look’” (Schouten and McAlexander, 1995). 

According to Bitner et al. (1990) the physical evidence, demonstrated by past 

studies as the tangible elements of material culture, are influential in personal growth 

and self-renewal. In our daily lives, when we carry out routine actions, as taking a 

shower or brushing our teeth, our body and actions drop behind from our attention as 

we orient ourselves to other things; in those situations, our body shifts into the back-

ground (Surak, 2017). This also occurs in most of the workers' daily routines who spend 

their professional lives sited behind a computer screen, experiencing a corporal absence 

and a physical malaise (Scott et al., 2017). When an individual achieves full body con-

sciousness by learning a new skill (Surak, 2017) for example, it leads to more intense 

feelings, helping participants to achieve a mental state related to the flow experience, 
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described as “a state of total absorption and involvement that diverts people’s attention 

from the mundane by shifting their focus to the experience at hand (Csikszentmihalyi, 

1990). When individuals experience flow, they temporarily lose their sense of place 

and time, freeing them from the intense temporal structuring and busyness of everyday 

life” (Scott et al., 2017, p.3). 

 

2.3.2. Temporary-limited new identities 

Using anti-structural logic to characterize extraordinary experiences, many of 

the past studies described experiences that took place in liminal spaces, almost utopian 

and parallel to reality (Scott et al., 2017). In these studies, the characterization of per-

sonal growth and self-renewal described ends up, many times, limited to the period of 

the experience (Celsi et al., 1993; Kozinets, 2002; Schouten and McAlexander, 1995), 

under-analyzing the effect of the post-experience (Tumbat and Belk, 2011;), when in-

dividuals return to their daily ordinary and structured lives. 

Despite Celsi et al.’s (1993) study highlight the desire to create a new personal 

identity (self-renewal) as one of the motives for initiating skydiving, in which partici-

pants can change their status and social position, this occurs only within this community 

and not in their daily social life. In the case below, social status within colleagues (“I’m 

a nut”) is kept and shows that skydiving is a way to escape from stresses of daily life 

(and not a lasting change): "I tell my colleagues at the bank, who think I'm a nut: 'Look, 

you go home and feel very stressful from working here at the bank eight hours a day, 

five days a week. When I skydive, I totally forget that stuff” (Celsi et al., 1993, p. 9). 
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This temporally self-transformation is also described by Kozinets (2002) in the 

analysis of Burning Man experience, where participants assume more radical and per-

missible types of self-expression, temporally recreating their identities; and by Schou-

ten and McAlexander (1995) within Harley Davidson communities:  

"Riding a Harley-Davidson, especially in the context of a group function such 

as a rally, grants license to behave in ways that would be socially awkward or unac-

ceptable outside the HDSC. One important form of license is the freedom to create for 

oneself a persona or temporary alter ego" (Schouten and McAlexander, 1995. p.53) 
 

As explained by Scott and her colleagues (2017), creating a parallel (and even 

utopian) identity, in an "imaginary 'Dreamtime'" (p.18) although provides temporary 

escapes, is "not necessarily sufficient for people overloaded with the nagging anxieties 

of the saturated self" (p. 18) and not sufficient to solve the dilemmas of identity in 

contemporary life (Kenneth, 1991; Scott et al., 2017). 

 

2.3.3. Transformative 

Few studies analyzed how extraordinary experience can impact individuals' 

lives after the end of the experience leading to a possible self-renewal, mental and emo-

tional personal growth (Arnould and Price, 1993; Scott et al., 2017; Tumbat and Belk, 

2011). 

In the analysis of commercial climbing of Everest, Tumbat and Belk (2010) 

didn't analyze post-experience effects, and despite stating that climbers would be trans-

formed due to the recognition and social status acquired through the achievement, they 

haven't further analyzed this effect. Besides that, in some cases, we can identify that the 

personal growth and self-transformation effects seem to be irrelevant to some climbers, 

that has as the main goal reaching the summit – and not the learning from the journey 
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or the lived experience: "I think it [the money] would only be worth it if I get to the top. 

I've had a really good time, but [reaching the summit is] the only reason I'm actually 

here" (Tumbat and Belk, 2011, p. 53). 

Arnould and Price (1993) found evidence that the extraordinary experience en-

hanced individuals' abilities to confront fears and anxiety in daily life, strengthening 

self-awareness and self-efficacy. According to a river rafting participant: "I can do lots 

of things I never dreamed I could do. I gained a lot of self-confidence"; "(I learned) 

how to put confidence into myself." (Arnould and Price, 1993, p. 31). In both cases, the 

experience transforms individuals not just within the antistructure spaces of the experi-

ence, but is also carried when individuals are reintegrated to their daily structured life 

after the experience. 

Pain also has transformative power in extraordinary experiences (Scott et al., 

2017). When pain flows into the consciousness, "participants seem unable to develop 

complex thoughts. Pain temporally suspends the reflexive project of the self. After the 

event, however, the tangible manifestations of pain, in the form of wounds and marks, 

help participants stitch together the narrative of a fulfilled life." (p. 8). By enduring 

pain, participants are constructing and telling others and themselves that they've lived 

more; that their lives are filled with experiences. Pain has transformative and not puni-

tive power in this case, similar to rites of passage (Scott et al., 2017). As sacred rites, 

“pain creates ‘absence’ and makes way for a new and greater ‘presence,’” (Glucklich, 

2001, p. 207), the embodied presence and narrative of a fulfilled life. 

Accordingly, we argue that most studies on extraordinary experiences overlook 

the meanings apprehended by participants from the experience and their transformative 

component. They have principally focused on self-renew within the community 
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(Schouten and McAlexander, 1995; Celsi et al., 1993; Kozinets, 2002) and personal 

growth as skill acquirement (Schouten and McAlexander, 1995; Tumbat and Belk, 

2010; Celsi et al., 1993; Arnould and Price, 1993, p. 31). Similarly, many studies 

demonstrate the transformational, self-renewal and personal growth power of extraor-

dinary experiences in environments involving testing participants' physical limits (Scott 

et al., 2017; Arnould and Price, 1993; Celsi et al., 1993), that can't either be considered 

part of the daily life of most individuals. The objective of this research is, therefore, to 

study the transformative power of extraordinary experiences in environments where the 

body is not so much in the forefront of the experience and to understand what roles 

being alone plays in the extraordinary experience. 
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 Methodology 

The proposed research will be done through qualitative research; “a situated activity 

that locates the observer in the world [and] consists of a set of interpretive, material 

practices that make the world visible” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003). This method enables 

participants to use their own words and expressions to describe how they experience 

(and in a deeper investigation how they felt about it) about a given theme or question 

(Markham, Van Laar, Gibbard, & Dean, 2008). Furthermore, according to Silverman 

(2000) by choosing qualitative procedures, the researcher can have a deeper and broader 

understanding of a participant’s view on the phenomenon that is being analyzed. 

The first author conducted in-depth interviews (Kvale, 2008) with sixteen in-

formants who have passed through meaningful experiences while traveling alone, so 

they could describe their motivations, the most significant situations, their feelings, re-

flections, meanings and the outcomes of the solo travel experience. This method was 

chosen once the in-depth interviews (average 1 hour each) help to uncover the hidden 

and complex meanings that can be masked by the use of quantitative analyses or struc-

tured surveys (Leiper, 2003). This kind of approach also enabled interviewees to de-

scribe their experiences in their own words, going beyond surfaced descriptions and 

explore deep meanings of the “solo-traveler” experience. Key informants were re-

cruited by networking through friends and casual acquaintances and were both male 

and female, varying group age and length of the solo travel (Table 1). 

The interviews were digitally recorded, then transcribed to first conduct the data 

analysis in an inductive manner (Spiggle, 1994), categorizing or labeling a chunk/ unit 

of data with coherent meaning; abstracting, grouping them into "more general, concep-

tual classes” (p. 493); comparing data, which provided guidelines for collecting more 
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data during the period while the interviews were being conducted; Dimensionalization 

phase; and finally the integration phase, characterized by building a theory around the 

data. 

# Name Gender Age 
Length of solo 

travel (or most 
remarkable one) 

Where?  

1 Andrew Male Early 20s 2 years Budapest, Bali, Santiago de Compostela 
2 Mie Female Early 30s 6 months Brazil, Colombia 
3 Julika Female Early 30s 1 year  Australia, South America 
4 Andrea Female Early 30s 5 weeks Guatemala, Mexico 
5 Leonidas Male Early 30s 3 weeks Australia, New Zeland 
6 Glaxton Male Early 30s 1 year South America 
7 Onur Male Early 30s 3 weeks Europe 
8 Fernanda Female Early 40s 3 weeks  Spain 
9 Gabriel Male Early 40s 2 weeks  Europe 

10 Reiko Female Early 50s 2 weeks  Easter Island 
11 Kathrin Female Late 20s 10 weeks Australia 
12 Anna Female Late 20s 1 week Europe 
13 Julia Female Late 20s 1 week Spain, South Africa 
14 Fernando Male Late 20s 5 weeks Europe 
15 Pedro Male Late 20s 5 weeks  Europe 
16 Jean Male Late 20s 3 weeks Europe, Japan 

Figure 1. Personal characteristics of key informants 
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 Findings   

The results are organized to describe three complementary levels of analysis. In 

the first, I will analyze the set of situations and motivations that lead consumers to 

choose solo travel. The diversity of situations and contexts shows that it is a complex 

situation, sometimes motivated by curiosity or (practical reasons - "I had no one to go 

with me"), sometimes by role transitions (Schouten, 1991) and/or emotional triggers.  

Second, I characterize the situations and experiences that when combined, made 

the solo travel an extraordinary experience. The results highlight both the importance 

of the anti-structural elements (outdoor, authentic) and the importance of being alone 

to allow these experiences. 

Finally, I describe what happens in the post-experience, describing and charac-

terizing the enduring consequences of this extraordinary experience, the solo travel. 

 

4.1. Motivations and context before the solo travel 

The contexts and situations that led solo travelers to travel alone are the most 

diverse, which shows the complexity of the situation. Motivations and situations ex-

plained by the solo travelers could be clustered and divided into two main categories: 

Role transitions, when important events occurred in individuals lives; and curiosity or 

lack of companion, which occurs when the solo traveler’s interests or availability didn’t 

match with friends, relatives or significant other. 

4.1.1. Role transitions / Emotional Reason 

A large part of the interviewees chose to travel solo during moments of transi-

tion or flow, following or anticipating great moments in their lives, such as change of 

work, end of a relationship or when they were moving to a new city or country. 
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Personal crisis and role transitions were already identified as triggers for those 

powerful, personally meaningful, and potentially transformational experiences (Schou-

ten et al., 2007).  In the case of solo travel, needs for self-reflection and self-discovery 

and deep changes in personal life are motives for choosing for this kind of trip, which 

leads to extraordinary experiences: “With husband, two children, that [solo travel] was 

like a cry for help for myself, to understand what I wanted, what job I wanted, what I 

wanted or not in my life. ” (Reiko); “I was having a hectic time back home. My com-

pany had shut down, I didn't know what to do. I told myself: I need to rediscover myself; 

find my center; what I'm about;” (Glaxton). “[For me the trip] was about getting over 

the past. I was lovesick and I would like to get away from it.” (Julika)”. 

Beyond the desire for self-(re)discovery, motives for solo travel can be related 

to a wish to escape from social roles and “constructed” personal identity: 

“When you travel alone, there's nothing to hold you to who you usually are. The 

human being is social, you stand with that image. When I go alone, I can challenge myself 

to be a person that I am not, experiencing different things.” (Pedro) 
 

According to Celsi et al (1993), we are born into a specific sociocultural situa-

tion and the decision taken during life are based mostly on uncertainty and uncleared 

goals. “As a result, we often arrive at our adult identity as much by circumstance as by 

choice. Moreover, it is difficult to change jobs, social status, or our social identities 

once our adult roles are achieved.” (p. 11). Solo traveling, in this context, it’s identified 

by individuals as an opportunity to assume different social positions, with different be-

haviors and mindsets from his/her normal environment. It is an attempt to scape, which 

providing alleviation from social roles and institutional arrangements according to 

Turner (1969). “I couldn’t stay there anymore. I need a relief from all that stress, all 

that pressure” (Gabriel); “My original decision to solo travel was to escape” (Glaxton).  
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4.1.2. Curiosity / Practical Reason  

More practical factors were also listed by solo travelers as triggers for this type 

of travel. While some were already curious about taking a solo trip, others just didn't 

find someone with the same interests or availability to join them.  

Curiosity is usually thrilled by colleagues or friends’ positive stories, in which 

they describe the solo travel experience as amazing, “something that everyone should 

do at least once in a lifetime” (Andrea): “After talking to this 25 years old solo traveler 

that visited 52 countries and asked her every single question, fear and everything that 

came to my mind, I knew. I knew that I needed to do it.” (Glaxton).  

In the group that motivation for going solo is the lack of companion, there is a 

more practical mindset toward the trip, that could be the wish to visit a specific place 

or specific dates: “My childhood dream was to visit Belgium but none of my friends 

could go in the same dates or they didn't want to. So, I’ve decided to go by myself.” 

(Onur); “I asked if my friend could, the other, another. Nobody could. I didn't mind 

going alone, it was better than staying at home. Besides, the flights were cheaper in the 

dates that I chose.” (Julia). 

 

4.2. The solo travel experiences 

 It is the set of experiences lived during solo travel that, when combined, make 

the solo travel an extraordinary experience. Both structural and anti-structural elements 

were identified as relevant to the experience, with the second group being generally 

more recalled by participants as more remarkable and emotionally intense. 

Another factor mapped and explored in detail was how being alone impacted 

and influenced each experience. The attitude of solo travelers changes considerably 
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because they are alone: they are more prone to social connections; with greater auton-

omy and self-confidence; more open to testing new experiences and generally are more 

likely to engage in self-reflection moments.   

 

4.2.1. Nature vs. Urban settings  

The role of nature and outdoor experiences in extraordinary experiences was 

already discussed by some studies in different consumption contexts (Scott et al., 2017; 

Arnould and Price, 1993; Celsi et al., 1993). In the case of solo traveling, most of the 

remarkable experiences reported occurred in outdoor settings. “The volcano Acate-

nango was the best! It was a hiking trip where we were able to see the active volcano." 

(Julika); “Being on the glacial was one the most amazing that I’ve done” (Katrin); “My 

most relevant solo travel was when I went to Japan, to climb Mount Fuji." (Jean 

Philippe). The cognitive recall of those moments are more vivid; visual and sensory 

sensations usually described; emotions recalled: 

“I could feel the grass smell, the sun was slightly warming my face. It was that 

moment of pure bliss and happiness. Really really true happiness. I was really there, 

there was enlightenment … Wherever you would like to call it. And a lot of reflection 

as well. You have so much time to think of yourself, who you are… There is a lot of 

emotions and thoughts and for that moment, you are fully there.” (Andrea) 

 

"The path was well defined with small stones. As I went higher the level became 

more intense, there were parts where was necessary to use hands to climb. The level 

and difficulty increased as it went up. The body was already tired, the air was thin and 

breathing was difficult. But the view made up for each step. After crossing a layer of 

clouds, there was the sun rising. I could only see that cloud layer, the sky and some 

temples around it on Mount Fuji. I don't know for how long I was there, admiring it. I 

lost track of time. I got lost in my thoughts” (Jean Philippe) 
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Here we can see a similarity in the discourses, that don't emphasize necessarily 

the beautifulness of the landscape but the feelings and emotions. Nature incites individ-

uals for a moment of self-reflection, where non-usual thoughts come to mind: "I don't 

know why… But I remembered when I was a kid, the things that I used to do… Then I 

started thinking of work; about my ex-boyfriend. It seemed too random, but at the same 

time, so nice. I don't think I would have those thoughts if I wasn't contemplating that 

lake." (Gabriel). “It was a way of emptying myself to fill me with what I wanted. I was 

full of things that were not mine. Nature has helped me to connect with myself.” 

(Reiko). 

Being outside and experiencing nature helped participants to get in touch with 

themselves, enabling self-reflection and pleasant moments. Being solo helped to 

achieve this experience, once they could be fully dedicated and focused on that moment, 

instead of being worried about pleased someone else: 

"You know, like watching a couple on the volcano Fuego and the girl was in a 

bad mood, she wasn't feeling well. And her boyfriend was the whole time doting on her 

for instance, rather than taking in this amazing experience. And I was like, as much as 

I would love to have a girlfriend like that...  I came here primarily for this experience 

and now I'm having it full.  This guy's recollection of the story is going to be how about 

how he was holding his girlfriend while she was throwing up or something?! I just felt 

like it was more real. It was more like I was focused on this experience." (Glaxton) 

 

Although experiences in nature have been the most recalled ones as extraordi-

nary, remarkable and emotionally charged, participants also mentioned some that oc-

curred in urban settings. Those are linked with reflection moments, usually triggered 

by social and cultural differences observed. The consciousness flow prompt by those 

moments is remarkable and has changed individuals' perception of their reality: "I was 

in this privileged university in Sao Paulo, but then I walked 300 meters down the street, 
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under the bridge, and you see the complete opposite. You see people laying on the 

ground. Homeless people. I think that just motivated me professionally to work on those 

things." (Mie); “The solo travel made me get out of the bubble I was living in. Small 

things that happened, that I experienced. I started to pay a lot of attention to homeless 

people, to notice small details of the cities. I started to reflect on everything I had, all 

the privileges, from the smallest to the bigger ones. I never had thought of my life that 

way” (Fernando). 

 

4.2.2. Authentic vs. Commercial experiences  

Most of the experiences reported were characterized as authentic by partici-

pants. They enabled participants to be transported outside of everyday life (Arnould & 

Price, 1993; Kozinets, 2002; Skandalis et al., 2019). Its uniqueness and priceless char-

acteristics were emphasized: "We went to places that tourists wouldn't go, like the in-

digenous community. You can't just buy a ticket or go there. You must know someone 

that will take you there, like this local friend" (Mie); "I don't like it when people say: 

'this is a must-do'. For me, they are never that special… For me, the specials are the 

ones that happened unexpectedly, when I met those local people or when I'm walking 

around and discover some cool spots somewhere." (Julika). 

Even paid experiences must be perceived as authentic in order to be remem-

bered as extraordinary by the participants (Kozinets, 2002; Arnould and Price, 1993), 

with an emphasized role of the service providers to deliver those experiences, described 

by the participants Leonidas and Julika: 
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"When I did the bungee jump in New Zealand, people were super friendly… 

The way they received me, the way they talk to me. There was almost no merchant..." 

(Leonidas); 

“We had this really nice guide, that was actually a priest from the town, just 

speak Spanish. He didn’t have a home page or something, someone told us about him. 

It wasn't really commercial. All other tourists had big groups, horses to carry their 

equipment while we were carrying our own. It was more special like that.” (Julika) 

 

To be successful, service establishments must control the emotions employees 

convey, in order to provide costumers a nice experience. However, this must be per-

ceived as authentic and the responses for the environment, activities and social interac-

tions must be perceived as spontaneous, which means that the engineering affect must 

occur below the line of visibility for clients (Arnould and Price, 1993). 

Some differences found by being a solo traveler must also be emphasized: solo 

travelers are more willing to accept commercial activities for security reasons; to facil-

itate the organization of details; as a means of facilitating the creation of occasional and 

new social ties. Solo travelers reported that commercial experiences were more ac-

cepted in some occasions, motivated by safety and practicality: "I did some commercial 

tours and I guess that sometimes it's necessary because otherwise, it's a little bit over-

whelming to plan every detail and solve every kind of problem by yourself. Or places 

like Amazonia that it's too dangerous to go there alone." (Mie).   

The wish to meet new people was also emphasized as one motive and a posi-

tive part of a commercial experience: “Once it’s in the middle of the desert it was tough 

to do by myself… But it was nice, I met cool people on the tour, who gave me tips on 

what to do or where to eat” (Pedro); “I knew that would be easier to meet new people 
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on the tour, although I could do by myself” (Julia). Interaction with others was a fre-

quent topic during the interviews and has already been researched in the literature (Ar-

nould and Price, 1993). In the next section, it will be further explored. 

 

4.2.3. Interaction with others vs. being Solo 

Solo travelers, as pilgrims (Turner, 1973), skydivers (Celsi et al., 1993) or river 

rafting participants (Arnould and Price, 1993), also mention the importance of the social 

interactions during their experience. Occasional social ties were frequently mentioned 

directly or indirectly, by mentioning someone that they met on their way during the 

description of an experience: "I traveled with many "strangers", people that I met on 

the hostel or at the bus, along the way." (Kathrin); "For me, one really important thing 

was to meet people on my way. They were really diverse and different… Everyone was 

super nice and made a huge difference on my experience" (Leonidas); "As we climbed 

Mount Fuji (I made an English friend on the way), the landscapes were being trans-

formed, we could see the sunrise… We were feeling amazingly good" (Jean).  

Despite past studies analysis reported important physical isolation in the pro-

motion of social interactions and community construction, being solo seems to be, in 

this case, the biggest catalyst for interacting with others. In the river rafting experience 

(Arnould and Price, 1993) or the Burning Man festival (Kozinets, 2002) for example, 

landscape, nature, and physical isolation are emphasized as enablers of communitas: 

"Feelings of linkage, of belonging, of group devotion to a transcendent goal, are facili-

tated by proximity forced by the narrow canyons, small camping areas, boats, and team-

work associated with rafting itself" (Arnould and Price, 1993, p. 34); "The challenges 
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of the desert location also provide shared struggles, challenges, and local war stories, 

all of which rapidly build strong social ties” (Kozinets, 2006, p.36).  

These factors were hardly observed in solo travel since the environment in 

which they occur is generally diverse and the participants rarely experienced physical 

isolation with other participants, facilitators of the creation of communitas. However, 

despite the rare mention of this occurrence, evidence was found that this isolation helps 

in the creation of communitas:  

“The friends you spend five or six days with, in the bush, like suffering together 

and eating together... That really strengthens the relationship. It's not the same as stay-

ing at a hostel for five days. Maybe, you know, you do take a few drinks with each other. 

But it's not the same. This just brings you a lot closer. You have a lot more time. Spend-

ing time spent with them, talking about random things, you know, sometimes very deep 

things." (Glaxton)  

 
 The most important factor that fosters social interactions and the creation of 

bonds in solo travels is therefore not the physical isolation but the fact that participants 

are alone in their journey. According to participants, being solo makes you more acces-

sible and approachable for people. Even if a solo traveler doesn't take the first step 

towards someone, the simple attitude of sitting alone in a bar, for example, already 

instigates social interactions: 

“I’ve traveled with a girl that I met on my way for a while… And, it was just 

different. People sow us as a couple and then they think: they are doing their own thing. 

They don’t approach you. But when you are alone, unless you don't do any eye contact, 

don't leave your bed, you won't leave the hostel without being inspired by someone, 

going out with someone, moving with someone” (Glaxton) 

 

“I was concerned at the beginning that I would stay alone… But actually, lit-

erally 15 minutes sitting on the bus and I met this really nice girl” (Kathrin) 
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“You have the possibility to meet people, it's incredible how people are open 

when they see that you are alone” (Julika) 

 

What was observed during the interviews, nevertheless, is that participants 

change their attitude towards people when they are solo travelers and start having more 

initiative to start social interactions. This is motivated by a desire not to be alone all the 

time. They describe social interactions as a need, as something extremely desirable in 

some moments: “You force yourself to talk with people if you don't want to be alone” 

(Kathrin); “I got out of my comfort zone to make friends” (Julia). “It is almost evolu-

tionary; you want to create some kind of root. Friends that have nothing to do with you 

but at that moment you create these bonds.” (Fernando). 

This connection created in the social interactions, even when the participants 

would, in a daily context, fell very different due to the profane social structures that 

they live in, can be also related to a boundary reduction among participants. During the 

social interaction, common aspects are emphasized – usually traveling, in this case - 

and the social elements that usually describe them in their daily lives are left out, as in 

the pilgrimage myth (Turner, 1974):  

“As much as it came up, the conversation about work never lasts long. Is like: 

what do you do? This. What do you do? That. Yeah, never mind. Travelling, this is what 

you really speak about. Work conversations? This wasn't a conversation that anyone 

wishes to have, it's the "past" you; not who is traveling” (Glaxton) 

 

“Well, usually the topic is about the common thing, travels. It is the safest 

topic, and everyone loves telling and sharing their experiences. You feel close to that 

person, usually, you have experienced similar things and have common interests.” 

(Fernando) 

 
The boundary reduction was also observed through a cultural lens by the partic-

ipants. Initial expectations were that the cultural differences would be shocking and 
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difficult to be overcome. However, solo travelers realized that there are many more 

similarities than differences among people: “At first, I focused a lot on the difference 

between people. I thought that everyone was quite different, that the cultural differences 

were striking. But I have realized lots of similarities between cultures. Deep down, 

people have values, seek quality of life, want a nice life, go out and have fun with 

friends. Nowadays I just focus on that part.” (Jean). 

One more time, being solo also influences the boundary reduction, once partic-

ipants are already more similar to each other for venturing into something that most 

people don’t do: solo traveling. Glaxton explains: 

 “Just from being there, you are in a much closer situation regardless of what 

country or job he/she comes from, because they’ve decided to travel alone. You've got 

to like an appreciation for them already, like, I know what you've done to be here. And 

so have I. You're on a slightly better starting level for a conversation. And as a result, 

you get to know people a lot faster, way quicker.” 

 
Although social interactions were reported as necessary, pleasant and super im-

portant in solo travel, having moments alone was also described as indispensable, de-

sirable and needed (Husemann et al., 2016). This choice and balance between moments 

of interactions with others and individual ones, where participants chose to have just 

their companion, are frequently made by solo travelers, as Andrew: “It's different to be 

alone because you want to or because you don't have another option. When you are a 

solo traveler, sometimes (or many times) you choose to be by yourself. You don't need 

to connect with anyone if you don't want to, it's on you”. 

As the pilgrims described by Husemann et al (2016), seeking solitude is a strat-

egy used by solo travelers to boost their sense of self-awareness and concentrate on 

their individual desires. Being solo seems to promote self-reflection, enabling thoughts 

that usually participant don’t have in their daily lives:  
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“Some of the moments I was just able to have because I was alone… I don't 

know just having some moments like hiking, or sunsets and sunrises that I saw… You 

are just so happy, and you don't need anything else at that moment. I was able to reflect 

a lot and really get to know myself. Those are the moments that I really remember being 

comfortable being on my own, being in peace” (Andrea) 

 
“I enjoyed the time that I was by myself to question what I like and dislike. 

Every situation was kind of a trigger to think about my life, my relationships, my family, 

work. It's curious to think that this can happen.” (Onur)  

 

Being solo has also an impact on solo travelers’ feelings and emotions, convey-

ing a similar feeling as described in the pilgrim analysis (Husemann et al., 2016). While 

some pilgrims “experienced sacredness and felt a spiritual closeness to God when she 

was on her own rather than collaboratively engaging with other pilgrims” (p. 3367), 

solo travelers use some words as “gratitude", “tranquility”; “deep energy” to describe 

their feelings: 

“A lot of gratitude… The proud and… I guess it allowed me to think about my 

priorities in life, what I like to do, where I would like to go, which is important to me. 

I think you just have more time to think about all that stuff too. It was about tranquility. 

I just felt really calm and ok with being ok, not having a plan… Contentless maybe… 

It wasn't happy because it wasn't all the time this super excitement. It was just a very 

stable way.” (Andrea); 

“And when you are by yourself, there is this feeling… I don't know how to 

describe it… it's not happiness... This deep energy that comes from inside of you and 

is changing you. (Andrew); 

 

“The feeling of traveling alone is…hm... It's really hard to describe it, I’m a 

little bit more nervous, I don’t know where I’m going. More excitement in a positive 

way. More nervously. It’s a good way. Thrill feeling, but excited. I know that will be 

good.  Inside of me I know it will be good anyways” (Julika) 
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Having some chosen loneness moments facilitates the extraordinary experience 

for the participants. They’ve experienced deep fulfillment feelings when they were on 

their own rather than collaboratively engaging with other people. Together, solo travels 

use both collaborative and individual moments to reach and foster an extraordinary ex-

perience, dosing the amount of each in accordance with their desires and needs.  

 

4.3. Inner and Personal Transformation as a result 

As a result of the experiences lived by participants and some specific conditions 

of solo travel, as being alone, participants reported an inner and personal transfor-

mation. Personal satisfaction, personal construction, self-renewal and personal growth 

were reported below in more detail as consequences of the lived experience. 

 

4.3.1. Knowledge and Skill Learning 

Similar to learning parachuting techniques (Celsi et al.,1993), how to paddle in 

the narrow canyons (Arnould and Price, 1993), or acquiring mountaineering techniques 

(Tumbat and Belk, 2011), solo travelers also reported skill learning throught embodied 

activities: “It is still a really remarkable moment when I did snow board for the first 

time. The pain that I felt next day, how I needed to throw myself in the snow because I 

didn’t know how to stop” (Pedro); “It was really nice that I could do my diving certifi-

cate, I really enjoyed it” (Andrea). 

Skills acquired through experiences that do not involve a full body conscious-

ness have also been reported by solo travelers, as well as in the literature, as learning 

the jargon of river rafting (Arnould and Price, 1993) or elements of the subculture of 

the Harley Davidson communities (Schouten et al., 2007). As many of the solo travelers 
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stayed in more than one place during their trip, one of the skills acquired was the im-

provement in the ability to choose hotels and hostels.  

  “I’ve acquired experience and learned what and how to do it, where 

were the best options to stay, how should I do it. Like research at least some activities/ 

touristic places to visit before arriving at the new country/ city; search for hostels in-

stead of hotel…” (Fernando) 

 

The evaluation criteria changed throughout the trip through experience and un-

pleasant situations experienced influenced learning: “I went to Amsterdam in July with-

out booking any accommodation, and… Or you pay absurdly high prices, or you can’t 

find anything. That night, I slept at the train station” (Fernando). 

Other knowledge and skill learning reported was the ability to get around in a 

new place, budget management and organizational abilities: “I was irresponsible, I’ve 

learned how to look after my own things once anyone was doing it during the solo travel 

for me” (Fernando); “My goal during my solo travel was to spend less as possible. But 

for that I had to learn how to manage my budget, to plan in advance” (Pedro). 

The everyday and ordinary experiences lived had a different meaning during the 

solo travel, once they were faced differently by participants in comparison to their daily 

routines. The condition of being alone contributed to the reflective element of the ex-

perience and especially to the individual's role, which was often mentioned: “When I'm 

alone I'm way more relaxed and I pay much more attention to my surroundings. I'm 

always aware of what is going on… When I'm with someone my attention is 50/50 

because I’m trying to do many things at the same time, try pay attention to that person 

and to the city” (Anna); “I don’t have anyone to decide for me, I don’t need to consider 

anyone for the direction that I’ll go, where I’ll have lunch or if I want to sit or keep 

walking. It’s about my wishes, what I want to do. It’s liberating.” (Fernanda). 
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This feeling of being a protagonist and the knowledge that there was no “sub-

stitute” or support for everyday tasks, which never happens in structured and daily life, 

made solo travelers face experiences differently, allowing a “re-enchantment of ordi-

nary tasks, “helping them to ‘get back to basics’, to go back to the simple things in life 

and give meaning to their trip and their life in the context of what is perceived as a 

disenchanted modern society characterized by cultural rationalization and the devalua-

tion of mysticism” (Decrop et al., 2018, p.65). Those learnings from ordinary situations 

were enduring, and have transformed individuals when they return to their daily lives: 

"Solo travel helped be to become so much more independent! When I'm with 

someone I don't really look things, organize stuff. I just go along. But being put in the 

situation where you are on your own, where you really need to do it, makes you feel 

much more confident and independent. Now I don't have any problems going anywhere 

on my own." (Julika) 
 

 As in a rite of passage, Julika illustrates that she disengages from her past be-

haviors, is transformed during the solo travel and incorporate the new self when is re-

integrated to her ordinary life, transformed.  

Significant improvements have also been reported in the ability to communicate 

in another language: "There are languages improves as well, I've learned and improved 

my Spanish while I was in Guatemala… I could have deeper conversations with locals, 

which was great." (Andrea). However, the improvement of this skill was often not 

related to the skill itself, but to an inner transformation in the way the solo traveler felt 

and acted during the experience, with less shame and fear of making mistakes and a 

possible self-experimentation when establishing new and occasional social ties: 

“One example of things that you need to get out of your comfort zone is about 

the language. When you are alone, you don't have anyone to translate for you, to ask 

questions for you. You need to go there and do it yourself, the way you can. This also 

taught me many things, how to change my mindset towards life.” (Onur) 
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As emphasized by the participant Onur, the consequences of playing with pos-

sible self and the change in attitudes during the solo travel had enduring consequences, 

representing a personality change. This will be further explored in the next session. 

 

4.3.2. Personality Change  

 The condition of being solo allowed participants to play with possible selves, 

once they didn’t have any tides with their regular social ties or social roles, once they 

disengage from their ordinary life, like in the separation phase of a rite of passage. They 

could try and experiment new situations, playing with possible selves without being 

“judge” by those who know them:  

 “When you travel alone, there's nothing to hold you to who you usually are. The 

human being is social, you stand with that image. When I go alone, I can challenge myself 

to be a person that I am not, experiencing different things.” (Pedro) 
 

  Some participants did not report this change in attitude or "exploration" of pos-

sible selves as something planned, but necessary during the context of solo travel. Being 

alone, they needed to take the initiative in the face of situations and people, even the 

participants who reported being shy:  

“I was introvert before my first solo travel. Actually, the word that defines is 

shy. I wouldn't ask to borrow a charger, for example. But when you are traveling by 

yourself and forget something, you need to. There is no one traveling with you to bor-

row you something, so you need to ask. Same thing for making new friends/ meeting 

new people... At some point, if you are not too introvert, you will need to talk with 

someone, it's a human need. And that's when you need to overcome your shyness” 

(Onur) 

 

Both cases lead to enduring transformations in the solo travelers.  Most reported 

a change in personality, as they became less shy and introvert in social interactions:  
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“In personal terms, I became a more sociable, more tolerant, more curious 

person. Sit and listen to what the other has to share. It is almost evolutionary; you want 

to create some kind of root. Friends that have nothing to do with you but at that moment 

you create these bonds.” 

 

“I was quite shy I would say. [The solo travel] helped me to be more open 

towards people. I met people that I wouldn’t talk to otherwise.” 
 

These changes not only permeated the interaction with others but the general 

attitude of the participants towards new situations. During the solo travel, they are the 

only protagonists of their own experience, and they embrace the need to take charge of 

situations to enable experiences and new and occasional social ties: 

"Being a solo traveler is getting out of your comfort zone all the time. There is 

no space for being there sitting without anything happening. It might not happen if you 

try, but if you don't, for sure you will be around your bed, inside the hostel all the time. 

You are the only responsible for making things happen. […]" (Onur) 
 

This new attitude experienced during the solo travel was embraced by them after 

the experience, showing its enduring and transformative effects, as it occurs in the rites 

of passage. Solo travelers disengage from their previous socials roles, status and behav-

iors; are transformed by the experiences lived; and are reintegrated to their ordinary and 

structured lives transformed, with new selves, roles and status incorporated (Rook, 

1985;   In this case, participants report having more initiative on all aspects of life. 

 […] and that feeling is magical, really transformed me. I feel that in my daily 

life now I'm much more like this, although I need to constantly remember myself about 

it because it's too comfortable just wait someone do the quick off of a project or idea." 

(Onur)  
 

The establishment of new and occasional social ties and interaction with differ-

ent cultures also made solo travelers question their values and practices, as described 

by Kathrin: 
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“It's really chill, the kind of culture is different, everyone is friendly and for 

them what is important is that you feel happy and not the external expectations. This 

influenced my life and I've learned with them to be more relaxed. […] until now when 

I am putting too much pressure on myself, I remember this and step back." (Kathrin) 

 

This new set of possibilities and experiences lived by participants during the 

interaction with others also had an enduring effect on solo travelers, who used this set 

of possibilities in their work lives, for example: 

"I've learned to listen to others, to respect differences. This had a huge impact 

on my job because I work with people from different parts of the world in my projects." 

(Onur) 

 

“As I got older, going through different professional experiences, for example, 

I redeemed part of what I had learned during my travels. That set of possibilities that I 

had seen and lived became a part that I could use in my daily life.” (Pedro) 
 

Solo travel also has an important role in individuals' understanding of what they 

like or dislike to do. Despite seem a basic and simple element of the self, the daily 

influence of family, friends, and colleagues, reinforced by the social structure that we 

are constantly immersed (school, work, social events), make individuals choose always 

take into account other's people will and opinions. This doesn't occur during the solo 

travel. Solo travelers are encouraged to think, often for the first time, about what they 

want to do, without any external influence. This reflection and self-knowledge were 

treated as empowering and self-discovery by the participants: 

 "Makes you realize what do you want, making your decision based on yourself. 

We have so many things/ responsibilities in our daily lives... You have family, friends, 

work, girlfriend or boyfriend... and you end up altering what you would like to do be-

cause you are thinking of other people before thinking of yourself... When you solo 

traveling you are thinking for yourself and just for yourself. You wake up and make a 

decision or nothing will happen at all. It forces you to grow, to make decisions for sure" 

(Andrew)  
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Not having the obligation to please someone or adapt to a social situation or 

context is liberating, brings autonomy, independence and a sense of self-renewal to 

participants: "I love it because I could do whatever I wanted, there was no one to say 

anything against it. If I wanted to have just dessert for dinner or barbecue for breakfast, 

no one would have rolling eyes to me, criticize it. I do everything at my pace, my way" 

(Julia). After the experience solo, travelers reported an influence of this new learning 

in their ordinary lives, and few demonstrated a little concern about it: “Choosing what 

I wanted was so liberating that now with my husband and children I need to be careful 

not to be selfish sometimes.” (Fernanda).  

  

4.3.3. Personal satisfaction and construction 

Last, but not least, the self-renewal is also related to a strong feeling of self 

fulfilment reported by solo travelers. Participants doubted their own capacity to reach 

full happiness by themselves, without the need to be with someone. This fear was ex-

plained as having someone physically present with them during the experience and psy-

chologically, as being single and not depending on a boyfriend/girlfriend or hus-

band/wife. The complex set of experiences lived by the solo travelers transformed them. 

The confidence, independence, learnings, and changes in personality enabled by the 

solo travel made participants develop a deep feeling of self-fulfillment:   

 

“I was so proud that I didn't need anyone, I can be alone and it's fine. I like it. 

And it's not just that I'll survive… Is that I really start appreciating my own companion. 

That for me gave lots lots lots of confidence as a woman, as a person… I can do any-

thing; I can go anywhere because you know... If you are ok and happy being solo, you 

can do anything.” (Andrea) 
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This feeling is transformative to solo travelers, who are reintegrated to society 

renewal, independent, confident, with new life goals and behaviors. There is an incor-

poration of the new self, roles and status (Schouten, 1991) marking the lives of our 

informants.  

The enduring transformations and the phases that characterize the solo travel 

(disengagement from ordinary life; transformations that occur through solo travel ex-

periences; and reintegration to ordinary life transformed and renewal) will be further 

analyzed and theorized through the lens of rites of passage (Rook, 1985; Schouten, 

1991) in the discussion session. 
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 Discussion 

While some researchers have demonstrated the protracted effects of extraordi-

nary experiences, like skill and knowledge acquirement (Arnould and Price, 1993; Celsi 

et al.,1993); personal growth and renew (Arnould and Price, 1993) and identity expan-

sion (Arnould and Price, 1993; Celsi et al., 1993), there is still a lack of studies that 

investigate the process that leads to the enduring consequences of engaging with ex-

traordinary experiences.  

By analyzing the extraordinary experience of solo travel, here characterized as 

traveling without companion for a period of time, it was discussed the process and ex-

periences that lead to enduring and meaningful transformations experienced by solo 

travelers. The solo travel can be characterized in three different phases: disengagement 

from ordinary life; the solo travel experience, when solo travelers live experiences that 

transform them; and reintegration to the ordinary life in the post experience. This trans-

formational process can be theorized by the lens of rites of passage, explained by van 

Gennep (1960). 

According to the author, important life passages usually involve three important 

phases: Separation, transition, and incorporation. In the first phase, individuals leave 

their homes and detach from their ordinary lives, leaving behind their social status or 

roles. The transition phase starts, characterized by Turner (1969) as "a limbo between 

a past state and a coming one, a period of ambiguity, of non-status, and unanchored 

identity (Schouten et al., 1991), also called a liminal phase or liminality. In the third 

phase called reintegration, the individual returns home transformed and are reintegrated 

in their "previous" life, but now transformed and incorporated in the new selves, roles, 

and status (Schouten et al., 1991). 
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In the primitive culture analysis, this transition was characterized as collective, 

with well pre-established rituals that used to help participants in the transitional phase, 

with psychological support of the community (van Gennep, 1960). However, "in the 

modern, secular world people often experience an isolated type of liminality for which 

there exist few supportive rites of passage or kindred groups (Turner 1974). In such 

circumstances, people may create personal rites of passage, shaping new identities with 

such symbols and activities as are made available by our consumer culture" (Schouten 

et al., 1991, p. 421). Thus, solo travel can be classified as one of the tools available by 

the consumer culture to be used by consumers.  

Despite travel has long been considered in the tourism literature as a rite of pas-

sage with transformative capacities (Grabowski et al., 2017; Decrop et al., 2018), travel 

hasn't been conceptualized as an extraordinary experience. In this research, therefore, I 

explain the transformative process allowed through the travel, characterize it as an ex-

traordinary experience and the role and importance of being solo is discussed. 

In the solo travel, as rites of passage, the first phase is characterized by the rad-

ical separation of ordinary and daily life (Figure 1). The solo traveler disconnects space 

and time from his origins, separating himself from friends, family, and acquaintances, 

embarking to a place where he has no previous social ties or space knowledge. Those 

factors contributed to a state of situation-awareness, immersion, self-reflection, and a 

possible play with possible self during the solo travel, the transition phase.  

The transition phase is marked by different experiences that allow individuals 

to reflect on themselves, their social roles, wishes, and desires. Solo travel allows par-

ticipants to play with possible selves, immerge and try different situations once they 

are more open to new experiences (Figure 1). 
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Figure 1. The transformational process underlying the solo travel experience.  

 
 

The situations that characterize the transition phase are diverse and find similar 

bases to the descriptions of past studies on extraordinary experiences, characterized by 

the dichotomy structure-antistructure (Turner, 1974). Outdoor experiences, occurred in 

contact with nature, were also more emphasized by the participants compared to urban 

ones, finding similarities with past studies as the river rafting expeditions (Arnould and 

Price, 1993); skydiving (Celsi et al, 1993); and commercial climbing (Tumbat and Belk, 

2010). The perception of authenticity was also remembered as remarkable by solo trav-

elers when compared to commercial activities, similarly to the authenticity of the con-

texts studied by Arnould and Price (1993), Schouten et al. (2007) and Kozinets (2002). 

Finally, as much as the element of solitude (or being alone) was an enabler of 

other experiences by higher immersion and self-reflection and awareness during the 

experiences, I conclude that the sense of communitas (Arnould and Price, 1993; Celsi 
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et al, 1993; Schouten et al., 2007; Kozinets, 2002) is not, in the case of solo travel (and 

possibly in many others in which being alone is an important contextual element), a 

determining factor in making the experience extraordinary, despite the new and occa-

sional ties created have been cited as important to enable the experience.  

This complex set of experiences lived by solo travelers results in diverse and 

enduring transformations (table 2). According to rites of passage, the reintegration 

phase is characterized by the reintegration of the individual to his community, self-

renewed, transformed and with his new self, roles and status incorporated (Schouten, 

1991). After the solo travel, participants report that they are self-renewed and trans-

formed at the end of the experience, felling the enduring effects of this experience. 

In the solo travel experience, participants reported skills and knowledge ac-

quirement as one of the enduring effects of the experience, as well as organizational 

skills and learning and perfecting a new language. Their attitude towards situations 

changes considerably (Decrop et al., 2018), as they are now more proactive and have 

more initiative in the face of situations. This initiative, which was often linked to the 

new and occasional social ties created, also resulted in a change in the personality of 

solo travelers (Decrop et al, 2018), who, when reintegrated in their daily lives, are more 

outgoing and less shy. Social interactions also taught solo travelers to be more tolerant 

and to respect the difference between people, which was reported as a positive and 

enduring effect even in solo travelers’ professional lives.  

More broadly and permeating all experiences, the solitude (or being alone) 

meant that all the time the participants had to decide and choose what they wanted to 

do, without having to consider or please as friends, family or significant other. This 

exercise reported as something new to most of the solo travelers, had a transforming 
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effect, impacting the self-reflection, self-awareness, and self-knowledge of the partici-

pants. Through this daily and constant exercise, solo travelers learned about who they 

were and return to their daily routines transformed by this self-knowledge. This also 

led to a change in behavior (Decrop et al., 2018): when reintegrated into their daily 

lives, they've started a reflection on their personal and professional paths based on what 

they truly like to do and not thinking about pleasing others.  

Finally, solo travel also has a transformative and enduring power on the self-

fulfillment of participants. Solo travelers reported insecurity and apprehension about 

being alone, mainly at the begging of the trip. However, solo traveling has shown them 

that they can be alone without feeling loneness. The solo travel helped participants to 

increase their self-confidence and self-steam and "not settle up for less": "There are 7 

billion people in the world. You cannot imagine how many amazing people you find 

on your way. Realize how naive is to think that you would be alone or that those boring 

people are with the best people that you could find in the whole world" (Andrew). 
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