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A pilgrimage is an intentional journey that can increase well- Received 6 December 2022
being. Historically completed for religious purposes, aims in Revised 13 February 2023
contemporary times may include religious, spiritual, or huma-  Accepted 14 February 2023
nistic benefits and appreciation of culture and geography. This KEYWORDS

quantitative and qualitative survey research explored motiva- Aging; spirituality; resilience;

tions of a sample of 111 people age 65 and over from a larger pilgrimage; Camino;
study who completed the Camino de Santiago de Compostela transformation
in Spain. Consistent with life course and developmental the-

ories, some respondents walked at life decision points. Sixty

percent of the analysed sample were from Canda, Mexico and

the US. Nearly 42% were non-religious while 57% were

Christian. Five key themes emerged: challenge and adventure,

spirituality and intrinsic motivation, cultural or historical inter-

est, recognition of life experiences and gratitude, and relation-

ships. The Santiago pilgrimage counters a narrative of aging as

diminishment through positioning identity, ego integrity,

friendships and family, spirituality, and positive physical chal-

lenge at the center of aging.

Pilgrimages developed out of a desire for deeper connection to, exploration of,
and even devotion to, religious ideas (Amaro, Antunes, & Henriques 2018;
Hall et al., 2018). The modern distinctions between motivations for religious
and secular pilgrimages are not necessarily clearcut, since they carry over-
lapping meanings ranging from curiosity to a sense of deep purpose (Collins-
Kreiner, 2016; Nelson-Becker, (2018).). Further, the landscapes of pilgrimage
continue to merge the intersections of people and place; many pilgrimages
sites are associated with a religious saint who left a mark there, or people who
have died there, or an event that transpired there, as well as the people who
continue to visit (Badone & Roseman, 2004; Di Giovine & Choe, 2019). Older
adults increasingly make room for this path to well-being, but it has been little
explored.
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The concept of place and its meaning is closely connected to the purpose of
the journey. The reasons for a choice of site to which one might journey may
include a nexus point of place and purpose or one of the two separate features
of person and place. The pilgrimage site and the tourist/visitor are involved in
a mutual interrogation of layered meanings sweetened, or occasionally
marred, by time (e.g. when a pilgrimage site is damaged). The ways in which
individuals interact with the destination site is explained by a spectrum of
responses not all of which are positive, including those who experience awe,
sense of the sacred, disappointment, or annoyance (Smith, 2018).

There are three, interconnected, key parts of a pilgrimage experience: the
motivation or desire to undertake the experience (motivation), the experience
of the travel (the journey), and the end or outcome (destination) (Liutikas,
2017; Lois-Gonzalez & Santos, 2015). We would suggest that the most impor-
tant consequence extends beyond the immediate outcome of arriving at the
destination, and results, often through reflection, in a changed life. Priorities
may be revisited, new practices and relationships may be sought or integrated
into daily life, career paths may be modified, disturbed, or harmonized with
values - in short, any number of new directions begun. Even returning to
objective reality of one’s life will carry new possibilities. The larger outcome
may not be connected to the motivation for the journey, since the element of
surprise and novel unexpected events may alter one’s course. Yet the motiva-
tion that leads to creating the space to follow a pilgrimage path and spend the
resources necessary, as well as the inspiration and preparation, may each affect
the result. The opportunity to strengthen identity, search for authentic experi-
ence, and satisfy existential or spiritual purpose increase the appeal of
a pilgrimage (Liutikas, 2017; Nilsson & Tesfahuney, 2016).

The history and nature of the Camino

El Camino de Santiago is an ancient pilgrimage route in Northern Spain. It
includes various routes, each ending in the town of Santiago de Compostela,
field of stars, at the Archcathedral Basilica in Galicia. El Camino is one of the
major Christian pilgrimages. Beginning in the 1980s, El Camino saw an
increase in pilgrims traveling its many paths to Santiago (Oviedo et al,,
2014). For example, in 2006, 125,758 pilgrims were received at the Pilgrim’s
Welcome Office, and in 2018, 327,378 pilgrims were received, which are likely
conservative estimates as not all pilgrims report to the Pilgrim’s Welcome
Office upon arrival (Oficina de Acogida al Peregrino, 2019).

While a pilgrim could be any person who travels with the goal of arriving at
a place of personal import and is doing so intentionally, with purpose, to
experience a sort of transformation, or to be authentic in some way (Greenia,
2018), for this paper, the term pilgrim refers to those who undertook a journey
to a sacred place (Amaro et al., 2018). The purpose of this study is to describe
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and interpret older people’s (age 65 and older) self-reported reasons for having
completed a pilgrimage on El Camino de Santiago.

Theoretical influences for pilgrimage

Life course theory provides a complimentary background layer with its inter-
est in social roles, timing of lives, and confluences of culture and history
(Bengston & Allen, 1993). In contemporary times active parenting of depen-
dents is mostly completed at older ages. For some, there is opportunity to
pursue goals which were either deferred from earlier years or which have
arisen at this life stage. Sociohistorical and geographic location may be addi-
tional factors in the decision and timing of walking the Camino. It is accessible
in a country not plagued by modern warfare, and is culturally and geographi-
cally interesting.

Aging affords choice points to older people as well as some conditions or
situations that may be thrust upon them, such as personal illness or disability
and loss or death of significant others. The constellation of life events under
which they live is uniquely their own (Erikson & Erikson, 1997). In the second
half of life, and especially at age 65 or older, people may seek to resolve and
understand their own life experiences with an ultimate goal of meaning
making and integration of their life story. If these challenges are successfully
mastered, then wisdom may be the outcome. Walking the Camino is one way
to recalibrate for the remaining years ahead and attempt to make sense of
times past.

These later years can allow new paths for self-actualization, as people
endeavor to meet complex needs for meaning and purpose and self-
transcendence, moving beyond past limitations (Maslow, 1968). The way of
the pilgrimage, no matter how long or short, has traditionally been noted for
the physical hardship it may bestow on those who take up the challenge. It is
difficult to foresee and prepare for the physical endurance required when it is
lengthy or demands crossing steep elevations. Additionally, those who sleep in
the open plan of the albergue, a refugio, or shelter, may find sleep disturbed
despite all the benefits of forming ad hoc communities. However, in that
process — and consistent with whatever goal with which one begins - finishing
marks achievement. From the process of taking the first step, the way unfolds
and brings with it new meanings as the adventurer progresses. One re-
envisions oneself in the eyes of others, both giving and receiving simulta-
neously, transparently, and wholly with other pilgrims.

Traveling the Camino may bring about a shift to gerotranscendence
(Tornstam, 2005). In this view, some aging individuals restructure their lives
with a more integrated sense of past, present, and future as well as death with
life, and achieve a lessened sense of ego. Individuals form a cosmic view of the
micro- and macro-worlds and their connected nature. The self is transformed
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through a type of awakening where one glimpses how he/she might live
differently (Thomas, 1997). This individual moves into a process of destabili-
zation of his former ordinary living toward stabilization into an illumined state
and ultimately transformed consciousness (Thomas, 1997; Tornstam, 2005).
This transformed individual becomes an asset to his/her wider community.
Participation in the Camino may help individuals connect with a more gen-
erative and cosmic focus out of a previous materialistic/individual one. All that
is ahead is the day and faith in the walk to satisfy the unknown or invisible
longing of the heart. Expectations for the Camino experience serve as moti-
vator and the experience itself is the outcome.

Prior studies

Several recent studies have addressed the question of motivation for
a pilgrimage, but few have considered experiences of older people. The
Camino is considered one of the first modern Western sites to be reclaimed
from medieval pilgrimages and thus can serve as an exemplar for the resur-
gence in popularity of the pilgrimage trend. There are a mix of reasons for
pilgrims to undertake the journey and some of these reasons are especially
important for the tourist industry (Amaro et al., 2018). Because traveling for
religious reasons is required to receive the pilgrim’s certificate, or Compostela,
which is a notable remembrance of the walk, it is likely that reasons given by
the Pilgrim’s Welcome Office in Santiago do not fully capture all motivations
(Amaro et al.,, 2018). Further it is acknowledged that the route itself is more
important than the cathedral destination, since one must have the passport
stamps along the way to receive the certificate. Attending a religious service at
the Santiago cathedral is not enough, nor even required, to merit this creden-
tial. Amaro et al. (2018) looked only at empirical studies of those who under-
took a journey to a pilgrimage site, not visiting the site itself, an important
distinction. They reviewed other studies of Santiago pilgrim motivations. In
their online survey of 1,140 individuals of whom 30% were Portuguese (45
nations were represented), 25 items were categorized into 8 dimensions. In
order of endorsement, these were spiritual aspects, new experiences, cultural
reasons, sports and nature, meeting new people, escape from routine, religious
motivations, and fulfilling promises.

In ancient times veneration, the possibility of healing, and expression of
redemption from sin were reasons for pilgrimage travel (Chemin, 2011), but
with the Reformation, numbers dwindled from the 16™ century until
a resurgence in the 1950s. Today pilgrimage provides an opportunity for
recreation and travel for religious, spiritual, and personal reasons. The two
different types are not always antagonistic. Heritage tourism finds pilgrims
joining with the religious history of the place, even if momentarily, suggesting
that neither purpose may be exclusive. For example, in another quantitative
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study, 85 primarily German Santiago pilgrims were contacted through internet
platforms (Schnell & Pali, 2013). Ages ranged to 70 with a median of 32 and
SD of 13. Findings indicated that 66% chose to travel the Camino due to
a crisis or need for clarification in their life, 57% for spiritual or religious
reasons, and 44% for athletic reasons.

Whether pilgrimage tourism constitutes a resurgence of interest in spiri-
tuality and religion is unclear (Nilsson & Tesfahuney, 2016; Oviedo et al,
2014). Some pilgrims travel toward the center of their society fully as spiritual
pilgrims, especially in countries where political and religious centers meld,
other pilgrim-tourists travel to places excentric to their normal journeys while
retaining spiritual purpose, yet others who travel to distant cultures are more
likely to do so because of motivations as a traveler-tourist (Cohen, 1992). In
this schema, the pilgrim was viewed as more likely to journey to a sociocultural
center and the tourist away from it to the periphery.

Another way of categorizing motivations for a pilgrimage are internal lures
for travel and external appeals due to factors intrinsic to the place such as
might be found at memorials or birthplaces of influential figures. In a study of
nonreligious reasons for a pilgrimage to a monastery over the previous two
years (Drule et al., 2012), 87% of 1,648 respondents had multiple reasons, but
60% expressed, at least in part, religious motivations. The desire to be a better
person was listed as a non-religious motivation. In another study of non-
religious pilgrim motivations in a sample of 190 bus travelers visiting a war
memorial in Gallipoli, paying respects had positive effects on shared values,
emotions, and satisfaction with the experience (Hall et al., 2018). Like other
tourist sites, pilgrimages are versatile enough to accommodate a range of
purposes (Lopez et al., 2017). In reality, pilgrims travel together regardless of
their motivations (Oviedo et al., 2014), and separate motivations may be
entangled.

Methods
Data and sample

Data for this study were gathered using an online survey of people who
completed El Camino de Santiago. With various pilgrims’ feedback and
study authorization #2036282

from the University of Missouri-St. Louis IRB, we disseminated the survey
via multiple Facebook groups, through networks of friends and other
researchers, and in various pilgrimage interest group newsletters. This
approach resembles a snowball sampling strategy with multiple starting
points, in order to avoid sampling from the same network (Atkinson &
Flint, 2001). The survey was completed online using the Qualtrics platform.
The questionnaire was in English with the option to use the Qualtrics
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Table 1. Description of Sample (N=111).

Mean
Variable Operationalization (SD) Frequency
Age Continuous in years, range 65-82 68.8 (3.8)
Gender Dichotomous:
1=male 1=49.5%
2=female 2=50.5%
Marital status Categorical:
1=single 1=9.9%
2=divorced, or separated 2=18.9%
3=married 3=622%
4=widowed 4=9%
Country of Origin Categorical:
1=US and Mexico 1=49.5%
2=Canada 2=9.0%
3=0ther UK 3=153%
4=0ther European 4=6.3%
5=Australia/New Zealand 5=14.4%
6=0ther 6=5.4%
Highest Education Level Categorical:
1=Less than HS 1=0.9%
2=HS Degree 2=3.6%
3=Some College 3=12.6%
4=Bachelor’s Degree 4=31.5%
5=Graduate/Professional Degree (e.g. JD, MD) 5=51.3%
Income Income category, range 1-13 7.8 (3.5)
Number of Caminos Range = 1-6 23(1.8)
Completed
How Religious Are You Range 1-4: 1=Not Religious at All — 4=Very 2.3 (1.0)
Religious
How Spiritual Are You Range 1-4: 1=Not Spiritual at All — 4=Very Spiritual 3.2 (7.)
Religion Categorical:
0=No Religion 1=41.4%
1=Christian, not Catholic 2=30.6%
2=Christian, Catholic 3=26.2%
4=0ther 4=18%

translation feature. We donated $1 to American Pilgrims on the Camino for
each completed survey up to 250. Though anticipated to be a smaller, uniquely
American survey, our dissemination strategy resulted in 461 participants (ages
20-82) from 32 countries. The findings reported in this paper are based on
a subset that resulted in 121 respondents ages 65 and over during the five
months from November 2017 to April 2018; 111 pilgrims responded to the
qualitative portion of the survey. Demographic data from the sample are
shown in Table 1.

Qualitative analysis

The survey included 10 open-ended questions that explored themes such as
motivations to do a pilgrimage, expectations, experiences and challenges
during the pilgrimage, as well as what participants gained from their experi-
ence. The analysis for this paper focused on the responses to the question
exploring the motivation of the respondents to undertake a pilgrimage and the
related question about the presence and nature of any spiritual intention.
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Reflexive thematic analysis was completed using Braun and Clarke’s (2019)
deepened discussion of their method. More than data domains, this approach
consists of thoughtful engagement with the data that results in interpretative
stories of shared meaning that acknowledge researcher assumptions, skill, and
the data. Initial coding remained very close to the data, consisting primarily of
paraphrasing responses, and became more conceptual, reflecting our growing
understanding of the data.

For example, our initial codes included a code for spirituality that denoted
responses describing a religious motivation for undertaking a pilgrimage. But
as our analysis continued, a broader theme emerged that also included notions
of self-discovery, self-reflection, and a search for a deeper understanding of
human nature. We merged the code for spirituality into a broader code we
designated as “Spirituality and Intrinsic Motivation” that reflected a wider
range of respondent experiences.

Regular data meetings between the PI and the Research Assistant were used
to discuss emerging themes and patterns as well as larger conceptual codes. In
order to ensure authenticity of our findings and guard against analytic bias,
early results were shared with several survey participants with an opportunity
to provide feedback and comments. Respondents often provided more than
one reason for undertaking this particular pilgrimage, and the same person
could be found in more than one category. All the 65 and over individuals who
responded are represented in at least one theme; there were 10 non-responses
for this question, so they were dropped, for an analysis of 111.

Findings

The purpose of this study was to explore the reasons that older people gave for
undertaking a pilgrimage on El Camino de Santiago. Using thematic analysis,
we identified five major themes in responses and each participant often
identified more than one rationale: 1. challenge and adventure (64 respon-
dents); 2. spirituality and intrinsic motivation (60 respondents); 3. cultural or
historical interest (41 respondents); 4. recognition of life experiences and
gratitude (34 respondents); and 5. relationships (24 respondents). Within
each of these themes were enfolded multiple perspectives. Seventy-seven of
the 111 qualitative respondents responded to an ensuing question that they
walked with a spiritual intention; thirty-five individuals left this blank or
responded negatively, though some responses belied this. One reported he
was a Catholic priest walking with no spiritual intention (#87, US, male, age
69). Another related, “No, but I hoped for and indeed experienced a spiritual
dimension” (#50, South Africa, male, age 65). Spiritual intention responses
sometimes elaborated earlier responses. “I usually carry stones representing
the intentions of others: those in need, a death and funeral or a wedding
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I would miss, in solidarity with someone’s illness or loss of a loved one” (#34,
US, male, age 67).

Challenge and adventure (64)

The excitement associated with a new challenge and adventure enticed many
people to the Camino and were endorsed by 64 study participants, topping
other categories. Of these, four people reported starting the journey simply
because of broad curiosity, without much explanation. Adventure was defined
as an opportunity to encounter new experience. The following participants
expressed a motivation similar to other respondents. “Because I wanted to
challenge myself, [have] an adventure” (#17, US, female, age 69). [I wanted a]
“general challenge for myself, to understand myself, and life more” (#29,
Australia, female, age 70). “I wanted to prove to myself that I could undertake
a major physical/mental challenge at my age,” related (#74, UK, male, age 67).
“I wanted to prove that I could walk a long way and I wondered about whether
my lapsed Catholicism would change,” suggested a 66-year-old Australian
male (#92).

Ideas of mental and physical challenge, personal challenge, or surviving
outside one’s zone of familiarity were prevalent. “Suffering depression and
remembered about the Camino, so I thought I would go,” wrote a 68-year-old
Australian male (#40), as a possible remedy to his mood. “The reasons varied
with each pilgrimage, but largely they were about the emotional and spiritual
growth that comes from adventurous travel” (#66, Australia, male, age 65).
A 66-year-old New Zealander female (#121) explained, “To take myself out of
my comfort zone to see if I could complete the Camino physically, mentally,
emotionally and spiritually. It was tough but I did it!” The participant below
expressed several motivating factors, centering mainly around place and the
opportunity for an active work leave.

I had always wanted to go, having read much about Camino Frances, and an opportunity
came to allow me time off work. I fancied the ‘freedom,” exercise, and self-input to
complete it. I love hiking and exploring. I love nature. I love Spain and did not know that
area and wanted to know it. (#106, UK, female, age 69)

Spirituality and intrinsic motivation (60)

Feeling a call to the Camino and/or a spiritual purpose were expressed by 60
participants.

Walking as inner calling
Spirituality or an intrinsic motivation encapsulated a key area. This was
unsurprising given the historical connection of this walk to Catholic history.
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This tends to begin as an intuitive affinity for exploring, developing, or
understanding something, the reasons for which lie just beyond conscious-
ness. It was an inner experience participants found difficult to explain yet
knew mattered.

I wanted to feel a spiritual experience of some sort, though I had no idea what that might
look like. I felt a strong ‘call,” even a Divine ‘threat,” a voice in my head saying that if
I didn’t walk the Camino that year (after wanting to walk for ten years) that ‘my life
would be forfeit.” That finally motivated me to move forward and devise a plan of action.
(#20, US, female, age 66)

Eleven people in this sample describe their motivation as a “need” to do it,
“a call,” an “inner compulsion,” “a strong pull,” or being “inspired” to go that
was influenced by reading books about Spain, the latter a response from #49,
a 68-year-old Canadian male. “I felt compelled to go, as soon as I could. Then,
having experienced it, had a strong desire to go again (different routes),”
mused a 77-year-old Englishwoman. “

I felt an inexplicable inner compulsion to walk the Camino. It was like an inner calling,
much as one experiences a vocational call. That was true for my first Camino. For
my second Camino, it was a deliberate choice, wanting to re-experience the joys of the
first one and wanting to reconnect with friends from my first Camino who walked with
me on my second one, recounted a 75-year-old female. (#5)

A 74-year-old Australian female reflected, “An inexplicable calling. Strange,
because I am not a physically active or particularly fit person, but I knew I had
to do it” (58). The word “calling” suggests particular vocational or avocational
functions and also carries an overtone of an inner inclination for which the
origin may be mysterious or not known to the person experiencing it. It
further suggests that divine influence may play a role. In his book, The Call
to Social Work, for example, LeCroy (2012) categorizes interviews with social
workers as addressing themes of personal mission, ethics and justice, meaning,
compassion, healing and building community. All of these themes would
similarly find place for most who walked the Camino in our study.

Spiritual purpose
Some participants disclosed specific contexts affecting their purpose in doing
the walk and how they chose to walk it.

I did [have a specific purpose] on my second Camino. The son of my dearest friend had
been diagnosed with stage 4 adrenal carcinoma and given a month to a year to live.
I walked praying and hoping that the spiritual power of pilgrims praying on the Camino
for centuries might be tapped. (#5, US, female, age 75)

Others revealed a practical theology that may have involved stepping back
to take a wider view of the world and their place in it: “I want to understand life
more, to simplify life, to sort out what’s important, to find ways to be content
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with this life, to be more philosophical about hardship, to not ‘sweat the small
stuft” (#29, Australian female, age 70). “I was invited to go with a friend;
I wanted a time to discern prayerfully the next step in life for me,” suggested
a respondent who included companionship in his aim (#78, US, male, age 66).

Another spiritual motivation commonly expressed was worship and
“regaining a sense of wonder I previously had” (#51, US, female, age 65). “I
wanted to spend some time being quiet before the Lord and worship Him with
my husband. We walked together, prayed together. At home I attend
a Pentecostal Church, and he was a Catholic” (#53, South Africa, female, age
67). This account included hope and a plan for spiritual reconnection with
a partner.

Others included mention of how they walked. “I felt that, being solitary and
silent much of the time, it was a great help to communicate with God and to be
open to Him” (#93, UK, female, age 77). “It was a kind of meditation, walking
alone, as a change between my working life and my pension life” (#84,
Netherlands, male, age 67). Creating a space would facilitate holy hearing
and open one to the voice of the numinous. “I wanted to walk like Jesus
walked. . .without the distractions of everyday life and to be a blessing to
others. I wanted to take this time to listen to God” (#111, US, male, age 68).
“I was open to the experience/mystical part the Camino has to offer” (#43, US,
female, age 65). Prayer was also a key accompaniment. “Praying for people,
learning to be in the moment, learning how to live one step at a time” (#105,
US, male, age 67). Finally, with a scope beyond personal needs, “I walked as
a prayer for peace and resolution in the world” (#13, Ireland, female, age 72).

Responses also suggested how physical immersion in new environments
facilitated connection to God and to spiritual questions. “I believe I found my
spiritual intention in the joy of walking in the Spanish countryside. I also
found my angels in the hospitaleros and my companions on the Way” (#107,
Canada, male, age 67). The following brief responses share an aspect of this
sense of the outdoors as path to appreciation, awe, and a close connection with
the sacred. “To be outside all day in God’s creation” (#112, US, female, age 67).
“To see God in the ordinary and in nature” (#28, Australia, female, age 65). “I
visited many churches along the Camino and prayed for the wisdom to
understand God’s plan for my life” (#38, US, male, age 67). The following
participant summed up major themes of spirituality that included seeking
personal insight, a connection with God validated across generations, and
openness to change:

I wanted to discern God’s will and purpose for the next season of life; I knew from
friends that this could be spiritually transformative, and I wanted to participate in
something that has been a God-connecting experience for pilgrims for centuries. (#78,
US, male, age 66)
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Cultural, geographic, or historical interest (41)

A total of 41 respondents indicated that one of their reasons for completing
this journey was place-based due to an interest in Spain. Several people were
influenced by the depiction of El Camino in the film, The Way. “I had read
about the Way after seeing the movie and I was amazed that anyone would do
this walk more than once. I wanted to know why” (#43, US, male, age 68).
Another commented: “I saw The Way. Since I have lost a child this movie
affected me deeply. I resolved to go at the first opportunity as the spiritual
aspect of the Camino really called to me” (#64, US, female, age 66).

Participants expressed cultural curiosity, awareness of history, or interest in
the geography of the place. “I loved the history of Spain and its people” (#29,
Australian, female, age 70). One 82-year-old English male noted his interest in
language and lifelong learning, “To improve my ability to communicate in
Spanish” (#88). A 70-year-old female from the United Kingdom simply wrote,
“To enjoy the beauty” (#30). [My reasons were] “. .. historical and cultural. [I
wanted to] experience what it would have meant in the past to go from home
to a special place ... to go on a pilgrimage in a time ... when most of the
people never left their living area” (#109, Netherlands, male, age 73).

Curiosity was awakened or re-awakened. “When I first heard about the
Camino vis research I was doing on Galicia, I knew immediately I had to walk.
Two months or so later I was in Le Puy-en-Velay, walking” (#23, US, male, age
65). “My first Camino (4 months) was a fulfillment of an old existing curiosity
to do a pilgrimage like my ancestor” (#54, Netherlands, male, age 74). The
following respondent demonstrated intellectual and cultural curiosity. “As
a non-practicing Roman Catholic, the ambivalence of the Gospel messages,
the history of Spain and the impact of the Camino, particularly since its re-
invention” (#113, UK, male, age 71).

Recognition of life experiences & gratitude (34)

Thirty-four people were drawn to this pilgrimage in recognition of a life
transition. Time and aging, retirement, health, transition, celebration, and
gratitude were all subthemes in this group. Looking back from then age 68,
one participant wrote that she walked for her 50th birthday celebration and
that she had needed “a break after intense PhD work” (#4). Respondents spoke
about this time as a break or a bridge to retirement. “As a recent retiree,
I decided to do the Camino to give thanks for a good life and to mark the
change brought about and the new opportunities that might arise in my new
life” (#41, female, age 65). “My first pilgrimage (of 6) was in response to being
newly retired. I wanted a healthy lifestyle option” (#64, Canada, male, age 67).
“I had driven the Camino ten years before walking it. I decided to walk it on
the occasion of my retirement from the US Navy as a bridge to civilian life”
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(#58, 69-year-old male). These reflections offered a sample of different life
situations.

Aging itself and uncertainty were reasons specified for the walk. “Because
I could, and maybe in the future I wouldn’t have either the time or the physical
ability” (#24, US, female, age 73). “I felt that at the age of 70 years, having
thought about it for decades, it was now or never. So, I did it, alone” (#21, age
78, female). A 65-year-old female hiker recalled, “I read an article 27 years ago
about the Camino and told myself someday I would walk it” (#21, US). In
contrast, for others the opportunity had recently made itself known and they
made space for a spontaneous decision. “This time, I was at a change of life. . .
I was hearing the footsteps of advancing age. We made the pilgrimage on two
weeks’ notice” (#99, US, male, age 68, 274 of 2 Caminos).

Gratitude was also identified separately. Walking was a way of giving back
through the pilgrimage. Some participants reflected they needed to close
a reciprocal circle. They had been given something, and, in return, something
was owed. Sometimes the implication included offering thanks to a Higher
Power or Sacred Source, and sometimes the need to give thanks was not to
a specific entity. “To give thanks for a fortunate life” (#103, male, age 67). “For
gratitude, I don’t know to whom or what, but I was grateful for not having
breast cancer after a bump was found,” reflected #31, a 69-year-old Canadian
female. “Celebrating 60. Grateful. Direction for what’s next,” punctuated #23,
a 65-year-old female, in staccato phrasing.

Relationships (24)

An aspect about relationships was noted as a reason to begin the journey by 24
respondents. In some cases, key relationships were stagnating, if not falling
apart, “A break from over 20 yrs of parenting and a moribund marriage” (#25,
Australian, female, age 66). This was a chance to strengthen them or make
a good relationship even better: “To support my wife, whose idea it was” (#27,
US, male, age 71). “I walked to get closer to God ... I also walked to connect
with my twenty-three-year-old daughter on the Camino Frances and later with
my wife on the Camino Portugese” (#83, Canada, male, age 67).

Several respondents mentioned the commemoration of loss as their inten-
tion in walking. “I have walked the Camino each of the past three years for my
nephew who is quadriplegic as a result of a tragic accident in 2014. I have taken
the journey he can never take” (#76, US, male, age 76). A woman revealed,
“When my daughter’s best friend committed suicide, I wanted to walk in her
honor. She was an exceptional young woman, full of life and very spiritual”
(#51, US, female, age 65). One woman from the US walked in memory of her
recently deceased husband and to consider the future (#104), while another
66-year-old woman walked because her mother died and she continued to
grieve the loss (#69). “The call came from somewhere but I had no idea why.
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However, I also felt strongly that as I was walking I was honoring the women
in my family who had passed on” (#58, Australia, female, age 74). “I walked the
Camino in memory of my parents and sought forgiveness for my shortcom-
ings in the relationship with them” (#52, US, male, age 73).

Friendship and the thrill of sharing the experience, learning from strangers,
and the opportunity to help others were factors. “After watching “The Way’
I was drawn to the close bonds developed between strangers, where everyone
helped each other without judgment” (#111, US, male, aged 68). Two partici-
pants responded they walked simply because they were invited by friends.
Participating in community thus offered purpose. Finally, to build self-
confidence and the relationship with self, “to get back my self-reliance after
illness” (#16, United Kingdom, male, age 71) was a further relational
subtheme.

Discussion

Our data show that older people who undertook the El Camino de Santiago
pilgrimage were motivated by varying reasons, and some were difficult to
articulate. About 69% of our self-selected sample who responded to the
research invitation cited a spiritual rationale, though even more suggested
the challenge and adventure of the experience was a primary appeal, in some
cases combined with spiritual reasons. In centuries past, all who walked would
have been mostly Christian pilgrims. In contemporary times, consistent with
a decrease in those who endorse a Christian belief, the term spiritual includes
people who may be non-religious, instead experiencing extra-theistic and
mystical connections (Wixwat & Saucier, 2021).

Ultimately, older people walk a pilgrimage trail because it is deemed to
benefit them and their ongoing well-being. Motivations presented show that
a pilgrimage is both aspirational and inspirational. Intentions included
improving fitness, connecting to meaning, healing and restoring from heart-
break, honoring deceased or disabled loved ones, reciprocal exchanges in
a community of strangers, and opportunities for exploration and self-
discovery surrounded by beauty. For some, the walk signaled a much-
needed break or escape from stressful work or life contexts to which they
would not return. Consistent with Tornstam’s (2005) theory, some older
people spoke in terms of a transformative shift. Others were deeply affected
by the presence and beauty of place but as travel tourists rather than spiritual
tourists (Cohen, 1992). The choice to walk and undergoing the walk satisfies
higher-order needs for aesthetics, self-transformation, or self-transcendence
(Maslow, 1968).

Early older adulthood often serves as a pivot point. The Camino may
itself serve as a demarcation between the past and the future, forged in the
present. Encountering the walk provides a liminal space (Oviedo et al,
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2014) where change may more easily occur or be noticed than in daily life.
To walk at an older age means awareness of an aging body and often the
approaching time boundary when such a walk would no longer be possible.
Thus, walking the Camino at this life stage whether for spiritual or other
reasons offers opportunity for deepening the self and expressing one’s
values.

Although this study focused on those who walked the pilgrimage path in
Spain, a pilgrimage could also include encounters at a local or medium
distance such as returning to visit a natal home or a place invested with
a story of personal meaning. Local spiritual sites, such as the birthplace of
Martin Luther King, Jr., the Stonewall National Monument in New York City,
the origin place of Alcoholics Anonymous in Akron, Ohio, a national cathe-
dral or shrine, or place of indigenous meaning or healing all might be sources
of renewal and community-building. Social workers and other helpers would
do well to encourage older people to consider this option as a form of
decreasing loneliness, increasing purpose, and finding meaning in previous
experiences and personal narratives.

Limitations

This self-selected, snowball sample was limited to those who were reached by
the survey, so we cannot know how all people who walk the Camino might
structure their reasons. The sample also had a US bias, though much less than
expected as it was initiated by a US-based researcher. If we had set out to
interview older people alone, the sample size for this group may have been
larger.

Future research

There is a gap in research on the value of pilgrimage for older persons.
Although there is literature on motivations for a pilgrimage generally, we
know little about how older adults perceive it, why they walk and why they
may consider it, but choose not to engage in one themselves. A pre and
posttest design would add greater rigor. An area for future work is to compare
motivations among younger and older pilgrims which may be done within our
data set as well as though the collection of new data.

This online survey offered space for qualitative responses. However,
a qualitative study using an interview format with pilgrims selected from
a variety of national backgrounds; religious, spiritual and non-spiritual world-
views; mixed gender; multi ethnic; and including LGBTQ+ communities
might open up narratives to better understand motivations for participation
and healing more deeply.
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Conclusion

The dominant narrative of old age is one of diminution and loneliness.
Consistent with a recent disciplinary goal to reframe the aging experience,
the Camino counters that narrative by offering the physical challenge of the
walk, a community of chance that can offer deep connection, reconsideration
of life goals, and overall well-being. These motivations can serve as a model for
future generations, and the Camino offers one valuable pathway to achieve
them.
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