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Abstract
This research explores experiences of cycling as a form of nature-based outdoor recreation,
with a focus on cycling tourists’ spiritual experiences. Nature-based outdoor recreation, such
as cycling, can involve spiritual experience. Like many other outdoor activities, cycling is a
sport full of sensations and therefore, feelings and emotions play an important role. The
relationship between cycling as a form of nature-based outdoor recreation and feelings of
spirituality is confirmed by many cyclists but is not yet investigated scientifically. With a
better understanding of cyclists’ experiences and how these relate to the environment, it will
be possible to adjust cycling routes or infrastructure with the intention to facilitate a particular
cycling experience. Performing a case study of cycling tourists in the German Harz, the aim
of this research was to explore if and how cycling tourists experience spirituality, the
underlying influencing dynamics on these feelings and how these emerge and interact.
Using a combination of both ethnography and auto-ethnography provided insight in the
different factors that are of influence on how cycling tourists in the Harz experience their
journey. The results show that in the case of performing a multi-day cycling trip in the
German Harz, there are many different elements of spiritual significance that can have an
influence on the cycling experience. Most of the time, these different elements are not
operating individually but are interactive and occur in combination with each other. A multiday cycling trip is not just a journey from one place to another but cyclists often go through a
personal quest as well. This mental exploration shows several elements of spirituality and
can really enrich the adventure for some cyclists. This study also showed that nature and the
natural environment can play an important role in experiencing the spiritual while cycling.
Nature served as a place that enables and maybe even stimulates spiritual experiences,
especially larger ‘wild’ areas. The implementation of wilderness as a concept is very
personal and time-dependent, meaning one can argue it is entirely a cultural invention. This
raises the question to what extent the spiritual experiences we have in nature are based on
human interventions in the landscape and is an interesting topic for further research.
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1. Introduction
1.1 Research Problem
Cycling is becoming increasingly popular as a recreational, leisure or sporting activity
(Lamont, 2009) yet little is known about how it relates to spirituality. In Europe, bicycle sales
are growing continuously and cycling holidays are actively stimulated (Conebi, 2020). One
example is the Eurovelo route network, consisting of 17 long distance cycling routes that
total over 90,000 km of cycling itineraries (EuroVelo, 2020). Initiated by the European
Cyclists’ Federation, the project aims at creating a complete European cycling network that
connects the whole continent and provides a safe and unconstrained cycling infrastructure
(European Cyclists’ Federation, 2020). On top of that, cycling holidays are actively promoted
by travel agencies offering fully organized cycling trips, including route provisioning,
accommodation and luggage transfers (Eurobike, 2020). Finally, there is an increase in
organized amateur cycling events and self-supported races, of which the Italy Divide,
Transcontinental Race and the 20K Ultratrail are some examples (Bikepacking, 2020;
Conebi, 2020).
The German Harz is an important area for outdoor-based recreational activities and cycling
tourism. The long-distance Europaradweg R1 and EuroVelo 2 route that cross through the
northern part of the Harz and the Harz-Rundweg make the area popular and loved by longdistance cycling tourists. The large differences in altitudes, geological diversity and biological
diversity make this a region with unique characteristics (Nationale Naturlandschaften, 2020).
The area’s high cultural value is confirmed by the three UNESCO World Heritage Sites that
are present in the Harz (UNESCO, 2020). The climate in the Harz is similar to that of Iceland
or Scandinavia, with rough weather and high rainfall providing haze and fog. In combination
with the Harz’s dark forests, raised bogs, rushing streams and waterfalls, caves, tunnel
systems and spectacular rock formations, this results in a wild and romantic landscape
(Heidenfelder, 2020). Many authors and poets were inspired by the Harz and it highly
influenced their work, including Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Heinrich Heine and Hans
Christian Andersen (Lohberg, 2020). Local inhabitants were of course also inspired by the
magical landscape, resulting in countless myths and legends about witches and ghosts
associated with the area (Röther, 2020). Folklore in the Harz still is an important cultural
element today and is very important for the local tourism industry (Harz, 2020).
Nature-based forms of outdoor recreation have a certain experience attached to them (Fang,
Chang & Huang, 2011; Heintzman, 2009). The character of a recreational experience is
defined by one’s personal experience in nature. Based on individual differences in demands
and expectations from a natural area, different types of recreational visitors and nature
experience can be distinguished (Elands, van Marwijk, Jochem, Pouwels, & de Boer, 2005).
Luttik, Veeneklaas, Buijs and Klijn (1999) found that the most common motivations to visit a
natural area are related to a desire for fascination, relaxation, aesthetics, tranquility and
freedom. Another experience to be found in nature is a spiritual experience, which is
acknowledged by several researchers (Evers, 2006, 2009; Grosz & Probyn, 1995;
Heintzman, 2009). Heintzman (2009) showed that the relationship between nature-based
recreation and spirituality is highly complex and depends on many different factors. For
example, peoples’ own expectations of the nature-experience, their motivation to go into
nature and the natural setting and environment they are recreating in. On top of that, the
recreational activity and solitude or group experiences are also of influence (Heintzman,
2009). When looking specifically at cycling as a recreational activity, existing research has
been performed only on cycling experience in a very broad sense. For example, through
investigating facilities and services along cycling roads that can influence the experience,
such as route maintenance, signage, and safety services (Fang, Chang & Huang, 2011;
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Lee, 2014). Other research has focused on cyclists’ motivation to go on a cycling holiday or
how they experience sporting events (Shipway et al, 2016; Meng & Han, 2019).
Like many other outdoor activities, cycling is a sport full of sensations and therefore, feelings
and emotions play an important role (Thorpe & Rinehart, 2010). However, the way senses
and emotions interact with each other, the body, the elements, the environment, and the role
they play in nature experiences is still largely underexplored (Humberstone, 2011) as is also
articulated by Wheaton:
... despite the centrality of embodied experiences in lifestyle sports, few studies have
managed to realise, articulate and communicate the complexities of the sensual,
emotion and aesthetic aspects of these experiences. ... there are few activities that
are so vividly entwined with the ‘acting, perceiving, thinking and feeling body’.
(Wheaton, 2010, p. 1071)
The connection between cycling and spirituality has been confirmed by many cyclists which
shows from the large amount of magazine articles, blogposts, and even poems (Burrows,
2020; Everett, 2017; Hix Magazine, 2017; Muir, 2013; VeloNews, 2021); However, the
relation between cycling and spirituality is not yet investigated scientifically and this thesis
aims at filling that gap.

1.2 Research objective
With a better understanding of cyclists’ experiences and how these relate to the
environment, it will be possible to adjust cycling routes or infrastructure with the intention to
facilitate a particular cycling experience. Also, a deeper insight in body pedagogics can be
very useful in understanding the notion of kinetic empathy and the social and environmental
action that can result from it (Thorpe & Rinehart, 2010). Humberstone (2011) provides some
examples of social and environmental actions and their political nature, performed by people
who engage in nature-based activities. These actions are mainly based on empathy towards
the environment and other peoples’ health, situated in the ‘politics of affect and hope’
(Thorpe & Rinehart, 2010). The goal of this research is to uncover the spiritual experiences
of cycling tourists in the German Harz, focused on the human experience and understanding
the tourists’ inner worlds (Coghlan, 2012; Jamal & Hollinshead, 2001). In doing so, the
connections and changes that happen between the body, emotions, and senses as one
engages with nature are investigated (Humberstone, 2011).

1.3 Research questions
Recognizing the spirituality of nature-based outdoor activities and peoples’ (written)
descriptions and publications of such experiences, this study aims to explore cycling tourists’
inner reflections, emotions, and senses of spirituality. By investigating these notions of
spirituality in relation to cycling and nature, the final goal of this thesis is to develop a better
understanding of the relationship between cycling and spirituality. These findings can in turn
serve to improve the development of new cycling routes, cycling infrastructure, and the
management and design of nature and outdoor spaces. Based on the research objective,
the study will be guided by the following research questions:
RQ1: Which spiritual values can be experienced by cycling tourists in the Harz?
RQ2: What factors influence spiritual values and how are these experienced?
RQ3: How do dimensions of spirituality and extrinsic factors influence the cycling experience
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2. Theoretical framework
2.1 Spirituality and religion
Before we can recognize spirituality in nature, it is important to clearly define what is meant
by spirituality and how it differs from religion. Religion is a difficult concept and many
scholars, theologists and religious thinkers have puzzled on how to define it whereby
definitions have changed over time (Ferguson & Tumburello, 2015; Oman, 2013). For
example, James (1961, p. 42) defined religion as “the feelings, acts, and experiences of
individual men in their solitude, so far as they apprehend themselves to stand in relation to
whatever they may consider the divine.” A more modern understanding of religion is
provided by Koenig (2008, p. 11) as “a system of beliefs and practices observed by a
community, supported by rituals that acknowledge, worship, communicate with, or approach
the Sacred, the Devine, God (in Western cultures), or Ultimate Truth, Reality, or nirvana (in
Eastern cultures).” ‘Spirituality’ is a term that is also hard to define, even more so in relation
to ‘religion’ since the two terms have many definitions, a lot of overlap and are not mutually
exclusive (Ferguson & Tumburello, 2015). James’ definition of religion was first published in
the early twentieth century and would today better fit ideas of spirituality. Schroeder (1992)
defines the ‘spiritual’ as an experience in which one is connected with something ‘other’ than
one’s self that transcends individuality and gives a deeper meaning to life. Despite the
differences between religion and spirituality, the two concepts remain closely related
(Ashley, 2007).
Humberstone (2011) introduces ‘flow’ as an alternative expression to spirituality. The
combination of bodily movement with the senses, physical activity and a natural setting can
result in a sharpened consciousness, changes in the body and increased awareness
(Csikzentimihalyi, 1975). ‘Flow’ describes this sense of a heightened and focused
experience taking place during sporting activities in a natural setting. By situating this
concept into the bodily experiences and emotions, the notion of spirituality arises
(Humberstone, 2011). By acknowledging that spiritual experiences can be evoked in naturebased sports, a more serious and socially distinct understanding can be acquired than
through the notion of flow. Recognizing and supporting spiritual dimensions can allow for a
better understanding of ontological elements in sports and how people share feelings or
values through ‘organization’, such as religious ideas and practice (Humberstone, 2011).

2.2 Dimensions of spirituality
To further conceptualize spirituality and enable the creation of a research design around this
concept, this study will distinguish between different dimensions of spirituality. Based upon
the work of Ninian Smart (1969) six dimensions of spirituality are defined: experiential, ritual,
mythological, doctrinal, ethical, and social. Following De Pater et al. (in press), the
experiential dimension is further divided into an aesthetic, relational, restorative, and lifeforce element. These dimensions are displayed and elaborated on in Table 1. Despite the
sharp division between the different spiritual dimensions, it can be hard to separate them
since some are closely related and may flow into each other (De Pater et al., in press).
1a. Experience –
Aesthetic
1b. Experience –
Relational
1c. Experience –
Restorative

Experiencing a sense of wilderness, discovery, adventure or amazement
and wonder about nature.
Describing a relational experience or connectedness with nature or land,
which is strongly linked to identity and spiritual wellbeing.
Referring to experiences of healing or finding comfort in nature.

8

1d. Experience –
Lifeforce
2. Practical – Ritual

Experiencing non-material phenomena and powers of the area, including
vital-energetic forces.
Denotes action generated by spiritual motives, such as ceremonies,
worship, rites, retreats. Is linked to experience and narratives, but also to
the material-spiritual dimension, e.g. in the use of sacred objects for
rituals.
3. Mythical – Narrative All stories and narratives in relation to nature or nature dwellers/users,
and in relation to educational programs.
4. Philosophical –
Reverence and ethics towards nature, governmental 'due diligence'
Ethical
towards nature protection, or a moral motivation towards sustainability.
5. Material-spiritual
Specific things, objects or physical phenomena with a close link to
spirituality.
Table 1. Different dimensions of spirituality, adapted from De Pater et al. (in press).

2.3 Spirituality of Cycling
Nature-based forms of outdoor recreation have a certain experience attached to it, which are
defined by one’s personal experience in nature (Fang, Chang & Huang, 2011; Heintzman,
2009). One of the experiences to be found in nature is a spiritual experience, which is
defined as highly complex and dependent on many different factors (Heintzman, 2009).
When looking specifically at cycling as a recreational activity it is through our senses that we
perceive the world and relate to nature and the elements (Humberstone, 2011). Being
outdoors, we are exposed to a substantial amount of sensory images and stimuli, which
often tap on our emotions and can bring back spiritual memories (Consalvo, 1995). On top
of that, the flow of movement ‘through’ nature facilitates repeated change of perceptions and
attention (Humberstone, 2011). People ‘see’ as they move through a scene and ‘our
knowledge of the environment undergoes continuous formation in the very course of [our]
moving in it’ (Ingold, 2000, p. 230).
Underlying to a spiritual experience in nature is the physical activity in the natural
environment and the way in which the senses engage with natural elements (Humberstone,
2011). Through physical activity in nature the human body and senses connect with
emotions. This can result in the feeling of oneness with nature and is sometimes recognized
as spiritual (Humberstone, 2011). Evers (2006) also writes that bodily experiences and
emotions are directly connected and influence each other. He elaborates on how emotions
are expressions of what is felt by the body by stating that ‘emotions are what happen when
we attempt to own what performances feel like and sort out what we think bodies should be
or do’. (Evers, 2006, p.232). From a spiritual experience, other things can flow such as
kinetic empathy – a physical awareness that is ‘both the means by which the body
experiences itself kinesthetically and also the means by which it apprehends other bodies’ –
based on cosmic or universal values, and social and environmental action (Thorpe &
Rinehart, 2010, p. 1277). Humberstone (2011) provides some examples of social and
environmental actions and their political nature, performed by people who engage in naturebased activities. These actions are mainly based on empathy towards the environment and
other peoples’ health and are situated in the ‘politics of affect and hope’ (Thorpe & Rinehart,
2010).
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3. Methodology
3.1 Research approach
In order to be able to fully explore cycling tourists’ inner worlds and experiences, a
qualitative research approach will be used (Coghlan, 2012; Jamal & Hollinshead, 2001). The
process of performing qualitative research includes asking questions and consequently,
interpreting the meaning of the answers one receives. Because of the interpretation by the
researcher, it is important to reflect on the philosophical worldview one holds. Such
worldviews are defined by personal beliefs, action and performance (Creswell, 2014).
Because the aim of this study is to explore cyclists’ spiritual experiences, this study built
upon a postmodern constructivist worldview, emphasizing how people understand and
interpret their surrounding environment, their experiences with and meanings about it
(O’Byrne, 2007). In doing so, focus has been put upon the investigation of feelings and
emotions. Since it is through our senses that we perceive the world and relate to nature and
the elements, it certainly is important to take these into investigation as well (Humberstone,
2011). Eventually, this data was used to deeper understand cyclists’ spiritual experiences.
The postmodern approach adopted by this study also justifies the combination of
ethnographic and autoethnographic data collection (O’Byrne, 2007).
In collecting the auto-ethnographic data, a phenomenological lens was used.
Phenomenology is concerned with understanding how we experience certain phenomena
that exist in the world by studying our consciousness and experiences through self-reflection
(Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 2008 Van Manen, 1990). The world is considered as lived by a
person and not as a separate reality from the person and as such. It is a very helpful tool to
gain an understanding of the essence and explanation of everyday experience (Laverty,
2003). It allows for the investigation of the meaning people attach to a certain experience or
phenomenon (Pitard, 2017). Such experiences are viewed as events that happen beyond
human control and trigger a reaction in the moment. Only after the experience has passed,
one becomes conscious of the experience and it can be interpreted (Pitard, 2016). Because
the lived experiences may be outside of the everyday consciousness of an individual, it is
important to really understand them in order to uncover their meaning (Ponterotto, 2005).
This study is built upon a grounded theory methodology, which aims at revealing or building
a theory from data through systematic and comparative analysis (Chun Tie, Birks, & Francis,
2019). Grounded theory research involved different methods and analytical processes. The
methods used in this study are ethnography and auto-ethnography. After the data collection,
two stages of coding were undertaken to further conceptualize the results, so called initial
coding and axial coding (Chun Tie et al., 2019). This is explained in more detail in section
4.3.

3.2 Limitations
I would like to foreground the concept of reflexivity, which is an important social and
personal aspect of qualitative research (Whitaker & Atkinson, 2020). Because the
researcher herself was the instrument of data collection, the data is subjective to personal
interpretation (Creswell, 2014). Reflexivity therefore calls for the realization that the
researcher and the study objects have mutual influence on each other. It also gives attention
to how thinking evolves and is influenced by already existing knowledge and how research
findings take shape (Whitaker & Atkinson, 2020). The interpretative nature of this research
asks for a conscious reflexion on the impact of the researcher’s personal biases, values and
background (Hammett, Twyman & Graham, 2014). During my fieldwork, I addressed the
concept of reflexivity through being aware of the theoretical underpinnings and assumptions
of my research, while also being open to reconsideration and alteration of existing
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frameworks and theories (Whitaker & Atkinson, 2020). Alterations to the framework and
theory are further elaborated on in chapter 5 and 6. On top of that, I practiced a personal
reflection on my own biases, ideas and interpretations and try to become aware of how my
own experiences affect my autoethnographic and ethnographic research. I did so through
critically reflecting on the auto-ethnographic data I collected and comparing this to the
ethnographic data (triangulation).
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4. Methods
4.1 Study site
A case study was performed in the German Harz mountains. The Harz has unique natural
characteristics with a lot of variation in the landscape. Some areas are wide open, whereas
others are covered in dense forests. Even though some stretches are flat, most of the
landscape is hilly and sometimes even mountainous. The area is also very rich in cultural
history and folklore. Stories, narratives, and spiritual elements are therefore a big part of
local culture and tourism industry. This combination of these factors make cycling very
attractive and interesting. Since this research is concerned with gaining a deeper insight in
how cycling tourists experience spiritual values during their journey, the Harz is a very
suitable study area. The high natural diversity combined with the area’s rich socio-historical
and cultural background allow for a unique cycling experience and a lot of variation in the
different elements that are part of this study.
The cycling route was mainly based on the already existing long-distance Harz-Rundweg
(Appendix 1), a 400 km loop around the Harz that is marked by signs of a witch on a bicycle
(Figure 1) (Heideloff, 2020). Based upon online document analysis of the myths and legends
in the Harz, 45 significant sites that are all important contributors to the local narratives were
selected and visited along the way (Figure 2, Appendix 2). At these sites, I both investigated
my personal and other cyclists’ perception of these sites and if and how they influenced
personal experiences of spirituality in nature. During my documentation, I tried to be aware
of and distinguished between raw-data and interpretations. Raw data are purely objective
observations, whereas interpretations already have undergone a (often unconscious)
personal reflection and analysis, reflecting an experience (Stickdorn, Hormess, Lawrence &
Schneider, 2018). This distinction is important because it can help uncover what factors
contribute to and shape cyclists’ spiritual experience. On top of that, I also differentiated
between short- and long-term experiences (Stickdorn, Hormess, Lawrence & Schneider,
2018). For example, between my feelings and thoughts at one of the selected significant
sites, and the overall experience of my whole cycling journey, which might reflect a more
lengthy and deeper endurance.

Figure 1. Signpost of the Harz-Rundweg (Heideloff, 2020).
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Figure 2. Topographic map of the Harz and the route cycled to collect data (generated using
maps.google.com).

4.2 Data collection
Performing a case study in the German Harz, questions were being asked about the
different spiritual values that can be experienced, what factors are influencing these
dynamics and how these are perceived. Data collection was performed using a multiple
method approach, combining ethnography and auto-ethnography.

4.2.1 Ethnography
Ethnography was used as a qualitative form of data collection to investigate cycling tourists
as a social group and to describe their beliefs, values, attitudes, and identities that shape
their culture (Hancock & Algozzine, 2017). Since an ethnographer “enters the field with an
open mind, not with an empty head” (Fetterman, 2008, p. 288) I had to be knowledgeable
about both cycling culture itself, as well as cyclists’ behaviour within this culture to describe
the scene accurately (Fetterman, 2008). To gain a complete and inclusive picture, I
attempted to have a holistic perspective with attention for specific contexts or histories
(Fetterman, 2008). However, despite trying to describe as much as possible, one can never
fully comprehend a culture, for example due to strong intercultural diversity (Fetterman,
2008). Since an ethnographer enters a cultural scene to study, ethics are very important to
take into account. This includes respecting research participants’ rights and clear
communication. Another important element is the adherence to a code of ethics, which is
further elaborated on in section 4.2.3.

4.2.2 Narrative interviewing
In this study, ethnographic data collection was performed through conducting narrative
interviews with other cycling tourists in the Harz and document analysis of tourist information
and written narratives of the region.
Since the aim of this research was to uncover the personal experiences that cyclists have
and understand how these are shaped and constructed by encounters with nature and
travelling by bicycle through the Harz, narrative interviews are a very appropriate method
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(Kartch, 2017). After all, I was not looking for answers to questions, but rather for the
participants’ experiences. A narrative interview technique was therefore used to come as
close as possible to shedding a light on peoples’ personal experiences and spiritual values.
Using this type of unstructured interviews allowed the respondents to determine and tell their
personal story and experiences in their own words and manner (Crinson & Leontowitsch,
2006). The narrative analysis also focused on investigating whether the framework of
dimensions of spirituality as presented by De Pater et al. (in press) could be applied to
structure the experiences that I uncovered. In order to collect data effectively, it was
important to bring some structure into the interview. This was done through listing a set of
topics, or open-ended queries (Kartch, 2017). However, the way these queries were phrased
and the order in which they came could vary between the different interviews since the
interview process was shaped and structured by the respondents (Crinson & Leontowitsch,
2006). This required the researcher to be flexible, an active listener and allowing the
participant to structure the interview (Kartch, 2017). Some examples of open-ended
phrasings for this study were:
•
•
•
•

Tell me about what motivated you to visit the Harz mountains.
Are you aware of the rich folklore history in the Harz?
o Does this interest you?
o What does this mean to you?
Could you describe what you feel when cycling through the Harz?
Could you describe what you feel when looking/being at this spiritual site?

Another important element of narrative inquiry was to ask follow-up questions to create a full
and rich understanding of the respondent’s story and collect as much data as possible
(Kartch, 2017). Follow up questions could be asked for deeper descriptions or examples,
allowing the participant to provide a more detailed image of their feelings, opinion or
thoughts and thus a more complete description of the experience (Kartch, 2017).

4.2.3 Ethics and trust
In performing the interviews, it was also important to consider the ethics and trust attached
to performing research. The challenge with conducting interviews is that some topics can be
value-loaded or sensitive, making them difficult for people to talk about (Hammett et al.,
2014). I carefully considered this before going into the field and prepared on how to react to
this (Creswell, 2014). I also was well aware that in order to perform a good interview, mutual
trust and a feeling of comfort are very important prerequisites. Social research needs to be
performed in an ethical way, while taking into account any concerns the research
participants might have (Reeves et al., 2013). According to Punch (1994), the most
important ethical considerations for a researcher are “‘the avoidance of harm, fully informed
consent and the need for privacy and confidentiality’’ (p. 89). This is also in line with
adhering to the code of ethics which ensures that the researcher does no harm to the people
under study (American Anthropological Association, 1998). Therefore, the first step in an
interview always was to clearly explain who I was, what my research was about and what I
wanted to talk about with the interviewee. By explaining that all information was confidential,
would not be published and that people could stay anonymous if they wished to, I aimed at
creating a sense of safety. To strengthen this even further, participants were asked for their
consent before starting the interview and in consultation with the respondents, I asked if the
interviews could be tape recorded or if I could make notes in a field diary. Most participants
reacted very positive when I approached them and were happy to tell about me their
journey.

14

4.2.4 Auto-ethnography
Complementary to the ethnographic data collection, an auto-ethnography was performed
that focused on the researcher’s personal experience (Coghlan, 2012). To do so, I
performed a cycling journey in the German Harz to experience the spirituality of the
landscape and cycling experience myself, which I documented in detailed fieldnotes, voicememo’s, photographs and short videos. The auto-ethnography was used as a
phenomenological research tool to describe both my embodied as well as by spiritual
experience embedded in nature. I reflected on how I saw, smelled and felt as I moved in the
landscape and was exposed to the changing dynamics of the elements (Humberstone,
2011).
The data collected through both ethnographic and autoethnographic research was linked
back through coding the collected field notes and interviews to the existing framework of De
Pater et al. (in press) that served as a reference point for the different dimensions of
spirituality that could be distinguished. However, none of the dimensions can be seen in
isolation from other dimensions (De Pater et al., in press). Strong links were expected with
the ritual-practical dimension and the experiential-emotional dimension. The reality that I
encountered in the field was validated by carefully assessing whether my findings matched
the relationships that people have with forest and nature, especially focusing on their
practical relationship and the examples that are presented by De Pater et al. (in press).
Through autoethnographic observations and narrative interviews I investigated if the
different dimensions and their characteristics presented by De Pater et al. (in press)
corresponded with the reality of cycling tourists in the Harz, or if I could describe
undiscovered dimensions or relationships with forests and nature. Alterations to the
framework and theory are further elaborated on in chapter 5 and 6.

4.3 Data analysis
The aim of the data analysis was to find answers to my research questions. The framework
of De Pater et al. (in press) was a useful tool in doing so and I investigated whether my own
experiences and those from other cycling tourists shared common elements with the
framework or if additions and changes were suitable. Following the grounded theoretical
methodology, the qualitative data analysis was mainly determined by the process of coding
(Chun Tie et al., 2019). It is important to recognize that this is not a precise science in itself
since it is heavily subjected to the researcher’s interpretation (Saldaña, 2009). Since coding
is used as a tool to reduce larger portions of text, data might get summarized or condensed
during this process, risking the loss of valuable information. This was also the case for my
analysis, since I used smaller portions to which I attached codes. Next to that, the
highlighting character of codes might overshadow other parts that could be of relevance as
well (Saldaña, 2009). Being aware of these risk in advance contributed to an even sharper
analysis, aimed at being as inclusive as possible.
All the interviews and written (auto-ethnographic) fieldnotes were transcribed and coded in
the computer program Atlas.ti. Processing the collected data using coding aimed at
identifying repetitive patterns and consistencies throughout the results in order to categorize
it (Saldaña, 2009). This led to the identification of several main themes occurring throughout
the data. As a main reference, the framework from de Pater et al. (in press) with the nine
dimensions of spirituality was used. However, two additional code groups and ‘additional
qualitative codes’ were identified (Appendix 3). Within these two categories, different codes
were identified and linked to the data. An example of coding in its first stages is displayed in
Appendix 4. After the analysis of the results based on the different codes and code groups,
another round of coding was applied following the grounded theory approach, so called axial
coding. By taking another close look at the codes and data, their central cores or ‘axes’ are
identified and transformed into themes that better help describe how the codes relate to
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each other and fit into a broader context (Johnson, 2014; Saldaña, 2009). To identify these
axes and themes through the data, I took a more critical look at the codes to search for their
conceptual core and what exactly they say about spirituality. As such, these findings helped
to answer my research questions.
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5. Cycling tourists’ spiritual experiences in the Harz
In this chapter I will present my findings, and in each subsection, a research question will be
addressed. First, I will provide insight in the different spiritual values that can be experienced
by cycling tourists in the Harz. My second research question is concerned with the factors
that influence spiritual values and how these are experienced by cyclists. Based on my
findings from the first research question, I divided these influences in intrinsic and extrinsic
factors. The third and final research question addresses how dimensions of spirituality in
turn influence the intrinsic and extrinsic factors of the cycling experience.
Because two types of data collection were used, two distinct data sets were generated: one
based on the outcomes of auto-ethnography, and one based on ethnography. In analyzing
the results, these datasets will be kept separate to compare them but will also be analyzed
as one larger combination of outcomes. As such, I hope to provide insight in the differences
between auto-ethnography and ethnography, and what a combination of the two looks like.

5.1 Experiencing spiritual values
Several distinct groups of spiritual values can be distinguished that are of influence on
cyclists’ spiritual experiences. This section elaborates on these elements, how they influence
the experience and how they are experienced by individual cyclists. Figure 3 shows a
schematic overview of the different code groups and their relationships that this research
aims to investigate in more detail.
A

D

E
I

Figure 3. Schematic overview of the different code groups and their relationships. With A:
Additional Qualitative Codes, D: Dimensions of Spirituality, E: Extrinsic Influences on the
Cycling Experience, and I: Intrinsic Influences on the Cycling Experience

5.1.1 Dimensions of spirituality
This section takes a closer look at the different individual codes that have been assigned to
the data to answer Research Question one:
Which spiritual values can be experienced by cycling tourists in the Harz?
The initial reference for analyzing the data was the framework provided by De Pater et al. (in
press) (Table 1). this framework consist of the code group D: different dimensions of
spirituality, and code group A: additional qualitative codes to qualifying spiritual elements in
the texts. However, during data collection it became clear that cyclists’ experiences went far
beyond the existing framework and therefore, three additional code groups were developed
to guide data analysis. On top of that, code group A was enriched with several new codes
and got extended to be used in combination with the three new code groups as well. An
overview of all code groups and their corresponding codes is provided in Appendix 5.
In the first step of the analysis, I provided an overview of all codes groups and individual
codes within them, distinguishing between auto-ethnography and ethnography (Appendix 5).
In total, 1625 codes were assigned, of which 623 in the autoethnography (38,34%) and 1002
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in the ethnography (61,66%). This rough division of 40/60 is still present when breaking the
codes down into the different code groups (A, D, E, and I), indicating a very stable division.
Looking at the results per code group, some remarkable findings can be identified. First, the
Additional Qualitative Codes has the most quotations with a total of 196 codes. This is not
surprising since this group also has the highest number of codes within the group (11) and is
often used to further specify codes from other groups. Within this group, the codes Forest
and Myths & Legends occur most with respectively 49 and 43 counts and again each with a
clear 40/60 division between auto-ethnography and ethnography. The code Identity is an
outlier in this division because only 10% of these quotations is present in auto-ethnography
and the remaining 90% in the ethnography. What also stands out is that the code Leisure did
not occur at all in the auto-ethnography but was mentioned a significant number of times in
the ethnography. This clearly shows how serious this trip was for me: I went cycling in the
Harz to perform data collection for my thesis. Despite the fact that cycling brings me a lot of
joy, I did not approach this tour as much of a holiday or recreational trip as the cyclists I
interviewed along the way did. Another code that did not occur in the auto-ethnography but
was present in the ethnographic data was the Experience – Unspecified. This code was
applied when forest experience in its totality or a spiritual connection with nature was
referred to without emphasizing any of the four experiential dimensions. The absence of this
code in the auto-ethnography could be explained by the fact that as a researcher, I had
extensive prior knowledge about the different types of codes in the framework. As such, I
could more easily classify my experiences directly as one of the four experiential
dimensions. My research participants did not have this knowledge, which could be an
explanatory factor for them not being able to very clearly describe or classify their spiritual
experience in nature. Finally, the Practical – Ritual dimension did neither occur in the autoethnography nor in the ethnography and is the only code that has not been used. It denotes
action generated by spiritual motives, such as ceremonies, worship, rites, retreats. It is not
very surprising that this code was not used since these elements are not closely linked to
cycling holidays. One likely link however could be with the material-spiritual and mythicalnarrative dimensions with a focus on the many myths about witches in the Harz, for example
in the performance of rituals and use of sacred objects during these events by witches.
Nevertheless, apparently stories and links did not occur in the data.
Coming back to research question 1, all but one of the spiritual dimensions in the framework
of De Pater et al. (in press) were experienced by cycling tourists in the Harz. On top of that,
2 new code groups were established (Extrinsic Influences on the Cycling Experience and
Intrinsic Influences on the Cycling Experience), each with 5 unique codes. Finally, several
codes were added to the initial list of Additional Qualitative Codes. A full list of all codes, the
code groups they belong to and a short description can be found in Appendix 3. Some of the
codes were only found in either the auto-ethnographic data or the ethnographic data. This
indicates that there clearly are differences in the method of data collection and the outcomes
it results. This will be further elaborated on in Chapter 6.

5.2 Influencing factors on spirituality
The second research questions is concerned with:
What factors influence spiritual values and how are these experienced?
In figure 3, the factors of influence on spiritual values are defined by the Additional
Qualitative codes (A). Of interest in this question are the arrows pointing towards the
Dimensions of Spirituality (D), Extrinsic Influences on the Cycling Experience (E), and
Intrinsic Influences on the Cycling Experience (I). This section will discuss several high
coding values and combinations and will be illustrated with quotes from the data. An
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overview of all codes and their corresponding frequency of coding can be found in Appendix
6a.

5.2.1 A. Bike handling
The first remarkable finding is the high value in the combination of A. Bike handling and I3.
Personal experiences and reflections in the ethnographic data set. The A code Bike handling
refers to all maneuvers and actions related to travelling by bicycle. Examples include fixing a
puncture, repairing or maintaining other parts of the bike, or having to walk next to the bike
because the terrain gets too steep or technical. The I code Personal experiences and
reflections refers to cyclists’ emotions and ‘deep’ experiences in their reflection on the trip.
An example of this combination of codes was given by a young traveller from Denmark:
My friends have seen me cycle. I’m pretty damn good at racing a bike around a park.
But this whole long distance thing with all the baggage, that is stressful and tiring1.
Being previously only familiar with riding short distances in an urban environment, he reflects
on the challenges of a multi-day cycling trip through different countries and landscapes.
Continuously having to deal with the bike and everything that comes with it makes it a tough
and stressful experience for him.
The E code Physical environment is also often coded in combination with A. Bike handling.
This is not surprising since the way one travels by bike is heavily influenced by physical
environmental factors. For example, a steep mountainous road requires different cycling
techniques than riding on a flat cycling lane. And, a rough terrain can more easily cause flat
tires than smoother surfaces. In my auto-ethnography, I wrote for example:
Yesterday the road was so steep that riding down was not much fun. I already knew
it when cycling up. I needed all of my energy to focus on the road while descending.
It was very tiring and my hands were cramped from continuously having to hit the
brakes.2
Bike handling is an important part of this quote since the physical environment required
some special cycling techniques. In order to safely make my way down, the steep terrain
forced me to put all my cycling skills into practice, involving nerves of steel, a sharp focus of
attention, strong hands and insight in braking techniques.

5.2.2 A. Childhood
A very interesting A code is Childhood. This cluster of codes was created because it came
back so often in the data and is concerned with the role childhood memories play in peoples’
experiences in nature and on the bike. It often occurred in combination with the Mythical –
Narrative dimension (D6) or Personal experiences and reflections (I3). An example of this
co-occurrence was given by a female solo cyclist I met in Neudorf:
My dad often took me to the forest. From a young age, he introduced me to the
culture and history and told me a lot.3
This quote stresses the important role a father played in getting his daughter familiar with the
forest. Apparently, this made such an impression that even though her dad is no longer
alive, and the woman is already in her mid-thirties, she has lively memories that still play an
important role in her life today. Another German referred to his childhood twice. First to his
1
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time at school and what he learned about the Harz back then. Interestingly, he can recall
that the Harz has been discussed at school and that is where he got his main knowledge
from. But by stating that he has never visited the area as a child, he implies that the Harz
has not played any other role in is youth and that a visit could have greatly contributed to
knowing more about the area today:
From what I learned at school and heard from others, the Harz is a region with a very
rich history, especially compared to other areas. But as a child I’ve never been here.4
The important role of knowledge gained during one’s youth is confirmed by other cyclists as
well. A solo rider states that everything he know about the Harzer myths was taught to him
during his childhood, implying that it is almost common knowledge every German should be
familiar with:
Yes, the Brocken, witches, I’ve known that stuff since I was a child.5
Similar to the solo rider, a German couple also mentions the witches and refer to the
Brocken. Despite lacking knowledge about the story’s details, the fact that it is knowledge
they have been carrying around since they were children seems to make up for it:
Since we were kids one knows that during the Walpurgisnacht the witches come to
the dancing place, but we are unfamiliar with the details.6

5.2.3 A. Cultural History
The A code Cultural History occured more often in the auto-ethnographic data than in the
ethnographic data set. One possible explanation for the frequent occurrence of this code in
the auto-ethnographic data set could be because I undertook the trip with the intention to
focus on the myths, legends and cultural history in the Harz. As such, I was very focused on
recognizing these elements in the landscape and how they influenced my cycling
experience. In the auto-ethnographic data, the code Cultural History is found most often in
combination with the I code Personal experiences and reflections (I3). From the way I wrote
about cultural history in my auto-ethnography, it becomes clear that these elements heavily
influenced my experience in a positive way. It really colored my trip and gave it more depth,
especially in combination with the information I gathered in preparing my route. One
example of such added depth was my encounter with a red beech tree:
As I saw a big information sign with a bench in the shade, I stopped for a break. This
turned out to be the red beech I had seen on Google Maps that market the old Inner
German Border! Crazy!7
In planning my route the previous day, I had seen a landmark on Google Maps that indicated
the former Inner German Border (Figure 4 & 5). During my preparations I had not given it
much attention since I did not expect it to be visible when passing by, let alone interesting to
take a look at. But it turned out that I could not have been more wrong! As I cycled by, the
well maintained rest spot with several information signs and benches under a beautiful
wooden roof was very inviting to take a stop at. Without being aware where I was at first, my
break in the shade suddenly made me reflect and I became aware that I was at a very
important point. Seeing the landmarks reminded me of the mark I had seen on Google Maps
and I realized that this spot was more meaningful than I initially thought it to be. Especially
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the element of surprise – ending up in a very historically valuable place – made the
experience more exiting.

Figure 4. Landmark on Google maps indicating the
former Inner German Border (retrieved from
maps.google.com on 15-01-21).

Figure 5. Border post, memorial
stone and the red beech marking
the former Inner German Border.
Another important combination with the A code Cultural History in the auto-ethnography is
the D code Experience – Aesthetic (D1). A nice example is given in this short description of
one of my stretches between two villages:
The ride was beautiful, especially the short stretch between Neinstedt and Bad
Suderode. Again, it involved tough climbing but I was surrounded by beautiful green
hills. And if you looked closely, you could spot several old ruins on the hills! Such a
stunning view.8
I very clearly remember riding this road because the views made such a spectacular
impression on me. In between the green forests one could distinguish a few remnants of
former castles. For me, these cultural historical elements were a beautiful addition to the
landscape. What gives them meaning is the history attached to them. As such, a forest is
suddenly turned into a place full of stories and secrets from the past that we might have no
idea about today. Cycling through such a landscape and thinking about what might have
happened in the area in former times makes me enjoy the ride more and enriches my
experience.
In the ethnographic data, Cultural History most often occured in combination with the code
Goal of the trip (I1) as a trade-off between cycling and visiting cultural sites. When asking
other cyclists if they sometimes visit historical places, it turned out that many were mainly
8
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here to cycle. Breaks were scarce with little room for cultural appreciation. On top of the
strong motivation to travel long distances came that the warm weather was not inviting to
visit crowded or open cultural spaces in a city or stop to read information signs. The cyclists
did realize this and found it somewhat of a pity that they were missing out on so much
culture. On the other hand, based on the goals they set for themselves they made an active
choice to not make many stops but continue their trip:
We are cycling a lot and only take very few brakes to look around, which makes that
we miss a lot of background information and history. Because you choose to
continue, or because it’s very warm. But I do sometimes think “what have we done
today? We have only been on the bike…” But that is a choice you make.9
As also shown from the previous section, many cyclists have a strong motivation to cover a
certain distance during a day. However, if one chooses to ride all day, one has to make
compromises on other field. As such, there is less room for cultural activities or exploring
surrounding natural areas by foot. Two German cyclists were very well aware of this and had
difficulties deciding whether they wanted to stay in the Harz a little longer than initially
planned. Eventually, they decided to continue, stick to their schedule and maybe come back
anther time so they could explore the area in peace:
Unfortunately, we won’t be spending a lot of time with looking around at this tour. We
would like to make some meters. We seriously discussed and considered to stay
here for a little longer. But we decided we’d rather come back when we have more
time.10
During my own trip I also experience the difficult tradeoffs one has to make regarding cycling
and looking around. My initial plan was to create a cycling route that would pass by several
points with mythical and/or cultural importance that could ideally be visited without leaving
the cycling path. However, it turned out that this was not possible since these points are not
evenly distributed in one circle or line. If I wanted to visit these points, I therefore often had
to leave my bike or cycle another few kilometers into another direction away from my route. I
described this in my auto-ethnography as follows, and this again involves the I code
Personal experiences and reflections (I3):
It is already pretty exhausting to find the myths and then one also has to leave the
road for it, that is tough. And I also have to make a lot of stops, look at my map, visit
the mythical places. So, one really does need extra rest-days to visit the points.11

5.2.4 A. Forest
The next A code that will be taken a closer look at is A. Forest, which is applied to all
references made to the forest and experiences in it. With the National Park Harz, covering
10% of the total area of the mountain rage, having a forest cover of approximately 96% and
the Lower Saxon part, comprising 42% of the Harz, having a forest cover of 78%, the
frequent occurrence of this code does not come as a surprise (Overbeck, 2012;
Umweltprobenbank, 2021). In the ethnographic data set, Forest is many times coded in
combination with the D codes Experience – Unspecified (D0), Experience – Aesthetic (D1),
and most often with Experience – Restorative (D3). Also the E code Physical environment
(E3) stood out and finally, the I codes Personal experiences and reflections (I3) and
Emotions (I4). The next quote from a female cycling on her own provides a nice mixture of
several codes:
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I am cycling because I enjoy it. I was raised with the myths and legends of the Harz,
in a village near Goslar. So, it is connecting for me. I have always been very
connected to nature and went outside a lot. The forest makes you healthy, doesn’t it?
It is the place where I am doing well, where I am healthy, stay it and will be.12
The trust she puts in the forest as a place of healing and wellbeing strongly relates to a
restorative experience (D3). On top of that, she stresses the influential role that her
childhood and upbringing have played in the connection with nature she has today. Another
cyclist stressed the aesthetic experience a forest can provide by saying:
Forest roads are beautiful, I really love them. Yesterday we cycled through a forest,
which was like a tunnel. You are protected and in peace. There are also always
these light patterns in a forest. At some spots the sun breaks through, in others
there’s less room for it.13
The light patterns this cyclist talks about describe an aesthetic experience (D1). The tunnel
effect also is aesthetically important, but additionally contains an element of protection an
calmness, relating to the restorative experience (D3). Elaborating and reflecting on what this
natural decor meant to him scores the codes Personal experiences and reflections (I3) and
Physical environment (E3). These latter two codes also come back in the quote:
In the forest, one can completely focus on one’s self and just cycle loose. You only
have to pedal and watch the road, without having to watch out for cars or
something.14
The code Experience – Restorative (D3) is also clearly present here. The forest is an ideal
place to cycle because of the absence of disturbing environmental factors, but it also has a
certain tranquility in itself. Now despite the forest being a loved place for people to ride their
bike and despite the finding that the next code only occured relatively few times, I do want to
give some attention to the Philosophical – Ethical dimension (D7). This code was assigned
when people expressed their concerns about how their travelling might negatively impact the
(natural) environment. Even though cycling is a very environmentally friendly way to travel
(especially compared to travelling by airplane or car), several cyclists told me about how
they feared they would damage the forest. The following quote is especially interesting:
Sometimes when I’m travelling by bike, I have the feeling to disrupt the forest
somehow. Being of most influence on nature. When you’re cycling on cycling roads
through fields or something, there’s agricultural activity everywhere anyway. There I
have the feeling that one is only the tiniest problem, when cycling through it. But
when in the forest I always have the feeling to scare off the animals and damage the
environment.15
This cyclist told me he is especially concerned riding in the forest. When passing through
agricultural fields, there are larger, more damaging, and more visible influences on the
environment such as traces left behind in the fields by tractors, or asphalt roads cutting
though the landscape. However, in a forest such disturbances are absent or harder to notice
and when passing through it on a bike, one gets the feeling to be interrupting the tranquil
sphere. Being aware of these influences gives cyclists a feeling of environmental
consciousness and lets them reflect on the impacts of their travels.
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In the auto-ethnographic data, the A code Forest was mostly codes together with the
Experience – Aesthetic (D1), Physical environment (E3), Personal experiences and
reflections (I3), and Emotions (I4). For me, the forest made up a very important component
of my trip and therefore was an important environmental factor (E3). The following quote
nicely reflects this, together with how it provided me with an aesthetic experience (D1):
Also, the forested and hilly landscape sometimes provides openings, which can
result in surprising and stunning views.16
I vividly remember how sometimes the forest would suddenly open up and widen one’s view.
Because the Harz is a mountainous area, openings like these can provide for spectacular
views into the valleys. Hills will inevitably involve climbing and the next quote describes how
after a tough climb, I was rewarded with my first dense forest experience:
Getting out of Bad Harzburg again involved a lot of climbing, which was very, very
heavy... Then, suddenly and finally, I entered a forest road, the R1! Partly, I was
overwhelmed with excitement because this is wat I wanted to ride from the start!17
This excerpt comes from one of the early days of my trip and with entering this forest, I also
entered the National Park Harz for the first time during this tour. Being personally unsatisfied
with the type and size of forests in the Netherlands, cycling on forest gravel roads in the
Harz was something I was very much looking forward to. The moment I climbed that hill,
tired of pedaling up and finding my way out of Bad Harzburg, I was vulnerable. The climb
ending in a gravel road surrounded by dense forest, something I had longed for so deeply;
therefore it was a beautiful surprise that made deep impact on me and also touched my
emotions.

5.2.5 A. Identity
The next A code up for identification is Identity and was applied when people mention
intrinsic motivations or insights in why they undertake certain actions. As already mentioned
in section 6.1.1 Dimensions of spirituality, this code barely occured in the auto-ethnographic
data but made a significant appearance in the ethnographic data set. Especially in
combination with the intrinsic influences on the cycling experience Goal of the trip (I1),
Personal experiences and reflections (I3), and Emotions (I4). When asking a female solo
rider what she was looking for in the forest, she answered me:
Limits. Definitely physical limits and experiencing them. That does me well. And of
course also somehow the consequences it brings with it.18
This personal reflection describes how the cyclist found her identity through measuring
herself with nature. She purposely did not use any technical resources such as GPS or the
internet on her mobile phone because that would take away the element of adventure for
her. Instead, she wanted to look at the sky to determine what the weather would be like. The
challenge in itself and sometimes harsh consequences that came along with it were in fact
not always unwanted, and made her feel most alive. She closed off by saying:
If you take a wrong turn then that’s the way it is. That’s how you discover places you
would otherwise have never found if you followed directions on your phone.19
In my auto-ethnography I wrote the following:
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It really pushes you and brings you very close to yourself. That is what I feel, it’s all a
mental game. I’ve travelled the whole world like twice, but this is... it’s only such a
small distance but it’s so tough. 20
From my quote it becomes clear that undertaking a cycling holiday is travelling on a whole
different level compared to what I have done before. I have had the privilege and
opportunities to have already seen many different places in the world and have travelled by
myself numerous times. However, a solo cycling journey through the mountains is
incomparable to anything I have ever done before, something I had never expected.
Travelling by bike by yourself makes you look at yourself, your identity, and your
surroundings differently, which is something the next quote in section 6.2.6. A Loneliness will
also touch upon. It provides you with a new perspective on the world and everything else
that is not related to your reaching your final destination for the day seems irrelevant. As
such, it can also be very emotional (I4) and Spirituality (A). Even though the distance is
small, the psychological or spiritual journey can be very long. I also learned that any
obstacles you might encounter are all in your head, which I describe by writing “it’s all a
mental game”. The steep slope in front of you that seems impossible to climb is only a
mindset. If you can move beyond those limits, anything is possible and you can conquer that
hill.

5.2.6 A. Loneliness
The A code Loneliness can be found in Appendix 6b and is a very confronting one.
Generally, the purpose of a holiday is to relax and recharge. What drives these cyclists to go
out and undertake an extremely challenging journey, pushing oneself to the edge and risking
feeling miserable and lonely? This a question that a young cyclist also asked himself and he
shared his thoughts with me:
I don’t feel homesick either but I never felt out of my comfort zone and alone like this.
Now I feel like it’s me, the bike, and nobody else. And I’m sitting in the middle of
some German forest with gravel that I’ve never seen before in my life that my bike
doesn’t want to go down. And I’m thinking ‘why am I doing this, what is the point?’21
In sharing his personal experiences and reflections (I3) with me, emotions (I4) got high,
especially because I could relate to his story so well. Particularly the sentence about just
himself, the bike and the landscape is something that really stuck. When one is cycling all
alone, on some German road, surrounded by wide open landscapes, one starts to feel very
small. I experienced a similar thing when I had to continue my cycling journey after a few
days of rest:
I left the house with mixed feelings of excitement and anxiety. When I left the city and
entered the open rural landscape, things started to get difficult for me.22
Anxiety is an feeling that – unfortunately – was very dominant throughout my journey.
Similar to the quote in the section about the A code Identity, travelling though Germany by
bike was an experience I could not equate to any of my previous travelling experiences,
even though I had undertaken another bike tour in the United States of America two years
ago! Why did I feel so different know? Could it be the wide open German landscape? Or he
fact that I was camping now? Or because I had the extra burden on my shoulder of having to
collect data for my research? I think it was a combination of all these factors. But when I
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realized that most of the obstacles were only present in my head, I could slowly start to
move past them and cautiously enjoy my journey.

5.2.7 A. Myths, Legends, and Witches
Not surprisingly, the A codes Myths & Legends and Witches are both most often found
together with the Mythical – Narrative dimensions (D6) and Visibility of the myths (E5). The
visibility of the myths and legends of the Harz was an important part of my research and it
turns out that experiences vary greatly between different actors. To most cyclists the
mythical character of the Harz is visible, but unfortunately, they often lack the background
information to understand their meaning. Therefore, the codes Goal of the trip (I1), and
Preparations for the trip (I2) were also frequently found with this combination. A German
cyclist for example was very well aware of the presence of certain meaningful elements in
the landscape but had no idea what they meant which negatively impacted her experience,
giving her feelings of missing out and frustration. She also clearly stated a lack of
background knowledge and her interest in knowing more about it:
We see little witch signs everywhere, but I don’t know what it is. And I also didn’t dive
into it. We saw a lot of witches in tourist shops in Wernigerode. Then you become
aware of it and think there must be a story behind it, we just don’t know it.23
However, not everyone spots the mythical elements in the landscape. Her travel partner for
example stated:
I didn’t really notice it, but I also didn't know about the myths or anything. So, I guess
I didn't really think about it, but I suppose I would probably think maybe a fun thing for
kids or whatever. A fun path for children or something.24
Again, a lack of background knowledge is hindering further exploration of the myths and
even resulted in misinterpretations for the cyclist above, who assumed the witch signs
marking the Harzer Rundweg were aimed at kids! This shows that it is not clear what the
signs represent and why there is a witch on them. I also found that there was not much
information available about the cycling round in the Harz; neither on the internet, nor at
tourist information centers in the Harz. On top of that, I did not encounter any cyclist riding
the route. Everyone was either travelling the R1, or a personally designed route in which the
Harz never played a big role. Even though cyclists come from many different places, most
people expressed some kind of connection or familiarity with the Harz and its mythical
character. A young woman from Berlin told me about a conversation she had with her
parents:
One of my parents asked me if my bike is witch-proof and told me to be aware of the
witches. And I didn't even respond because I got what they were trying to say but I
didn't really understand the background. I know that there are myths associated with
the region but I don't know any of them. I am from Berlin and in Berlin we don't do a
lot of these traditional things.25
Interestingly, she did have some knowledge about the mythical character of the region,
which made that she understood where her parents’ comment came from. But she did not
understand why they mentioned witches or what they implied with it. She blames her
ignorance by the fact that she is from Berlin, a big city where knowledge about rural areas
and traditional folklore is not very common. However, she did tell me that she has heard
about the Brocken and enthusiastically asked me about the myths behind it.
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As is shown from the interviews, the witches are the most known element of the Harz’
history. They are closely connected to another popular element: the Brocken. In the original
story, every year on the night of April 30th and the day of May 1st, all witches come to the
Brocken where the devil is also present and they party and perform rituals to celebrate
fertility and new harvest [C. Kiehe, p.c.]. The witches and the devil return in countless other
myths so they are important mythical elements. The tourism industry responded to this by
impersonating the two and making them the symbol of the Harz. As such, one can find
references to the witches and devils everywhere today. Think of cafe or restaurant names
and the sale of little souvenirs such as puppets, toys, magnets, pens, and books. However,
a German cyclist expressed his disappointment in how the mythical history of the Harz is
exploited today and how the stories and characters are changed just to attract tourists:
It’s all very much commercialized for tourists; the devil and the witches.26
The devil and witches as symbols of the Harz make for easy and accessible elements for the
tourist industry to touch upon. However, the history of the Harz is much richer than just
witches and the devil, and another cyclist is ready to explore some new stories. He is so
familiar with the witches, that he almost is annoyed by the attention they get:
Whenever one talks about the Harz, it somehow always ends up going about the
witches. It almost becomes a bit boring.27
Continuing on the commercialization of the myths, when I visited the Hexentanzplatz in
Thale, I wrote the following in my auto-ethnography:
The Hexentanzplatz really was an anti-climax for me: a large asphalt parking lot,
packed with food and souvenir stalls and a toboggan track at the entrance. The
Walpurgishalle and Bergtheater were closed. I knew the Walpurgishalle should be
something old and important mythical wise, but it looked like a completely new
building to me. I figured that only the surrounding stones and two stone pillars at the
entrance were original and reconstructed the rest.28
As my writing shows , visiting the Hexentanzplatz in Thale was very disappointing to me. I
was especially blown away by the large focus on consumption. The mountain peak, which I
was reportedly told, used to be a very important ritual site, was now paved with asphalt and
packed with food stalls and souvenir shops. Based on the tales I heard and read, I had
created an image in my head. But since these tales are telling stories from hundreds of
years ago, the Hexentanzplatz did not look like that anymore. I understand that places also
change over the years but seeing the extreme exploitation of such an important site really
hurt my eyes and felt as a disrespect to the former inhabitants of the Harz. The same
feelings occurred when looking at images of the Brocken, the highest peak in the Harz and
the central scene for many of the region’s myths. In 1936, a first transmitter tower of 40
meters in height was placed. In 1973 a second steel tower 115 meter in height was built,
taking over the old tower’s function which now serves as a hotel, restaurant and watchtower
(Bischoff, 2020). Just like with Thale’s Hexentanzplatz, I had envisioned an image of the
Brocken that matched my interpretation of the stories about it. Since these stories were
mostly about witches, devils and mythical occurrences, seeing the human-made buildings

gave me an unpleasant feeling since it did not fit the scene. As such, the undisturbed “wild”
image I created for myself is not what I imagined and negatively affected my experience.
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5.2.8 A. Spirituality
The A code Spirituality is probably the most important one in this whole dataset since
spiritual experiences are the focus of my research. In the ethnography, Spirituality is most
often coded together with the I codes Personal experiences and reflections (I3), and
Emotions (I4). Also the E code Physical environment (I3) stands out. A relevant quote in
which Personal experiences and reflections (I3), and Emotions (I4) are addressed is:
As compared to hiking, with cycling I much more have the feeling to get into this kind
of ‘flow’. Especially when you are going uphill, it is very hot, tiring and just shit. And
you think to yourself, “just one more turn”, but it is never ending. And then this feeling
of anger. Sometimes I say something out loud, even though no one can hear me.
That is what I find cool and brings the effect one is aiming for. It is almost like
meditation.29
This description of a cycling experience is packed with different codes. On top of the many
indirect notions of Spirituality that are present in the higher state of mind that is experienced,
a very direct reference is made through the comparison of cycling to mediation. Next to that,
the cyclists also mentions extrinsic influences related to weather (E2) and the Physical
environment (E3). Furthermore, he talks about Personal experiences and reflections (I3),
and Emotions (I4). Interestingly, he makes a comparison to another way of moving through
the landscape, namely by foot. Nevertheless, he prefers cycling because it somehow brings
him closer to the feeling he is craving for.
In the auto-ethnography, Spirituality is most often coded in combination with Experience –
Aesthetic (D1), Mythical – Narrative (D6), Personal experiences and reflections (I3), and
Emotions (I4). I would like to elaborate on these codes using the following quote:
When I went to the bathroom during that night, I saw the stars. It was cold outside,
but it was worth getting cold legs. I stood right under the Milky Way and I got a
magical feeling as if there is something ‘more’ in life. I felt respect for nature and the
realization that beauty is not always found in the obvious places. I said to myself that
I should go out at night more often. I missed this.30
I very well remember the moment described in this quote. I got out of my tent in the middle
of the night to walk to the bathroom building, when my mind got distracted by the sky.
Growing up around larger cities, light pollution – and my habit of always going to bed early –
did not work in favor of seeing the stars at night. However, I do have clear memories of
seeing the stars at night during our holidays in the German Eifel, where my dad would
sometimes take us for a ‘night walk’ through the woods, something that always got me
extremely excited. I refer to this memory in my last sentence by writing “I missed this”, and
as such, the A code Childhood is present as well. But what this quote is most about is the
aesthetic experience (D1) I felt being outside under the stars. I was deeply in awe and
described a “magical feeling”. I was so enchanted that I ignored how cold it was for me,
standing there without pants on and just wearing a t-shirt. The element of Spirituality is
clearly present in my feeling of there being something ‘more’ in life. The impact was so
extreme, I think I was somehow intimidated by nature. I expressed this through my respect
for nature, and writing that beauty is not always found in the places one expects it to be in.
As such, I challenged myself to start looking closer and get more creative in discovering the
beauty of the outdoors.
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5.2.9 A. Tranquility
The A code Tranquility was in the ethnography most often found in combination with the E
code Physical environment (E3) and the I code Personal experiences and reflections (I3).
Also, the Experience – Restorative (D3) was important, which is illustrated in the following
quote:
Many have a goal and then they actually don’t have the peace to stay in one place
for a day. It’s fine if you have specific goal, but your experience is very different if you
can look around more.31
This cyclists describes how most other cyclists have such a strong focus to achieve their
goal or final destination that they do not allow themselves to take a day off. As such, one
sees a lot less from the environment compared to only riding one day. Especially if no stops
are made in cities, the cultural historical values the Harz is so rich of, are easily missed. As
such, one understands the landscape differently compared to someone who is aware of the
history and cultural of the area. The A code Tranquillity was also often found in combination
with the A codes Forest and A. Nature. Another cyclists told me how cycling through a forest
brings a certain feeling of peace and calmness. It also opens the mind, allowing one to
reflect and focus on the moment, which also brings in the I code Personal experiences and
reflections (I3):
When I cycle through the forest, I notice I can be myself more, can think more. That
is that peace, one can completely focus on oneself.32
In the auto-ethnography, the A code Tranquility occured most often with the Experience –
Aesthetic (D1), and Experience – Restorative (D3). This is illustrated in the next quote, were
I, after a few stressful and tiring days of continuous riding, entered a beautiful green wetland
area. It was as if all of my worries melted right off me, and there was room again in my head
to think clearly and see things bright. Despite the fact that the road was challenging and I
had to focus on my cycling techniques, the landscape was so magnificent and calming that
that was not a problem. The fact that the road was flat and gravel – a type of road I really
like – also were important factors:
But soon the landscape got flatter and I enjoyed a real lovely gravel ride. It was so
nice and quiet that I realized I could clear my mind (finally). Later, I entered a kind of
streamflow area with many willows and beautiful flowers on the side of the road. It
required some skilled maneuvering sometimes, but it was a very lovely landscape33

5.3 Influencing factors on the cycling experience
This section will elaborate on how factors other than the A codes influenced the cycling
experience. First I will look at how Intrinsic Influences on the Cycling Experience (I) are
influenced by Dimensions of Spirituality (D) and Extrinsic Influences on the Cycling
Experience (E) (Figure 3). Following on that, the Extrinsic Influences on the Cycling
Experience (E) on the Dimensions of Spirituality (D) will also be investigated to answer
research question number 3:
How do dimensions of spirituality and extrinsic factors influence the cycling
experience?

31

Respondent 10 (18 Aug.)
Respondent 11 (18 Aug.)
33 Auto-ethnography (19 Aug.)
32

29

Because of the many code groups as presented in Appendix 7, only the most frequently
coded ones will be elaborated on, starting off with Personal experiences and reflections (I3).
It was most often coded in combination with the codes Road conditions (E1), Weather (E2),
and Physical environment (E3). From the Dimensions of Spirituality, only the Experience –
Unspecified (D0) and Experience – Aesthetic (D1) stood out. Interestingly, for the I code
Emotions (I4), the same D and E codes stand out with an emphasis on the three E codes.
The two I codes will therefore be investigated as a pair in more detail. The following quote
represents a mixture of some of the most occurring D, I, and E codes:
I climbed and climbed and the cool forest air was nice. Suddenly a gigantic rock wall
appeared at the other side of the valley, which I could look at in full sun. This was
amazing and gave me new energy. I was almost there. I almost made it!34
This text is an excerpt from my auto-ethnography and describes my brutal climb up to the
Hexentanzplatz in Thale. I remember being totally focused on making my way up, when
suddenly the Forest (A) opened up and I had an open view at the hills I was riding on. I had
an incredible aesthetic experience (D1) because of the morning sun lighting up the rocks,
and as such was facilitated by the good weather (E2). This moment eased my emotional
state of mind (I4), caused by the incredibly tough climb. As such, it allowed me to reflect on
how far I had come and that I could not give up now. I was almost there...
Finally, I will reflect on how the Extrinsic Influences on the Cycling Experience (E) relate to
the Dimensions of Spirituality (D), for which the data is presented in Appendix 8. The results
show that in the ethnographic data, the extrinsic influences Road conditions (E1) and
Physical environment (E3) are often found in combination with the Experience – Unspecified
(D0) and Experience – Aesthetic (D1). Some of these elements are reflected in the following
quote:
There was a little section of stone gravel, the nice type. That was really beautiful and
I was so happy to be able to cycle those 25 kilometres on there. And that sort of
made my day. I didn’t think I would make it to the centre of Berlin, let alone within 20
km. distance of the city. But I did after that. I said it’s going to be fine, just keep
going. And I ended up cycling 80-85 km. that day because it was easy, it felt good.35
This example illustrates how powerful the right type of Road conditions (E1) and Physical
environment (E3) are. It allowed the young solo cyclist to regain energy to continue cycling
and he covered much more distance than he anticipated on doing that day.. The beauty of
his surroundings (Experience – Aesthetic (D1)) also positively contributed to lifting his spirit
and letting go of negative Emotions (I4).
What these findings mean is that extrinsic factors can be of significant influence on cyclists’
spiritual experiences and their emotions. The type of environment, the weather and road
conditions one rides in are very important for reflective processes and feelings. Often times,
influences are most significant when conditions are harsh or unpleasant. Cyclists then can
easily become insecure about their choices, start questioning them and wonder if the pain is
worth it. The frequent coding of the aesthetic experimental dimension (D1) shows that the
beauty of nature is important in reflective and emotional processes too.
After the analysis of the results based on the different codes and code groups, another
round of coding (axial coding) was applied by taking a more critical look at the codes in
search for their conceptual core and what exactly they say about spirituality (Johnson, 2014;
Saldaña, 2009). As such, I identified three themes. They are all centred around the concept
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of landscape interpretation and reading or perceiving the landscape one cycles in. The data
shows that landscape perception varies for every individual actor and can also be divided
into different elements. Diverse landscape characteristics can be distinguished that are
valued differently by individual cyclists. For example, some appreciate the natural
characteristics of a landscape, whereas others pay more attention to historical elements. Or,
some cycling tourists pay a lot of attention to detail and notice every small road sign, and
others have a more holistic and wider view. The three themes are:
• Theme 1: Awe and majesty of nature
The major patterns in this theme are the aesthetic interpretation of a landscape and the
fascination that cyclists have for nature. The results show frequent descriptions of the role
that nature plays and how people experience being surrounded by nature. These are mostly
positive encounters linked to being in awe, calmness, or feelings that extend the
consciousness. It highly reflects the five experiential dimensions (D0-D4) and elements of
spirituality, emotions, personal reflection, and tranquillity.
• Theme 2: Compelling forces of nature
This theme is closely related to Theme 1 because it is also concerned with the impact of
nature on cyclists, landscape characteristics and how these are experienced. However, the
difference is that this theme describes cyclists’ experiences with the energy and forces of
nature, including the physical power it might require to conquer those. These experiences
can be highly emotional and involve processes of personal reflection. The theme also
involves the challenges a landscape can bring for a cyclist, such as road conditions or
steepness of a hill.
• Theme 3: Deep experiences and reflection
The common element for this theme are the personal reflections and intrinsic experiences
that are evoked during the cycling journey. It includes childhood memories, and reflections
on the goal and nature of the trip, but is also closely linked to one’s perception of place.
Personal reflections can also be evoked by the other themes, but because it is such a
frequently occurring element and can express itself in different forms, it is classified as an
individual theme. Reflections do not have to be limited to memories of past life events, but
can also be about one’s impact on the natural and social environment one travels through,
considerations about personal encounters, or feelings that are evoked by certain landscape
elements. As such, the process of reflection can be highly variable in terms of what is being
reflected upon.
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6. Discussion
This chapter starts with a critical reflection on the methodology used in this study. The
differences between the two methods of data collection, ethnography and auto-ethnography,
will be elaborated on, as well as their potential influences on the research findings. My
personal positionality as a researcher and participant will also be discussed. Following on
the previous section where I presented the results of my fieldwork, this chapter will link these
findings to the broader literature on spiritual experiences in nature. Through a reflection on
my results, which pertain to research question one, two and three, I am to answer the third
research question in a more detailed way and provide a fuller answer to how dimensions of
spirituality and extrinsic factors influence the cycling experience. This chapter will show that
influences on the cycling experience can be classified into three different themes: ‘awe and
majesty of nature’, ‘compelling forces of nature’, and ‘deep experiences and reflection’. The
final part of the discussion reflects upon how experiences in nature or wilderness relate to
spirituality and religion. I elaborate on how this research contributed to a better
understanding of the connections between these elements and what this means for cycling
tourism. As such, this research has contributed to the broader knowledge on cycling tourism,
a better understanding of cyclists’ spiritual experiences, and how these can be better
accommodated.

6.1 Reflection on the methodology
This section discusses the methodology and methods used to collect data and undertake the
research. As for data collection, a multi-method approach was used that combined autoethnography with ethnography. I will discuss the use of these methods and their value for
understanding cycling tourists’ spiritual experiences.

6.1.1 Auto-ethnography as phenomenological tool
One of the methods of data collection practiced in this study was auto-ethnography used as
a phenomenological research tool. In social sciences research, phenomenology is used in
different ways. Some see is as a qualitative methodology in itself, whereas others use it as
an ‘interpretive qualitative perspective’ (Denzin, 2008; Lee, Saunders, & Goulding, 2005).
Using auto-ethnography through a phenomenological lens allows for critical reflection on the
investigated experiences that might help uncovering what lies beneath our direct
understanding or consciousness (Starr, 2014). Within this study, phenomenology is used as
a lens, making it perspectival instead of methodological (Starr, 2014). The
phenomenological perspective is seen as one of the many layers of interpretation and will be
further elaborated on when dealing with the concept of reflexivity.
While there exist many different definitions of the term auto-ethnography within existing
literature, the method literally is concerned with performing an investigation (graphy) of
personal experiences (auto) to be able to understand already existing cultural experiences
(ethno) (Ellis, Adams, & Bochner, 2011). Auto-ethnography often includes stories of the self,
allowing for various layers of consciousness to be uncovered that connect the personal to
the wider cultural context (Ellis & Bochner, 2003; Spry, 2001). As such, the lived experience
is both the site and the source of data and a process of transformation can often occur as a
result of performing auto-ethnography (Starr, 2014). Autoethnography is a very suitable
method to investigate the researcher’s ‘self’ while participating in a particular cultural setting
and trying to connect with the people in that culture (Pitard, 2017). Culture is defined broader
than ethnicity or tradition and includes differences in individual positions in the world such as
through privilege (or the absence of it), physical capability, mental trauma and differences in
religion, sexuality, and political views (Pitard, 2017). The elements of identity, culture and
social construction of knowledge, combined with practices of engagement and learning lead
to the co-construction of meaning, and as such a constructivist paradigm (Starr, 2010).
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During the interviews, I asked other cyclists to describe and reflect on elements of their trip
that were meaningful to them. Through this reflection, both the researcher (I) and the
participant (the other cyclist) co-constructed a deeper insight in the experience and their
relation to spirituality (Johnson, 2008).
Using an auto-ethnographic research design can provide several benefits but there are also
some things to be critical about. For example, O’Byrne (2007) warns that the autoethnographic data should not be seen as pure data, but that it is filtered by the researcher
already. Within the positivist paradigm, the chance exist that the researcher gets too close to
or involved in the culture under investigation that certain key aspects are not recognised,
which would be noticed by someone who is not emotionally attached (Burnard, 2004). Since
I am very engaged with cycling touring, this risk applies to the data collected for this
research as well. In relation to the data collected and the codes assigned to it, it stood out
that the Additional Qualitative Code Identity is a strong outlier in the 40/60 coding division
between the auto-ethnographic and ethnographic data. Only 10% of the quotations of the A
code Identity is present in auto-ethnography and the remaining 90% in the ethnography.
This is especially interesting since auto-ethnography is a practice of self-reflexively where
the researcher is also the subject of inquiry (Deitering, 2017; Kumar, 2020). Interrogating
one’s own identity is often part of the process and as such, one would expect this code to be
largely present in the auto-ethnography (Jones, Adams, & Ellis 2016). One possible
explanation for the contrasting outcomes is the way this code was used. The code Identity
was applied where people mention intrinsic motivations or insights in why they undertake
certain actions. In my auto-ethnography, I mostly described my experiences during my
cycling trip, but I did not reflect in much detail about why I undertook this trip in the first
place, what cycling means to me, why I chose to go camping instead of staying at hotels and
many other choices I made. As such, one could argue that my auto-ethnography is not
complete. This is partly made up for in section 5.2 Methods where I explain how I undertook
this research, but a deeper reflection on my personal motivations during the cycling trip
could have been valuable.

6.1.2 Ethnography
An ethnographer “enters the field with an open mind, not with an empty head” (Fetterman,
2008, p. 288). To gain a complete and inclusive picture, ethnographers attempt to have a
holistic perspective with attention for specific contexts or histories (Fetterman, 2008). In the
case study of the Harz, this was very important since the landscape in the Harz is very rich
in historical elements. Without any background knowledge on the area’s history, it is hard to
interpret the historical meaning and significance of these elements. The results showed that
this lacking insight could negatively influence the cycling experience. Also, I found it
important to have some knowledge of the German culture in order to understand and level
better with my research participants. The fact that I could perform all interviews in the
German language also helped to connect with the participants. They always seemed to feel
very at ease and highly capable of describing their experiences. I think this might be different
if we could not communicate in their native language.
As for ethnographic methods of data collection, participant observations and interviews were
performed. When performing interviews, some people will be more verbal, resulting in a
richer expression of opinions and views compared to other peoples’ interviews (Fetterman,
2008). This also showed from the interviews since some people were more enthusiastic in
their narratives, whereas others were rather brief. The method of performing narrative
interviews can uncover culture-specific views on the world and humanity (Herman &
Vervaeck, 2019). Since different actors represent other ways of knowing and
communicating, they can provide new insights into science (D'Emidio- Caston & Brown,
1998; Riessman, 1993). This showed from my data in the highly different stories and
motivations I heard from each cyclists. An important driver for this diversity was a high
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variety in different actors. This helped to come as close as possible to mapping all different
understandings, perceptions and experiences that people in the Harz area have (Steps
Centre, 2020). During the entire data collection period, field notes were also written down.
These were mainly based on personal observations, encounters and conversations with
other people. The analysis is a continuous part of ethnography and involves different types
and intensities. It starts with selecting a research problem and ends with the last word in the
report (Fetterman, 2008). This also was the case for this research. Especially during the
period of data collection in the Harz, early on I already started to see connections and
patterns between the different responses I had gotten from interviewees, and also between
my own observations and the interview data. As such, the ethnographic analysis was living
throughout the study and built upon in each phase (Fetterman, 2008).

6.1.3 Reflexivity
To increase the scientific validity of the results, it is important to critically reflect on the lived
experiences (Pitard, 2017). As part of this validation process, I will first discuss reflexivity in
relation to using a phenomenological lens and then explore my personal positionality.
Using auto-ethnography through a phenomenological lens allows the researcher to
approach the results from a reflexive and interpretivist point of view to better understand
spirituality in cycling experiences (Starr, 2014). Phenomenology is concerned with
consciousness and understanding experiences and it can help unravel how thoughts,
emotions, and other meanings are interpreted by the self or others (Johnson, 2008).
Because the researcher practicing phenomenological auto-ethnography is both an observer
and a participant, research practices can be influenced by knowledge or experiences that
may not be clearly recognized but are continuously of influence. It is therefore very important
to perform reflexivity (Pitard, 2017; St. Germain & Quinn, 2005).
Reflexive auto-ethnography is concerned with studying how the culture under investigation
relates to the ‘self’ of the researcher (Ellis & Bochner, 2003). I performed self-reflexivity
through exploring my positionality as a researcher while carefully assessing the impact that
my biases, beliefs and personal experiences might have (Pitard, 2017). Before coming to the
Harz, I did a lot of reading about the area’s history with a focus on myths and legends. This
gave me a lot of knowledge about what cultural-historic elements are to be found in the Harz
and what their story is. I even specifically designed my cycling route to pass by as many of
these historical points as possible. As such, I was focused on finding and reflecting upon
these landscape elements. On top of my historic interest, I also had experience with multiday cycling trips and am very engaged with the cycling culture. I did my first solo bicycling
tour in 2018 and got hooked on cycling and touring since then. I know many big actors in the
cycling industry personally and read a lot about recent developments, updates, and events.
Finally, I came to the Harz with certain research questions and was hoping to find the
answers to these questions during my trip. These questions were embedded in a theoretical
framework and as such, I had a clear idea of what I was looking for or hoping to find. This
might have narrowed my view, resulting in missing out on certain elements or information.
To limit my bias as much as possible, I tried to orient myself in a non-judgmental way
(Fetterman, 2008). Because of my knowledge and experience as a cyclist, I was very
capable of relating to the other cyclists I met along the way and interviewed. Collecting my
data by making a cycling trip through the Harz myself allowed me to come as close as
possible to my research participants. Because I was on the same journey, I knew what they
were going through and could relate to their experiences well.

6.1.4 Combining auto-ethnography and ethnography
Both ethnography and auto-ethnography can help to gain an understanding of the embodied
experiences of nature-based sports. These methods can shed a light on how human bodies,
grounded through their senses, interact with natural surroundings and in turn interpret the
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environment (Humberstone, 2011). Especially auto-ethnography is an excellent
methodology to investigate and understand the connections between personal nature-based
experiences, culture and nature (Grosz & Probyn, 1995). Analysing and comparing the
results from the auto-ethnography and ethnography as two different datasets allowed me to
gain more insight in the role of auto-ethnography in relation to ethnography, where they
complemented each other and what the added value was of using a combination of the two
approaches. In this section, I will explore the combination of the two data sets and elaborate
on the concept of triangulation.
O'Byrne (2007) argued that combining traditional ethnography with auto-ethnography adds a
deeper understanding to the data and provides three benefits of bringing the two methods
together. First, it allows for a larger dataset, which is very favourable in positivist science.
Second, and again from a positivist perspective, the combination reduces the impact of any
authority or dominant influences since it provides a stage for minority groups and
uncensored voices (Tedlock, 2003). Third, findings that occur or overlap in both datasets
can serve as direct checks of a theory, allowing for more and stronger evidence of validity.
Multiple methods can generate more building blocks and allow for a more accurate
arrangement of these blocks (O’Byrne, 2007). Humberstone (2011) argues that to ‘know’ the
methods, principles, and connections that constitute a nature-based sport, one really has to
experience the activity reflexively. Using both ethnographic and auto-ethnographic methods
of data collection helped me to get to ‘know’ the practices involved with cycling tourism
better and represent them correctly and holistically.
Before starting the data analysis, I thought about how to use the data I had collected since I
had in fact two different data sets: one collected through auto-ethnography, and one from
ethnography. Looking at the data analysis from the two separate sets, a rough 40/60 division
was visible between the codes from the auto-ethnography (40), and the ethnography (60)
(see also Appendix 5). Since this is close to a 50/50 division, I considered combining the two
datasets and analyse them as a whole. The auto-ethnography would then have functioned
as a way of boosting the amount of data I had and thus strengthened the accuracy of my
results (Saumure & Given, 2008). However, as a researcher, I did not undertake my cycling
trip with the same intentions as my interviewees, making it difficult to combine the findings
and taking away specific information about the different methodologies. After all, I had done
a lot of background reading on the Harz and its history, I was travelling to investigate myself
and others with a clear idea of the framework I would be using to analyse the data, and
since I had formulated this study’s research questions myself, I was very engaged. I
therefore decided to analyse the two data sets (auto-ethnography and ethnography)
separately. This allowed me to see if and where the two datasets would complement each
other. The added value now was that I could see how my personal journey and experience
as a researcher differed from the cycling tourists. From a postmodern perspective, a
comparison of the data as two separate forms of ethnography is no issue. This allows for the
researcher to be engaged in ethnographic and auto-ethnographic data collection at the
same time. This lets the researcher engage with a culture while simultaneously observing it
as an outsider (O’Byrne, 2007). This is exactly what I did. From some metatheoretical
perspectives, this method is critiqued in that it would use two different methods of data
collection with different roles for the researcher, making them harder to combine or compare.
But what makes the postmodern perspective respectable is that it assumes that researchers
are the tools of data collection themselves and as such construct their findings. This grants
the possibility to them to fulfil both roles at the same time (O’Byrne, 2007).
During the data analysis, I accounted for negative influences of bias by contextualizing my
results and using triangulation as quality control (Fetterman, 2008). Triangulation involves
“utilizing more than one source of data to assess the credibility, transferability, dependability,
and/or confirmability of the results, as well as to check the integrity of the inferences
stemming from the data” (Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 2008, p. 340). In this study, data was
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collected in the form of interviews, personal observations, documents, and photographs.
Using triangulation helped me to test the four different types sources of information against
each other and test the study’s validity. Especially in the analysis of and comparison
between the auto-ethnographic and ethnographic data, triangulation helped to assure that all
relevant elements to the study were included.

6.1.5 Privilege and possibilities
I would also like to reflect on the fact that I have been able to undertake this research. This
thesis is part of my master’s degree and having access to such excellent education is
something very special. I also have access to all the resources need to undertake this
journey, and so did my respondents. Think of taking time off from work, money to travel, the
freedom to travel, physical capacities to ride a bike, a well-functioning bike, and maybe even
mental support from family or friends. This makes that my research participants reflect a
very specific audience of people who have access to all the above mentioned elements. I do
think that my respondents represent the general cycling-tourist community well, but my
research findings are harder to generalize for a larger audience since not everyone has the
time or money to go on holiday, or freedom to cross borders. I am extremely grateful for the
possibilities and freedom I have and I want to acknowledge that those allowed me to
undertake this research, but that this is not the case for everyone.

6.2 Reflection on the results: landscape interpretations
Based on the results of this study, three different themes were identified that influence the
cycling experience: awe and majesty of nature, compelling forces of nature, and deep
experiences and reflection. This section of the discussion will reflect on these themes and
situate them in a wider context by using already existing literature on these topics.
The results show that each cycling tourist experiences and interprets the landscape in his or
her own way. Some value small roads in a dense forest, whereas others enjoy cycling on
larger roads with a wide and open view. In "The Beholding Eye: Ten Versions of the Same
Scene," D. W. Meinig identified ten different lenses through which one can see the
landscape. One particular landscape can be perceived differently by different people. Meinig
explains this by stating that a landscape is "composed of not only what lies before our eyes
but what lies within our heads." (Meinig, 1979, p. 1). When looking at a landscape, people
project their feelings, values, expectations, and fears onto their view, which shapes their
impression (Meinig, 1979). Also, the scene might evoke or enlarge particular feelings or
emotions that previously lingered in the back of one’s mind. As such, each viewer has a
unique lens through which one “sees” and interprets, resulting in a social construction of the
scene. Recognition of this social construction allows for a reinterpretation of the human
relationship to land and I will take a closer look at some of the lenses in relation to the data I
obtained from cycling tourists in the Harz. But, despite the individual differences between the
three different themes were identified, they are not mutually exclusive and show overlap on
some elements.

6.2.1 Awe and majesty of nature
First, Meinig’s Landscape as Nature and Landscape as Aesthetic lenses are clearly present
among cyclists. This shows from the high frequency of the D-codes related to experiences,
and in particular the code Experience – Aesthetic (D1.). The interpretation of Landscape as
Nature includes the experience of nature as a controlling force (Meinig, 1979). In the journey
of cyclists, this was for example present in the heavy impact of the weather, but also from
the strong influence a particular scenery can have, for example on controlling one’s
emotions or mood. As an individual, one is only a temporary visitor in nature with a very
small influence (Meinig, 1979). Feeling “the presence of something bigger than oneself” has
a religious depth and could perfectly be categorized as a spiritual experience. Experiencing
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a spiritual encounter with nature is closely linked to religion. According to Nash ([1969]
2001), people have assigned spiritual importance to nature since the beginning of thought.
Many authors have written about the spiritual connections that nature can bring (Ferguson &
Tumburello, 2015; Jansen, 2017; Sölle, 2005). However, according to Otto (1958), the
feelings of spiritual encounter in nature are distinct from theistic conceptions of God in that it
misses notions of ethics and rationale, such as doing morally good. He therefore invented a
term that described ‘the holy’ without moral and rational factors, with the name numen. This
term cannot be clearly defined and the only way for people to understand the meaning is to
personally feel and experience it in one’s consciousness (Otto, 1958). In other words, the
numinous cannot be taught to someone, but it has to be evoked or awakened in the mind,
“as everything that comes ‘of the spirit’ must be awakened” (Otto, 1958, p. 7). Linking this
back to bicycle touring, in which the body and senses constantly reflect and react on
changes of the elements and the environment, to ‘know’ the methods, principles, and
connections that constitute a nature-based sport, one really has to experience the activity
reflexively (Humberstone, 2011).
The Landscape as Nature lens is closely related to the romantic view of nature with a
longing for wilderness and nature as pristine entity without human interferences (Meinig,
1979). The romantic view of nature with a close connection to nature is often also expressed
as a form of nostalgia (Eckbo, 1969), which links to the A. code of Childhood. The lens of
Landscape as Aesthetic is mostly focused on specific elements in the landscape that are of
particular interest to the viewer (Meinig, 1979). The appreciation of landscape as a scenery
is also very personal since every individual has a different perception of what is appealing.
By observing the landscape, one is looking for particular meaning which rests on the belief
that it holds something close to the essence of beauty and truth (Meinig, 1979). As such, the
landscape becomes mysterious and out of reach, providing also a lot of room for personal
interpretation, imagination, and fantasies. This also links back to Otto’s notion of the
‘mysterium’ as an element of the numinous. A common characteristic of mysticism is that
transcending reality can complete one’s personal self. On the other hand however,
experiencing a mystical awe can also evoke feelings of “personal nothingness and
abasement”, stressing an extraordinary and unfamiliar character and links back to the
presence of a larger, more powerful force (Otto, 1958, p. 18).
Another important aspect of the numinous is the element of fascination, including elements
of awefulness and wonderfulness, both embedded in the mysterious experience of a larger
force. Integrated in fascination is a continuous search, desire, and longing for ‘something
more’ (Otto, 1958). Maybe this can be clarified by the mysterious character of the numinous,
evoking a certain curiosity to unravel its true, deep nature. Otto (1958) argues that this can
be explained by the human attempt to identify one’s self with the numen, which has a strong
magical and devotional character and is part of Mysticism. Fascination can also lead to
states of calm in which the soul can almost be wholly filled. Such notions of calmness are
also experienced by cycling tourists, especially when in close proximity of nature or
surrounded by forests. Otto (1958) argues that such states of numinous consciousness are
rooted in the promise of the coming kingdom of God, or in the prospect of eventually arriving
at a reality “above the world” (p. 36). The feeling of fascination shows that human motives
and desires are not fulfilling and that hidden behind our rational being, a greater and
satisfactory essence can be found. Mystics call this “the basis or ground of the soul”. Despite
difference in expression between individuals, the origins of this spiritual craving are alike,
which comes down to a strong drive towards an ideal good that is usually only present in
religious expressions, illustrating again the strong connection between religion and
spirituality (Otto, 1958).
Despite Otto’s elaborate attempt to describe and define the ‘numinous’, he concluded that
the English language does not have a term that can fully grasp the total numinous
impression that can be evoked in the mind. However, in German, the term ‘das Ungeheuere’
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comes very close, describing that which is not ‘geheuer’, meaning the unusual, extraordinary
or fantastic (Otto, 1958). If this is the fundamental essence that can be felt in the
consciousness, this word can represent what the numinous expresses with all its aspects of
mystery, awefulness, majesty, energy, and even the aspect of fascination is somewhat
present in it. The many ways in which the word ungeheuer can be used show from the work
of the German writer and poet Goethe. He uses the word to for example refer to the night
sky, of which the infinite vault is too massive for our human capability to observe space (Von
Goethe, 2019). The fascination of the sky at night was something that came back strongly in
the auto-ethnographic data of this study. It is no surprise that Goethe is so well aware of the
numinous and uses it in his work, since he too visited the Harz region on several of his
travels (Harzlife, 2021). What Goethe and I had in common is that we both did not come as
tourists to the area, but rather as travelling researchers and wrote about our adventures;
Goethe in the form of travel stories and poems (Harzlife, 2021), and I as an autoethnography. A concrete example is the prominent role of the Brocken mountain and the
Walpurgis festivities in Goethe’s masterpiece ‘Faust’ (Von Goethe, 2015). As such, Goethe
too was inspired by the myths and legends of the Harz. Also, ‘das Ungeheuere’ is described
and comes very close to Otto’s (1958) definitions of the ‘numinous’.
Das Schaudern ist der Menschheit bestes Teil.
Wie auch die Welt ihm das Gefühl verteuere,
Ergriffen fühlt er tief das Ungeheuere.1
1

Awe is the best of man: howe'er the world's
Misprizing of the feeling would prevent us,
Deeply we feel, once gripped, the weird Portentous.
(Goethe, Faust, Second Part, Act 1, Sc. v.)
Another important work from Goethe is his poem
“Harzreise im Winter” (‘Winter Journey in the
Harz’), which was inspired by his ascent of the
Brocken mountain in the Harz during the winter of
1777 (Assel & Jäger, 2013). Today, the Brocken is
provided with an excellent road system, but in in
December 1777 with a thick layer of snow
covering the mountain, the climb was not without
risk. Despite knowing the danger and ignoring
locals’ advice to not go up, Goethe continued his
undertaking and from his writing about the event
shows his pride and an emotional description of
the view from the top, in which fascination and
awe can clearly be distinguished (Mommsen,
2003). The data from this study shows the same
feelings in cycling tourists, who consciously chose
to climb a mountain while knowing it will not be
Figure 6, Gasthof ‘Zur Goldenen Forelle’
easy. While cycling in the Harz, I was aware that
Goethe and other famous authors had been here as
where Goethe stayed in December 1777.
well (Figure 6). Knowing that they too did not have
engine-driven vehicles to get up the mountains strengthened me in cycling up. I also
expected that the tough climbing experience would make the view from the top only more
rewarding. The auto-ethnographic description of my climb up the Hexentanzplatz in Thale is
comparable to Goethe’s description from the top of the Brocken (Figure 7). The emotion and
fascination that are present in these descriptions prove that a state of numinosity can be
experienced after the climb.
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Figure 7. View from the Hexentanzplatz Thale at the Roßtrappe.

6.2.2 Compelling forces of nature
The second theme that was identified is concerned with the strong forces of nature that
cyclists have to deal with. Cycling as a nature-based activity occurs in the outdoors, resulting
in the cyclist being exposed to the elements (Humberstone, 2011). These elements include
for example forces of gravity one has to conquer when pedalling up a hill, or extreme
weather events that mirror the power that nature holds. The expressions shared by the
cyclists’ showed proof of the interrelationship of space, natural elements, and the embodied
experiences of cycling activities (Humberstone, 2011). To experience such forces, senses
and emotions are extremely important. To feel the bodily experiences, connect with one’s
inner self, and become self-conscious, the senses – especially those registering vision,
sound, smell, touch, and motion are central during a sporting experience (Hockey & Allen
Collinson, 2007). Several participants expressed self-awareness of such elements and could
describe how it influenced their cycling experience. The bicycle as an object also came back
numerous times in the data. This is strongly linked to bodily experiences since it is the body
that has to power and handle the bike. Dant and Wheaton (2007, p. 10) also recognize the
fine interplay that is required between an athlete’s body and the tool and describe this as a
complex “material interaction”. While handling the bicycle, the body also has to deal with and
react to surrounding elements such as the wind or steep curves. Despite many of such
reactions being ‘intuitive’, this is highly demanding since all the elements are continuously
changing and one’s movement through the landscape further contributes to fluidity
(Humberstone, 2011).
Meinig’s (1979) recognition of the Landscape as a Problem also has some similarities that fit
with the theme of ‘compelling forces of nature’ and includes eroded hills, felling areas, large
agricultural activity, garbage laying around, or light pollution by urban areas. For people that
see these factors as disturbances and feel concern for the earth as habitat, the landscape
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evokes negative feelings and a call for action (Meinig, 1979). In this study’s data, some
cyclists expressed their concern about the negative impact their travel might have on nature.
This concern might partly be rooted in the fact that people who engage in outdoor sports
often feel strong sympathy towards nature and rather see it as a ‘partner’ than a resource for
(capitalistic) consumption (Humberstone, 2011). However, one cyclist already put his own
worries in perspective by stating that a bicycle track is far less disturbing than a large
agricultural machine ploughing through a landscape. This aligns with Meinig (1979) arguing
that surrounded by the forces of nature, humans do not have much influence on the
elements. Compared to nature’s immense power, one’s journey through nature only leaves
“mere scratchings on the skin of Mother Earth” (Meinig, 1979, p.1).

6.2.3 Deep experiences and reflection
The final theme that was identified is concerned with the reflecting experiences of cyclists. It
is not surprising that deep experiences and moments of reflection take place during a cycling
journey, since “we create meaning through the experience of moving through space and
across time” (Starks & Brown Trinidad, 2007, p. 1374). The results also showed that the
element of company played an important part in this. Many cyclists expressed that it is not
so much the journey that counts and will be remembered in the end, but rather the people
you meet and interact with along the way. Olivares, Peterson, and Hess (2007) confirm this
by stating that “as humans we exist and are constructed by our relations with others” (p. 78).
Relations and different contexts influence our experiences and identity and can therefore not
be reduced to something static (Starr, 2014). The desire to share experiences with others
showed from many cyclists sharing updates and visuals of their travel on the internet, for
example through posting on Facebook, Instagram, and one cyclist even had a blog to keep
family and friends up to date. Because I was also travelling on my own I did not always have
company on moments I needed it, I also found comfort in nature and its beauty. Learning
and knowing that the aesthetics of nature can comfort me is empowering and makes me
less afraid of what the future will hold for me. However, realizing that something so
vulnerable is so special to me, and probably also to many others, is also somewhat scary.
Following on my personal description above, other cyclists’ reflections were sometimes also
related to the environment they cycled in and this could for example be in regard to nature or
the history of a place. Following Meinig’s (1979) ten landscape interpretation approaches,
these considerations relate to Landscape as Place and Landscape as History. The view of
Landscape as Place recognizes every landscape as an exclusive scene, located within the
patchwork surface of the earth. As such, everything that can be observed is in some sense
unique and thus of interest. All that surrounds us stimulates awareness and appreciation of
small details such as the sounds, smells, colors, or textures of the environment, since the
outside climate activates all of our senses (Meinig, 1979). For the viewer, all typical
universalities are transcended by the observation of the unique and uncommon details.
These experiences occured several times in the results of this study, for example in cyclists
describing the serenity of cycling through a natural area where, because of the absence of
other disturbances such as cars, one could cleanse the mind and suddenly discover new
landscape elements, sounds, or feelings. This strengthened the enjoyment of the trip for
many cyclists and contributed to their overall appreciation of the landscape. Another
important element that is part of the Landscape as Place is the geographical map. I
designed my cycling route with the intention to include as many interesting historical and
cultural places as possible. I marked all these places on a physical map, which made up a
big part of my preparation and was my direct guidebook during the trip. From a geographical
perspective, the different aspects that make up a place are the location, environment, and
areal composition. A map best represents the last element as “a symbolization of the spatial
arrangement of the elements of the locality” (Meinig, 1979, p. 7). These spatial compositions
can be interpreted as a collection of certain patterns and connections, but these can only
take on meaning when the viewer has some knowledge of the place’s history, functions, and
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larger geographic contexts (Meinig, 1979). This was also confirmed by the results of this
study. Several respondents expressed their feelings of missing out on certain experiences
because they did not feel knowledgeable enough about the place they were in. This
sometimes caused disappointment and a fear of missing out.
The second view that aligns with the deep reflective processes experienced by cyclists is
Meinig’s (1979) Landscape as History. Through such a lens, all that lies in front of the viewer
is an accumulation of human influences on the landscape. The viewer with a historic lens
often takes the role of a detective, reconstructing scenes from the past using the fragments
and pieces that can still be identified today. As such, the landscape can be perceived as
something that went through a chronicle of events and now stores all kind of information
about those acts. However, to fully understand what has happened, it is often crucial that
this data is placed in its corresponding historical context (Meinig, 1979). The challenges of
connecting the data to a historical background also showed from the results of this study.
The Harz is a region with a long history, including many myths and legends which
supposedly have left many elements in the landscape that are visible today. Several
correspondents expressed some interest in and knowledge about the history of the Harz and
present-day visible elements in the landscape that represent the past. However, lacking
knowledge about these past events hampered tourists’ understanding and appreciation of
the landscape. Especially in a historically rich area like the Harz, it is therefore important for
tourists to have some knowledge and understanding of the local history so that they can
experience the landscape more fully and have a lesser feeling of missing out.
Not only the connection between a cyclist and the (natural) environment was important, but
also the connection with the bicycle. This is not surprising since the bike is the object it is all
about. The body plays an important role in how we experience the activity. As the
‘equipment’ of movement, the body must anticipate and respond to the continually changing
environment and landscape (Cresswell & Merriman, 2011). The body is also in continuous
interaction with the equipment, in this case the bicycle (Humberstone, 2011). When the
body-element nexus is balanced and the senses and emotions are ‘in tune’, a heightened
consciousness or pleasure may be experienced. This being at one with the environment,
feeling the ecstasy of speed and time standing still is also described as a ‘flow’ state (Dant &
Wheaton, 2007, p. 11). So, the bicycle should be reliable and function well. Especially when
undertaking a solo-journey, it is often the bike that is a cyclist’s only company, which was
confirmed by some of the participants in this research. Personally, I feel a very strong
emotional connection with all of the bikes I own and ride. For my trip in the Harz, I made a
deliberate choice to take my Gazelle Formula out of 2 other suitable bikes. I felt most
comfortable on my Gazelle, both in terms of riding since it is a very light-weight bike, and in
terms of mechanics since the bike has a simple set-up and I can basically fix everything that
could get broken. One of the respondents told me that the bike he was travelling on, a brand
new Bianchi road bike, was the first bike he ever bought himself and he had saved up for it
for a long time. Another respondent was riding a custom touring rig that he had designed
together with a local bike builder. This shows that every rider has a personal connection and
shared history with his or her bike that are of influence on the spiritual cycling experience.

6.2.4 Nature and spirituality
The data suggested that cyclists’ deep experiences and reflections connect the cyclists with
one’s self, but also with a larger force that surrounded them. The final part of the discussion
will therefore be concerned with how experiences in nature relate to spirituality. Many people
have written about the spiritual connections that nature can bring (Ferguson & Tumburello,
2015; Jansen, 2017; Sölle, 2005). In the deep experiences and reflections that cyclists
shared with me, they often referred to the natural environment they were cycling in, and how
they felt connected to it. To sense such connectedness and feel thrilled, the best types of
nature to look for are large-scale, wild-looking areas, or ‘wilderness’ (Van den Born & De
Groot, 2011). This also comes back in the results of this study in that people expressed an
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interest in rather undisturbed nature areas. The wilderness view of nature is in turn
connected with experiences of the sublime (Jansen et al., 2016). The feelings of awe,
mystic, peace and calmness that other people associate with experiencing a connectedness
with God are therefore clustered in this thesis under the term ‘wilderness experience’. This in
turn raises the question how our conception of ‘wilderness’ relates to spirituality.
To further examine how ‘wilderness’ connects to spirituality, it first is important to define what
the term means. According to a definition from the 1960s, ‘wilderness’ is “an area where the
earth and its community of life are untrammelled by man, where man himself is a visitor who
does not remain.” (U.S. National Wilderness Preservation Act, 1964). Since man is only a
visitor in the wilderness space and cannot control or grasp it, this definition gives the
impression that the wilderness is made up of something bigger than ourselves, such as a
larger spiritual force, or God. The presence of God can be experienced best in vast,
powerful landscapes that neglect all sense of mankind’s power and reminds us of our own
mortality (Cronon, 1995), for example sites like national parks – such as Harz National Park.
However, the creation of national parks represents a major ambivalence since they are often
designated and intensively managed as unoccupied areas where nature can dominate. As
such, man has influenced the site’s organization, mapping, and regulation, which
transformed wild, unruly ‘nature’ into a human-made domesticated landscape to be
managed by and for human interests (Fletcher, 2014). Continuing in this line of though,
Richard White insisted that nature, and therefore wilderness, is only an idea (Peterson,
1999). Likewise, Soper and Williams claim that “ideas about nature are historically and
culturally determined. There is no single, essential “nature” that all individuals in all places
and times recognize as such or can access outside the mediations of human culture”
(Peterson, 1999, p. 341). In his publication Uncommon Ground (1996), William Cronon
claims that wilderness and nature are produced by human imagery and philosophy. In older
writings, wilderness is described as something dangerous, desolate or barren (Cronon,
1995). However, when we take a closer look at more recent literature, we can see a clear
shift in wilderness being something more sacred and valued, which was expressed by the
creation of national parks (Fletcher, 2014). This changing in the understanding and
appreciation of wilderness over time proves that humans shape the idea of wilderness
themselves. Therefore, one could argue that wilderness is socially constructed. On the one
hand as a concept or idea, like nature as a character or intrinsic force. On the other hand, as
a material phenomenon. This applies to the material world itself and describes the ways
people change their physical environment, based on social values and ideas. This material
construction is supported by the idea that we can influence how the natural environment
looks by shaping it to our beliefs. The argument that humans experience nature only through
the tools they have created to understand it matches with Meinig’s ten lenses of a landscape
(Meinig, 1979). This means that there cannot be a nature that is surely distinct from culture
and the belief that nature, or wilderness, is something untouched, pure and separate from
human civilization is pure utopia (Vannini & Vannini, 2016).
With the strong appreciation and value that is given to wilderness, one could argue that this
type of nature has taken a new form of spirituality or religion. Jansen (2017) found that some
people refer to nature as being ‘the better world’, or a symbol for Paradise where spiritual
encounters can be experienced through silence. This corresponds with the high importance
people give to tranquility, purity and natural beauty when visiting nature (Buijs, 2009). Taylor
(2012) argued that the establishment and protection of designated wilderness areas can
also be seen “[as] a way of establishing such places as sacred places, as temples for those
who have left behind conventional religions” (p. 310). As such, the ‘wilderness’ becomes
spiritually significant and traditional religion then gets a new form where “previously
disguised aspects of religion are revealed” (Meyer, 2012:6). With the wilderness becoming
such an important place for spiritual encounters, organized forms of religion lose their
exclusive holding on religious experiences (Hoover, 2002, 2006; Winkelaar, 2005). To take
this even further, Ferguson & Tamburello (2015) argue that wilderness as a spiritual
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environment seriously competes with and can even serve as a complete replacement for
traditional religious groups. With regard to nature-based sports, there are several authors
who discuss the relation between sports and religion. Taylor (2007) for example provided
strong arguments about nature-based sports being practiced as a religion. Stranger (1999)
describes how surfing can be interpreted as a ‘communion with nature’ based on notions of
The Sublime. As such, one could argue that the body pedagogics involved with these
energetic activities can be compared with bodily experiences that are linked to conventional
religions (Mellor & Schilling, 2010). The theological perspective on the relation between
nature and religion is not covered in this thesis but could be an interesting pathway for
further investigation.
One could also argue that the way we experience nature aesthetically and emotionally is
influenced by our own nature development ideals (Jansen, 2017). This brings us back to the
paradox in nature experiences, which describes how we create and adjust nature to our own
preferences, while at the same time we have a strong desire for nature as wilderness
without human intervention (Jansen, 2017). However, if this ‘nature’ is constructed, both
socially by our expectations and desires, and physically by our conservation efforts, what
does that say about the spiritual experiences we encounter in nature? The natural
environment serves as the most important factor in these spiritual encounters, but since
these environments are influenced by humans, does this mean that we can influence the
spiritual experiences that are evoked and how we experience the supernatural as well? This
question exceeds the scope of this research but could be an interesting topic for further
research.
Reflecting on the research questions this thesis is based on, all three questions have been
discussed in detail. As such, I scientifically demonstrated the relationship between cycling
and spirituality. I also provided a deeper insight in cyclists’ inner worlds, their thoughts,
emotions, feelings, and motivations to go on a multi-day cycling trip. This knowledge can be
used in practices of nature conservation and landscape design to further facilitate spiritual
cycling experiences.
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7. Conclusion
The aim of this study has been to explore how cyclists experience spiritual values along their
journey. In my case study in the German Harz, I found that there are many different
elements of spiritual significance that can have an influence on the cycling experience. Most
of the time, these different elements are not operating individually but are interacting and
occur in combination with each other.
A multi-day cycling trip is not just a journey from one place to another but cyclists often go
through a personal quest as well. This mental exploration typically contains several elements
of spirituality and can potentially really enrich the adventure for cyclists. This research has
shown that nature and the natural environment can play an important role in experiencing
the spiritual while cycling. Nature serves as a place that enables and in certain instances
even stimulates spiritual experiences, especially larger ‘wild’ areas. I reflected on these
natural experiences using some of Meinig’s (1979) lenses through which a landscape can be
perceived. Landscapes mirror and landscapes matter, they tell us much about the values we
hold and at the same time affect how we experience our environment and with that, our life.
These lenses help with a reinterpretation of the human relationship to land (Mulligan, 2017).
I identified three themes that influence the cycling experience: 1) awe and majesty of nature,
2) compelling forces of nature, and 3) deep experiences and reflection. In the awe and
majesty of nature, the numinous is an important aspect that relates to spirituality (Otto,
1958). The numinous involves elements of mysticism and fascination, but is difficult to
define. However, in the Germany language, the term ‘das Ungeheuere’ comes very close
and describes the unusual, extraordinary or fantastic (Otto, 1958). This word was used in the
work of the German writer and poet Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, who also travelled in the
Harz as a student and let the region inspire his writing. These are examples that other
people have experienced the numinous in the Harz as well, indicating the spiritual
importance of the region.
In the section ‘compelling forces of nature’, I elaborated on how cyclists can view the
landscape as a problem they have to overcome, and the strong forces that influence their
perceptions and can evoke spiritual experiences with that. In the part about ‘deep
experiences and reflection’, I wrote about the importance of company during a tour, place
specific elements of a landscape, and historical elements.
In the final section of the discussion, I reflected on the overall connection between nature
and spirituality. I argued that wilderness is a social construct. The shaping of wilderness as a
concept can be clarified by arguing that the implementation of wilderness is very personal
and time-dependent, meaning one can argue it is entirely a cultural invention (Cronon,
1995). This raises the question to what extent the spiritual experiences we have in nature
are based on human interventions in the landscape and is an interesting topic for further
research.
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Appendix 1: Route map of the Harz-Rundweg

Retrieved from: KKV on 27-02-2021, from http://www.shop.kk-verlag.de/images/PDF/9783869730202_Harzrundweg.pdf
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Appendix 2: Map of identified sites of spiritual significance
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Appendix 3: Code list
Code List – Cycling tourists in the Harz
Based on the findings collected in the field, data analysis was structured around 4 types of
analytical units:

1. Dimensions of spirituality
For the dimensions of spirituality, the dimensions as presented by De Pater et al. (in press)
are adopted, with the additional an extra Experiential ‘unspecified’ dimension.
Code Group D. Dimensions of Spirituality
⬤ D0. Experience –
This code is only applied when nature experience in its totality is referred to without
Unspecified
emphasizing any of the four experiential dimensions. It is applied when there is a
possibility that spiritual experience in connection with nature is facilitated.
⬤ D1. Experience – Aesthetic Experiencing a sense of wilderness, discovery, adventure or amazement and
wonder about nature.
⬤ D2. Experience –
Describing a relational experience with nature or experiencing non- material agents
Relational
and powers related to them.
⬤ D3. Experience –
Referring to experiences of healing, restoration of identity or finding comfort in
Restorative
nature.
⬤ D4. Experience – lifeforce
Medicinal attributes and powers of the area.
⬤ D5. Practical – Ritual
Denotes action generated by spiritual motives, such as ceremonies, worship, rites,
retreats. Is linked to experience and narratives, but also to the material-spiritual
dimension, e.g. in the use of sacred objects for rituals.
⬤ D6. Mythical – Narrative
All stories and narratives in relation to nature or nature dwellers/users, and in
relation to educational programs.
⬤ D7. Philosophical – Ethical Reverence and ethics towards nature, governmental 'due diligence' towards nature
protection, or a moral motivation towards sustainability.
⬤ D8. Material – spiritual
Specific things, objects or physical phenomena with a close link to spirituality.

2. Extrinsic influences on the cycling experience
During the first round of analysis it became clear that spiritual experiences can be present in
many different forms and can strongly be influenced by intrinsic and extrinsic factors, which
mutually interact. Categorizing these elements allows them to be combined with the different
dimensions of spirituality in order to answer RQ2. The extrinsic influences on the cycling
experience relate to the physical environment and services one cannot influence. The
following categories have been established:
Code Group E. Extrinsic influences on the cycling experience
E1. Road conditions
Refers to descriptions about road conditions such as quality and steepness.
E2. Weather
Applied when reference is made to the weather and how this impacts cyclists’
planning and experience.
⬤ E3. Physical environment Refers to all physical environmental factors. Especially the difference between cycling
in the city versus a natural landscape, the disturbing impact of car traffic and peoples’
preference for certain types of roads.
⬤ E4. Signage
Applied when reference is made to signage. This includes interpretation of signs, their
presence, clarity and overall appreciation.
⬤
⬤
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3. Intrinsic influences on the cycling experience
The intrinsic influences on the cycling experience relate to the intrinsic emotions and ‘deep’
experiences that are happening in the mind. The following categories have been
established:
Code Group I. Intrinsic influences on the cycling experience
I1. Goal of the trip
Describes people’s motivation to travel by bicycle in the Harz and what they hope
to find. Includes their perceived visibility of mythical and cultural elements in the
landscape, interpretations of these elements and the trade-off between making
meters and visiting cultural sites.
● I2. Preparations for the trip
Applied when people describe how they prepared for their trip. Includes their
(background) knowledge on mythical and cultural landscape elements.
● I3. Personal experiences
Refers to cyclists’ emotions and ‘deep’ experiences, including childhood
and reflections
memories, toughness, and spiritual connotations in their reflection on the trip.
● I4. Emotions
Applied when cyclists describe their emotions and how these impact their cycling
and overall travel experience.
●

4. Additional qualifications of spirituality
References made to spirituality are not always direct, but some words have an additional
spiritual connotation. Such terms can provide more information on how different spiritual
values are experienced and influence the recreational experience (RQ2). Therefore, codes
will be added to specific words with a link to spirituality.
Code Group A. Additional qualitative codes, qualifying spiritual elements in the texts
Code
Comment
⬤ A. Bike Handling
Refers to all manoeuvres and actions related to travelling by bicycle. Examples include
fixing a puncture, repairing or maintaining other parts of the bike, or having to walk next to
the bike because the terrain gets too steep or technical.
⬤ A. Childhood
References made to childhood experiences and childhood memories in relation to nature,
spirituality and the forest.
⬤ A. Culture
Applied almost everywhere where cultural mattes are mentioned. Often is a container term
for the whole of spiritual and social values that people experience.
⬤ A. Cultural History The stories and histories carried by cultural sites such as churches, ruins, castles, palaces,
monasteries and old towns.
⬤ A. Forest
All references made to the forest and experiences in it.
⬤ A. Identity
Applied where people mention intrinsic motivations or insights in why they undertake certain
actions.
⬤ A. Leisure
All activities performed with the aim of recreation and relaxation.
⬤ A. Loneliness
Coded when people described feeling alone, signs of homesickness, or lack of company.
⬤ A. Luggage
Described all baggage and gear carried on the bike.
⬤ A. Myths &
Referring to local stories of folklore in the Harz.
Legends
⬤ A. Nature
Coded when mentioned as such in the text. Often related to A. Forest
⬤ A. Spiritual
Only used when there is a clear reference to 'the spiritual' but too general to allocate one of
the spiritual dimensions to this quote.
⬤ A. Tranquillity
Includes remoteness; disturbance by (motorised) traffic; darkness (absence of urban
lighting); air, (spatial) infinity.
⬤ A. Witches
Coded when mentioned as such in the text. Often referring to a local myth.
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Appendix 4: Example of coding in Atlas.ti
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Appendix 5: Overview of assigned codes in the autoethnography and ethnography, including their percentages and
totals.
Autoethnography
Gr=136; GS=1

Ethnography
Gr=189; GS=15

● A. Bike handling Gr=23
● A. Childhood Gr=14
● A. Cultural History Gr=39
● A. Culture Gr=6
● A. Forest Gr=49
● A. Identity Gr=20
● A. Leisure Gr=16
● A. Loneliness Gr=9
● A. Luggage Gr=11
● A. Myths & Legends Gr=43
● A. Nature Gr=29
● A. Spirituality Gr=28
● A. Tranquillity Gr=23
● A. Witches Gr=18
● D0. Experience - Unspecified Gr=16
● D1. Experience - Aesthetic Gr=51
● D2. Experience - Relational Gr=5
● D3. Experience - Restorative Gr=17
● D4. Experience - Lifeforce Gr=7
● D5. Practical - Ritual Gr=0
● D6. Mythical - Narrative Gr=32
● D7. Philosophical - Ethical Gr=7
● D8. Material - Spiritual Gr=2
● E1. Road conditions Gr=23
● E2. Weather Gr=39
● E3. Physical environment Gr=87
● E4. Signage Gr=29
● E5. Visibility of the myths Gr=36
● I1. Goal of the trip Gr=46
● I2. Preparations for the trip Gr=23
● I3. Personal experiences and
reflections Gr=110

6
1
25
1
19
2

26.09%
7.14%
64.10%
16.67%
38.78%
10.00%

3
4
17
11
9
9
3

33.33%
36.36%
39.53%
37.93%
32.14%
39.13%
16.67%

29
3
5
3

56.86%
60.00%
29.41%
42.86%

17
13
14
5
30
18
16
6
7
26
18
19
14
15
16
22
2
12
4

73.91%
92.86%
35.90%
83.33%
61.22%
90.00%
100.00%
66.67%
63.64%
60.47%
62.07%
67.86%
60.87%
83.33%
100.00%
43.14%
40.00%
70.59%
57.14%

15
3
2
5
18
46
18
19
5
2

46.88%
42.86%
100.00%
21.74%
46.15%
52.87%
62.07%
52.78%
10.87%
8.70%

17
4

29

● I4. Emotions Gr=74
● I5. Company Gr=16
Additional Qualitative Codes Gr=196
Dimensions of Spirituality Gr=116
Extrinsic influences Gr=175
Intrinsic influences Gr=190

27
12
80
47
86
59

Totals

18
21
41
11
17
41
21

53.13%
57.14%
0.00%
78.26%
53.85%
47.13%
37.93%
47.22%
89.13%
91.30%

23
14
39
6
49
20
16
9
11
43
29
28
23
18
16
51
5
17
7
0
32
7
2
23
39
87
29
36
46
23

100%
100%
100%
100%
100%
100%
100%
100%
100%
100%
100%
100%
100%
100%
100%
100%
100%
100%
100%
0%
100%
100%
100%
100%
100%
100%
100%
100%
100%
100%

26.36%

81

73.64%

110

100%

36.49%
75.00%
40.82%
40.52%
49.14%
31.05%

47
4
116
69
89
131

63.51%
25.00%
59.18%
59.48%
50.86%
68.95%

74
16
196
116
175
190

100%
100%
100%
100%
100%
100%

1002

61.66%

1625

100%

623
38.34%
Gr = Groundedness of a Code (number of quotations coded by a code)
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Totals

Appendix 6a: Overview of the combination of codes between A, D, E, and I in the autoethnography and ethnography.

●D0. Experience – Unspecified Gr=11
●D1. Experience – Aesthetic Gr=30
●D2. Experience – Relational Gr=3
●D3. Experience – Restorative Gr=16
●D4. Experience – Lifeforce Gr=2
●D5. Practical – Ritual Gr=0
●D6. Mythical – Narrative Gr=17
●D7. Philosophical – Ethical Gr=3
●D8. Material – Spiritual Gr=0
●E1. Road conditions Gr=16
●E2. Weather Gr=15
●E3. Physical environment Gr=44
●E4. Signage Gr=7
●E5. Visibility of the myths Gr=7
●I1. Goal of the trip Gr=29
●I2. Preparations for the trip Gr=8
●I3. Personal experiences and
reflections Gr=62
●I4. Emotions Gr=29
●I5. Company Gr=0

●A. Bike
handling
Auto- Ethn.
ethn.
Gr=45
Gr=1
1
0
3
1
2
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
7
0
3
6
8
0
1
0
0

●A. Childhood
Autoethn.
Gr=1

Ethn.
Gr=14

●A. Cultural
History
AutoEthn.
ethn.
Gr=22
Gr=33

●A. Culture

●A. Forest

Autoethn.
Gr=1

Ethn.
Gr=7

Autoethn.
Gr=40

Ethn.
Gr=62

●A. Identity
Autoethn.
Gr=4

Ethn.
Gr=38

●A. Leisure
Autoethn.
Gr=0

Ethn.
Gr=21

0
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

0
0
1
2
0
0
6
0
0
0
0
0
1
0

0
8
0
0
0
0
3
0
0
1
0
6
1
1

1
2
0
0
0
0
3
0
0
0
1
1
0
3

0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

0
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
1
0
0

0
7
0
1
0
0
2
1
0
2
4
11
2
0

5
8
1
10
2
0
1
2
0
5
4
7
2
1

0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
0
1

2
0
1
2
0
0
2
0
0
0
1
1
0
1

0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

0
0
0
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
2
0
0

0
0
1

1
0
14

0
0
0

0
0
4

2
0
9

5
3
2

0
0
1

2
1
1

1
0
4

2
1
7

0
1
1

8
1
12

0
0
0

8
1
6

2
0

6
0

0
0

0
0

2
0

1
0

0
0

0
0

5
0

4
0

0
0

7
0

0
0

2
0

Gr = Groundedness of a Code (number of quotations coded by a code)
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Appendix 6b: Overview of the combination of codes between A and D – E – I in the autoethnography and ethnography.
●A. Loneliness

●D0. Experience – Unspecified Gr=9
●D1. Experience – Aesthetic Gr=31
●D2. Experience – Relational Gr=2
●D3. Experience – Restorative Gr=13
●D4. Experience – Lifeforce Gr=6
●D5. Practical – Ritual Gr=0
●D6. Mythical – Narrative Gr=29
●D7. Philosophical – Ethical Gr=5
●D8. Material – Spiritual Gr=1
●E1. Road conditions Gr=9
●E2. Weather Gr=11
●E3. Physical environment Gr=38
●E4. Signage Gr=5
●E5. Visibility of the myths Gr=12
●I1. Goal of the trip Gr=18
●I2. Preparations for the trip Gr=11
●I3. Personal experiences and
reflections Gr=52
●I4. Emotions Gr=31
●I5. Company Gr=9

Autoethn.
Gr=6
0
0
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
0
0
0

Ethn.
Gr=13

●A. Luggage
Ethn.
Gr=13

●A. Myths &
Legends
AutoEthn.
ethn.
Gr=34
Gr=27
0
0
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
3
9
3
1
1
0
0
0
2
0
4
3
1
0
4
1

●A. Nature

0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

Autoethn.
Gr=8
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
0
4
0
0

0
0
0

1
0
4

0
0
2

2
1
6

0
1
4

6
5
5

1
0
2

2
1
4

0
0
2

2
0
13

3
1

6
2

1
0

1
0

2
1

2
2

1
0

2
0

2
0

7
2

1
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
0
1
0
0

Gr = Groundedness of a Code (number of quotations coded by a code)
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Autoethn.
Gr=25
0
8
0
1
1
0
2
0
0
1
3
4
1
0

Ethn.
Gr=39

●A. Spirituality

3
7
0
1
4
0
3
1
0
1
1
9
0
0

Autoethn.
Gr=18
0
7
0
1
0
0
4
0
0
0
1
1
0
0

Ethn.
Gr=40
2
3
1
1
1
0
1
0
0
0
2
5
0
0

●A. Tranquillity
Autoethn.
Gr=20
0
5
0
5
0
0
1
0
0
1
1
2
0
0

Ethn.
Gr=27

●A. Witches

3
0
0
4
0
0
0
0
0
4
0
5
0
0

Autoethn.
Gr=3
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
3

Ethn.
Gr=19

0
0
2

4
0
5

0
0
0

0
3
3

2
1

2
0

0
0

0
0

0
0
0
0
0
0
6
0
0
0
0
0
3
4

Appendix 7: Overview of the combination of codes between I and D – E in the auto-ethnography
and ethnography.
●I1. Goal of the trip

●D0. Experience – Unspecified
Gr=10
●D1. Experience – Aesthetic Gr=25
●D2. Experience – Relational Gr=4
●D3. Experience – Restorative Gr=7
●D4. Experience – Lifeforce Gr=2
●D5. Practical – Ritual Gr=0
●D6. Mythical – Narrative Gr=13
●D7. Philosophical – Ethical Gr=7
●D8. Material – Spiritual Gr=2
●E1. Road conditions Gr=17
●E2. Weather Gr=37
●E3. Physical environment Gr=53
●E4. Signage Gr=21
●E5. Visibility of the myths Gr=24

Auto-ethn.
Gr=3
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
0
2
0

Ethn.
Gr=17
1
3
1
2
0
0
0
0
0
1
4
3
1
1

●I2. Preparations for
the trip
Auto-ethn. Ethn.
Gr=2
Gr=16
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
0
1

Gr = Groundedness of a Code (number of quotations coded by a code)

2
0
1
0
0
2
0
0
0
2
0
2
7

●I3. Personal experiences
and reflections
Auto-ethn.
Ethn. Gr=71
Gr=37
0
6
6
0
1
0
0
2
2
1
1
4
9
5
6

8
1
2
1
0
4
0
0
10
11
19
3
6

●I4. Emotions
Auto-ethn.
Gr=29
0
3
1
0
0
0
3
2
1
0
4
9
4
2

●I5. Company

Ethn.
Gr=44
3
3
0
1
0
0
2
3
0
5
10
12
4
1

Auto-ethn.
Gr=3
0
0
1
0
1
0
0
0
0
0
1
0
0
0

Ethn.
Gr=0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

Appendix 8: Overview of the combination of codes between E and D in the auto-ethnography and
ethnography.

●D0. Experience – Unspecified
Gr=15
●D1. Experience – Aesthetic Gr=35
●D2. Experience – Relational Gr=2
●D3. Experience – Restorative Gr=6
●D4. Experience – Lifeforce Gr=4
●D5. Practical – Ritual Gr=0
●D6. Mythical – Narrative Gr=11
●D7. Philosophical – Ethical Gr=2
●D8. Material – Spiritual Gr=3

●E1. Road
conditions
Auto-ethn.
Ethn.
Gr=2
Gr=11
0
7
1
0
1
0
0
0
0
0

4
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

●E2. Weather
Auto-ethn.
Gr=9
0

Ethn.
Gr=9
0

5
0
0
2
0
2
0
0

5
0
3
1
0
0
0
0

Gr = Groundedness of a Code (number of quotations coded by a code)
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●E3. Physical
environment
Auto-ethn.
Ethn.
Gr=18
Gr=17
0
8
9
2
2
1
0
1
2
1

8
0
0
0
0
1
0
0

●E4. Signage
Auto-ethn.
Gr=4
0
1
0
0
0
0
2
0
1

Ethn.
Gr=1
0
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

●E5. Visibility of the
myths
Auto-ethn.
Ethn.
Gr=3
Gr=4
0
0
1
0
0
0
0
1
0
1

0
0
0
0
0
4
0
0

