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Abstract
Travel has long been recognized as a catalyst for transformation. The research conducted on this topic,
however, is astonishingly narrow in scope. Only few studies have attempted to look beyond a
particular travel segment and rather focused on the influence of gap years on education or future
study choice. Transformation through a liminal space such as a gap year remains largely unexplored.
Thus, this study aims to contribute to the gap in literature by focusing on the intrinsic transformation
of gappers as a result of their on-trip and post-trip gap year experiences. In order to explore the
experiences 15 gappers underwent during and after their gap year in a qualitative study design,
Mezirow’s transformative learning theory is applied and serves as the theoretical framework of this
study. Employing this transformative lens enables this research to identify the gappers’ disorienting
dilemmas, their critical reflection, and affective learning. Through these, four elements were found to
contribute to the understanding of the intrinsic transformation gappers underwent as a result of their
gap year experiences: encounters with travelers and locals, the re-entry home, personal growth and
development, and changes in travel behavior. The findings revealed that an often-overlooked aspect
in existing literature, the post-trip phase, is of great importance for the gappers. Only through their
experiences after their return back home and taking the time to critically reflect on their lived
experiences during the gap year can gappers (unconsciously) achieve intrinsic transformation.
Keywords: transformation, transformative travel, transformative learning theory, gap year,
experiences, self-development
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1. Introduction
“Travel and tourism […] can contribute to human transformation,
growth, and development, and change human behavior
and our relationship with the world” (Reisinger, 2013, p. xii)
The phenomenon of “taking a gap year” has gained increasing popularity amongst students from
Western countries in recent years and has been consistently growing since 1999 (Lumsden & Stanwick,
2012; Simpson, 2004). Embarking on a gap year is no longer seen as a waste of time or just taking a
break (Butcher & Smith, 2010). Instead, gap years are nowadays generally seen as an opportunity to
take a ‘discovery year’ in order to learn about oneself, one’s passions and dislikes (Horn, 2020), and
provide the possibility for self-development (Snee, 2013). A gap year epitomizes an “individualized
form of life planning, a forum for young people to reflexively construct a sense of self” (King, 2011, p.
344). Further, it provides the chance to “develop valuable life and work experience that can make all
the difference to [young people’s] personal and professional lives” (Lynch, 2021, p. 2). Despite the
term ‘gap year’ still being rather ambiguous, it is usually referred to as a transitional period of taking
time off between school and university that is spent abroad, with activities including extended
independent (solo) travel, leisure, learning, or work (Hermann, 2013; Jones, 2004). Gap year travel is
unique both as a learning opportunity as well as a research focus in that it “is a novel setting for unusual
interpersonal and intercultural encounters and potentially unique learning experiences. [These]
learning experiences […] are imbued with possibilities both for disorientation and transformation”
(Johan et al., 2019, p. 2).
As the above quote by Reisinger (2013) shows, traveling can be a catalyst for profound changes within
the traveler. The transformative potential of (gap year) traveling is “often attributed to its power to
convey liminality, or a temporary release from the routine experience” (Kirillova et al., 2017, p. 498).
In its most straightforward meaning, transformation is defined as “a marked change in form, nature,
or appearance” (Oxford English Dictionary, n.d.). It induces the notion of fundamental physical or
psychological changes (Baumgartner, 2001). Vis-à-vis tourism and physical travel, transformation
refers to both the effect travel has on a place as well as the influence upon travelers (Lean, 2009). This
thesis is centered around the latter and, thus, around the inner journey travelers embark on when
immersing in unfamiliar encounters in a destination (A. Morgan, 2010). Kottler (1998) defined
transformative travel through a psychological lens as a “process that involves the actualization of
something missing driven by intellectual curiosity, emotional need, or physical challenge” (Ross, 2010,
p. 55). Transformation produces far-reaching changes in travelers as it not only impacts the
experiences made while traveling, but also “makes sense of them and gives them their meanings, and
develops new expectations” (Reisinger, 2013, p. xiii). By critically reflecting on their own worldviews
and personal values, beliefs, and attitudes, travelers can “shape new attitudes and perceptions of the
world and, consequently, change their actions” (Reisinger, 2013, p. xiii). Such a critical reflection is
achieved through transformative learning. Transformative learning is a rational approach to cognitive
restructuring which transpires when an individual changes their key understandings of their own
worldview by critically reflecting on their beliefs and values, and by deliberately realizing a plan to
bring about their new worldview (Reisinger, 2013; Lyons, 2010). Mezirow’s (1991) transformative
learning theory (TLT) has been extensively employed to conceptualize transformative travel (Coghlan
& Weiler, 2015; Lean, 2012; Pung et al., 2020; Reisinger, 2013; Robledo & Batle, 2015; Soulard et al.,
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2020). In this study, I use the conceptualization of the TLT and its three main phases: disorienting
dilemmas and critical reflection (Mezirow, 1991) and, as added by Taylor (2000), affective learning.
Linking the TLT to tourism, the traveler is faced with a disorienting dilemma, or challenge, they are
unable to solve and are thus forced to reevaluate their worldview (Soulard et al., 2020). By critically
reflecting and dealing with emotions and feelings through affective learning, the traveler can
reevaluate their own biases, beliefs, feelings, and values. If successful, the triggered learning leads to
a transformation within the traveler (Reisinger, 2013; Soulard et al., 2020)

1.1 Problem Statement
In today’s society, where taking a gap year is no longer perceived as a waste of time but rather as time
taken off for discovery and self-development, the new phenomenon has gained the attention of
academics. However, despite this profound expansion of gap year research, considerable gaps persist
as educational aspects, and quantitative methods dominate. The phenomenon of transformation
through learning in a liminal space of extended independent solo travel, such as a gap year, remains
unexplored (Johan et al., 2019; Ross, 2010). The majority of research into gap year experiences and
gappers – people taking a gap year – focuses on how a gap year influences decisions such as choice of
education or how it affects the study experience (Birch & Miller, 2007; Holmlund et al., 2008; Jones,
2004; King, 2011; Martin, 2010; Snee, 2013; Tenser, 2015), while only little research has been
conducted focusing on the transformation happening during and after the gap year, and how the
collected experiences can transform a traveler (see, for example, Terán, 2016). Quantitative studies
dominate this research domain with only few papers adopting qualitative methods (see King, 2011;
Tenser, 2015; Terán, 2016); and even these mostly focus on educational aspects rather than on
transformation through traveling. Due to its contextual nature, employing qualitative research
methods is preferred when researching human transformation through traveling (Kanning, 2013).
Understanding how travelers may change during their journey, including their behavioral, attitudinal,
and cognitive changes, as well as their cross-cultural awareness (Hoggan et al., 2017; Lin & Kuo, 2016;
Pung & Del Chiappa, 2020) is indispensable in the further development of tourism (Juvan et al., 2017).
The traveler’s behavior is a key factor when it comes to the successful development of tourism
services. Deeper intrinsic knowledge of the traveler has practical value to all stakeholders in the
tourism industry (Pearce, 2005). Therefore, the purpose of this study is to understand the changes a
traveler goes through as a result of a gap year experience. With the noticingly growing popularity of
taking a gap year (Lumsden & Stanwick, 2012) and want to experience transformative travel (Reisinger,
2013), it is important to be able to better respond to the constantly changing needs of the increasingly
diverse tourists in order to manage the number of tourists in a better way so as to build mutually
beneficial relationships (Reisinger, 2009). This thesis contributes to the slowly growing body of
research and aims to partly close the gap in literature and lack of knowledge on transformation as a
result of a gap year experience by conducting a qualitative study with 15 participants. With its
academic and societal relevance, findings are not only relevant for academic purposes but also
applicable to practitioners in the tourism industry. For example, tour operators could benefit from this
study to further explore how the transformation manifesting within the traveler influences their travel
plans, as well as the influence these changes have on the tourism industry itself (e.g., the rising
popularity of Airbnb over hotels, while Airbnb is seen as a disruptive innovation of the sharing economy
within the tourism industry).
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1.2 Research Questions
The research purpose leads to the following main research question:
Which intrinsic transformations take place within the gapper as a result of transformative learning?
In order to understand and gain insight into the intrinsic transformation that is explored in the main
research question, the following sub-research questions guide this study:
1.
2.
3.
4.

How do encounters with travelers and locals influence the gapper’s experiences?
What role does the re-entry home play in the gapper’s transformation?
How does the gapper’s personal growth influence transformation?
What role does the gapper’s change in travel behavior play in their transformation?

1.3 Thesis Structure
To answer these research questions, I begin by introducing the study and the aim of the research
(Chapter 1). In Chapter 2, I sketch the context this thesis research is set in. I present Cohen’s (1972)
tourist typology and identify gappers within the typology as well as their general characteristics,
different types of gap year activities, and recent developments in the gap year industry following the
outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic. In Chapter 3, I outline relevant literature regarding
transformation in the form of transformative travel, the TLT by Mezirow (1991), travel experiences,
and the relation between transformation and behavior. I end this chapter by proposing a new
conceptual framework of transformative learning within a gapper’s gap year travel experience which
guides this study. In Chapter 4, I present the methodology used for this study, which is followed by the
analysis of the findings of this study in Chapter 5. I finalize this study with a discussion and conclusion
in Chapter 6, where I link the results to a wider theoretical context and answer the main research
question. Lastly, I assess this study’s limitations as well as recommendations for future research on the
topic of transformation within a gap year.

3

2. Gap Year Travel
In this chapter, I illuminate the rise of the gap year in recent decades and its turn into a widely
acceptable rite of passage and opportunity for personal development. I discuss Cohen’s tourist
typology (1972), which is comprised of four different types of travelers. I then go on to elucidate how
the gapper emerged from the typology, how they can be identified, and which types of activities can
be undertaken during a gap year. Lastly, I give a brief overview of the changes in the gap year industry
as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic.

2.1 The Gap Year Phenomenon
Over the past few decades, extended independent solo travel has grown in popularity. What used to
be a marginal and rather unusual activity undertaken by “hippies and adventurous drop-outs”
(O'Reilly, 2006, p. 998) has now developed into a widely acceptable rite of passage for young adults.
The UK government estimates that roughly 140.000 young people use their gap year for traveling, with
56 percent of gappers traveling to become independent (Lynch, 2021). A German study (Initiative
Auslandszeit, 2016) investigated the post-graduate plans German high school students had, and almost
a quarter of the students were planning to go abroad for a gap year. Extended independent solo travel
is associated with personal development – meaning an improved and better sense of the self and
identity – and the need to find oneself, freedom, and learning to be independent before starting the
next, possibly more serious, phase in life (O'Reilly, 2006). Several studies have recognized that there is
significant potential for psychological growth and learning about the self during long-term,
independent solo traveling with cross-cultural interaction (Lyons, 2010); and gap year providers
emphasize how gap years lead to broadening one’s horizon and act as a tool for self-development
(Hermann et al., 2017). The notion of broadening the horizon entails the concepts of learning and
education as central themes during a gap year and presumes that the gap year experience provides
opportunities for self-development, learning about other cultures, and global awareness (Simpson,
2004).

2.1.1 The Tourist Typology
Early work conceptualizing modern independent (solo) travel dates back to the 1970s. Erik Cohen’s
(1972) pioneering work on tourist typology distinguishes between institutionalized tourism (organized
and individual mass tourists) and non-institutionalized tourism (explorers and drifters) as can be seen
in Figure 1.
Curiosity
Novelty

Security
Familiarity

Non-institutionalized tourism

Drifter

Explorer

Institutionalized tourism

Individual mass
tourist

Organized mass
tourist

Figure 1. Cohen's Typology of Tourists (1972). Adapted from Grigoriadis (2018)
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While institutionalized tourists prefer familiarity and security, non-institutionalized tourists are very
curious, actively seeking out new experiences. Institutionalized tourism is deeply represented in mass
tourism and is mostly dealt with by the tourism industry itself, including tour operators, travel agents,
and transport operators (Boniface & Cooper, 2005). Generally, the organized mass tourist is not
adventurous and wants to maintain their environmental bubble even while on vacation. A package
tour is the most popular way to travel for an organized mass tourist, being guided through the
destination with only little contact with locals and their culture, and the main purpose of their trip is
to see as many attractions as possible (Cohen, 1972). The fixed itinerary is well-prepared, and once at
the destination, the tourist makes almost zero decisions themselves. The individual mass tourist tends
to show similar characteristics to the organized mass tourist but is more flexible when it comes to their
personal preferences. The itinerary is not necessarily bound to a group and the tourist brings in their
own choices, however; the trip is still planned through a travel agency. The environmental bubble is
maintained for the most part, venturing out of it only occasionally while still continuing their routine
(Cohen, 1972). Non-institutionalized tourism on the other hand is about individual travel, generally
avoiding contact with the tourism industry except when it is deemed absolutely necessary (Boniface &
Cooper, 2005; Cohen, 1972). Explorers tend to travel independently and arrange their own trips and
want to gain individual experiences rather than following a group of people. They stick to their basic
routine but have the desire to immerse themselves in the host community to some extent, such as
trying to speak the local language, while still staying within their comfort zone of the known, such as
restaurants, scheduling transportation, and accommodation (Qian, 2013). They are trying to get off
the beaten track by leaving their environmental bubble, but are still careful and do not mind stepping
back into their bubble when feeling uncomfortable (Boniface & Cooper, 2005). Finally, drifters
generally want to fully immerse themselves into the new environment and community and blend into
local life. They do not need fixed itineraries or goals for their travels. Instead, they attempt to get as
far from home and familiarity as possible and experience full immersion in a new culture and the host
community. The trip is aiming to be fully their own. Often, random jobs are taken in order to keep
going, as drifters aim to live life like the people they visit do, often sharing shelter and food (Cohen,
1972).

2.1.2 From Drifter to Gapper
The conceptualization of the drifter was further developed in the last two decades, with age and other
characteristics being integrated (Bui et al., 2014), such as “nationality, age, purpose, motivation,
organization of the trip, or life cycle standing” (Sørensen, 2003, p. 848). The term backpacker (also
referred to as gap year traveler, see O’Reilly, 2006) emerged from the drifter typology, not only as a
“semantic variation but a fundamental shift from viewing backpacking as a socio-cultural phenomenon
to addressing its growing economic significance” (Pearce, 1990, as cited in Bui et al., 2014, p. 7). Even
though backpacking as a type of tourism derived from Cohen’s drifter as part of non-institutionalized
tourism back in 1972, it is important to consider that the last two decades have slowly started to
institutionalize backpacking as a type of tourism (Cohen, 1973; Riley, 1988), going as far as to call what
was once considered drifter tourism now mainstream backpacker travel (O'Reilly, 2006). Cohen
himself recognizes that drifting tourism has transformed since his earlier discussion. He postulates that
drifting has become a dominant trend within contemporary tourism and thus has become closely
associated with the counterculture of institutionalized tourism, while simultaneously becoming
“institutionalized on a level completely segregated from, but parallel to that of ordinary mass tourism”
(Cohen, 1973, p. 90). The institutionalization of the drifter has not been followed by homogeneity
5

amongst independent solo travelers. On the contrary, backpacking has become even more
multifaceted and compound (Sørensen, 2003). Even though backpackers may at first appear as a
homogenous group (O'Reilly, 2006), the notion of backpacking as a precise and homogenous category
has long been questioned by many. Uriely et al. (2002) found that backpacking consists of many diverse
forms. Different types of drifter tourists, which were identified in the years following Cohen’s typology,
have been condensed and addressed as backpackers since the 1990s, despite their heterogeneity.
Uriely et al. (2002) summarized these different forms to be: nomads (Cohen, 1973), youthful travelers
(Teas, 1974), wanderers (Vogt, 1976), tramping youth (Adler, 1985), and long-term budget travelers
(Riley, 1988). These many forms of backpacking make it nearly impossible to classify just one category
of a backpacker, as it would be so broad it becomes insignificant (Sørensen, 2003). Nonetheless,
Sørensen (2003) contends that these independent solo travelers generally acknowledge their way of
traveling as part of the backpacking community or (budget) travelers and strongly relate to them.

2.1.3 Identifying Gappers
Despite the different terms, backpacker and gap year traveler generally refer to the same thing: a
person taking time off for long-term, independent solo travel (Luzecka, 2016; O'Reilly, 2006). The
majority of backpackers are gappers, and thus, the terms backpacker and gapper are often used
interchangeably, with many gappers referring to themselves as a backpacker and vice-versa (see also
O’Reilly, 2006; Luzecka, 2016). The above-mentioned diversity and heterogeneity of backpackers show
the obvious ambiguity of the terminology of extended independent types of travel. While this research
acknowledges that there are differences between gappers and backpackers (e.g., lifestyle backpackers
who consider the world their home and do not have a home base anymore, see Veríssimo & Costa,
2018), the terms are used interchangeably throughout the research, as from a researcher’s
perspective, it is often difficult to clearly distinguish backpacking from other types of tourism due to
the lack of homogeneity (Cohen, 1973; O'Reilly, 2006; Sørensen, 2003).
Due to the aforementioned ambiguity of the term, there are different ways to define a gap year. The
most common definition used by scholars is the one of Jones (2004), who states that a gap year can
be understood as “any period of time between 3 and 24 months that an individual takes out of
education, training or the workplace” (p. 8). This time period represents a period that is longer than
the average vacation duration of nine days (Barros & Machado, 2010) and shorter than two years, after
which “[…] the meaning of the break that young people are taking [begins to blur]” (Jones, 2004, p.
24). Another definition for a gap year is “a student’s ‘year out’ of academic study or a year out of
employment to travel overseas” (Page & Connell, 2014, p. 476). Yet another definition of a gapper is
“an individual who commenced university one to two years after completing Year 12. This includes
those who accept and defer their university placement for one to two years“ (Curtis et al., 2012, as
cited in Lumsden & Stanwick, 2012, p. 1). Thus, a gap year represents an “interruption in institutional
transitions and consequently in some young people’s transitions to adulthood” (King, 2011, p. 341).
While these definitions do have common factors, Jones (2004) argues that there is no one consistent
agreement on how to define a gap year, as academic literature is limited and restricts the view of a
gap year on the transition from childhood and youth to specified identities. He goes as far as to contend
that “the current academic areas of interest in gap years are not adequate to provide a broad enough
understanding of all groups of young people taking a gap year, nor the diverse range of activities that
they undertake” (Jones, 2004, p. 24). In light of the purpose of this research, the following definition
is used when referring to a gap year:
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“A gap year corresponds to a specific, transitional period of ‘time out’ between school and
university, spent abroad, including activities of independent travel, leisure and/or (organized)
work placements” (Hermann, 2013, p. 4)
Gappers are habitually portrayed as self-organized travelers who are on a “prolonged multipledestination journey with a flexible itinerary” (Sørensen, 2003, p. 851). This characterization, however,
can only serve as a guideline, as only few gappers match all of the parameters throughout their gap
year. Many gappers start their trip well-prepared, for example using a gap year provider or
organization that focuses on their preferred gap year activity, which may include flights, airport pickup, and accommodation upon arrival. Gappers are argued to be best defined and analyzed in social
terms rather than economic or demographic ones, such as their preference for accommodation,
emphasis on meeting other travelers, and their independence (Sørensen, 2003). As Sørensen (2003)
highlights, gappers are not a distinct category or definition, but rather “an individual perception and a
socially constructed identity” (p. 852).
Following Sørensen’s (2003) argumentation that gappers value meeting other travelers and the
relationships that are created during traveling, Tenser (2015) explored the effects of a gap year in
relation to their first-year college experience and found that the encounters gappers have during their
gap year provoke them to “disassemble and reassemble their bases of understanding” (p. 118).
Gappers start to develop stronger self-authoring perspectives during their travels and “define their
beliefs and act using criteria that are internally rather than externally derived” (Baxter-Magolda & King,
2012, p. 5). They are inspired to pay more attention to their own belief systems and values, as their
encounters with fellow travelers and locals force awareness and reflection that “hasten[s] their ability
to construct meaning out of their experiences” (Tenser, 2015, p. 118). An important reason for that is
that gappers have to become newly acquainted with different cultural lenses which often requires
them to let go of their own assumptions, resulting in having to trust their own judgment about the
next steps. The complexity of these encounters leads the gappers to develop their own internal voices.
Gappers experience immense personal growth during their year abroad, and upon returning ‘home’,
their sense of purpose and their participation in life at home, both regarding future career paths and
personal aspects, reflects their newly gained growth and development (Tenser, 2015, p. 118). Gap
years thus shape a traveler and their future way of living (Tenser, 2015). King (2011) looked into the
identity change after a gap year and the gapper’s attitude towards college and, similar to Tenser
(2015), one of the most important findings is that gappers come out of their gap year being more
confident, mature and independent, both regarding people as well as (life) events. These personality
changes are a result of encounters with travelers and locals to which the gapper relates to more now
than to their fellow peers at home who did not take a gap year. Gappers notice that there are
differences in the personalities between the two, as the others “tend to be more immature, in a way
they lack life experience […]. They tend to be the ones who stay more in groups and are less willing to
integrate with others” (King, 2011, pp. 349-350). These attributes are also projected into the gapper’s
futures lives. As encounters with people are vital to gappers (Sørensen, 2003; King, 2011; Tenser,
2015), after their return, gappers struggle to identify with those who are less open. Gappers see it as
their own responsibility to make their gap year count and give it meaning, and thus it is their own
actions and experiences which, in the end, enable them to grow up and make more informed decisions
about their future.
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2.1.4 Types of Gap Year Activities
There are different activities that gappers can undertake during their overseas gap year, which Jones
(2004) categorizes into six groups: 1. paid work, 2. voluntary work, 3. learning, 4. organized travel, 5.
unorganized travel, and 6. leisure. These activities generally represent the main aim of a gap year and
can also be combined with one another. Several types of gap years fall under these six categories
(Jones, 2004; Tissen, 2020). As an au pair, the gapper has the opportunity to be part of a host family
while earning some money on the side. The gapper can experience life with locals while also improving
their language skills and becoming part of a new culture (Tissen, 2020). The main responsibilities of an
au pair are childcare and supporting the parent(s). Besides the tasks as an au pair, the gapper can still
enjoy free time to get to know the country and meet new people. Work and travel is another gap year
activity where the gapper goes out into the world and a new adventure. It allows getting to know the
country up close and broadens one’s horizon. Popular countries for work and travel are, for example,
Australia, New Zealand, and Canada (Tissen, 2020). The main activities are, as the label states already,
to work and to travel, and these countries offer many opportunities for both. Many gappers also want
to spend their gap year to give back to society and therefore decide to volunteer abroad. Depending
on the gapper’s wishes, they can choose their preferred volunteer organization to go abroad with.
Volunteering overseas can be very rewarding and helps to gain a deeper insight into the host culture
and community and therefore supports the wishes to broaden one’s horizon. Volunteer gap years are
often undertaken in the global south (Tissen, 2020). Further, this type of gap year especially can
facilitate the understanding of other cultures and the resulting issues during cross-cultural interaction
(Snee, 2013). While there are many other types of gap years, the above-mentioned activities are the
most common ones regarding overseas gap years (Hermann, 2013; Jones, 2004), which is why the
focus of this thesis lies on these specific gap year activities.

2.2 Recent Gap Year Developments due to COVID-19
Leisure tourism relates to the type of tourism a person is taking, generally meaning taking a break from
one’s daily routine life (IGI Global, n.d.) with the purpose of leisure, recreation, and vacation purposes
outside of one’s usual environment (Statistics Finland, n.d.). Generally, all trips that are not considered
to be business or congress trips can be referred to as a leisure trip (Statistics Finland, n.d.) Leisure
tourism, of which gap year traveling is a part of, saw a continuous growth in the last decade before the
COVID-19 pandemic hit (see Figure 2). The pandemic hit the global tourism industry hard. Travel bans
and emergency measures to face the crisis disrupted normal travel for the majority of 2020 (World
Health Organization, 2020). While in 2019, the global leisure spend amounted to roughly 4.69 trillion
U.S. dollars, numbers decreased almost 50 percent in 2020 down to 2.37 trillion U.S. dollars (Statista,
2021). A recent study about the impact of COVID-19 on U.S. students’ educational plans has found
that, despite the pandemic, 20 percent of students chose to take a gap year before commencing
university, and out of those, over 30 percent were planning ‘travel experiences’ as an activity for their
gap year (Rubin, 2021). One student who decided to take a gap year despite the pandemic even went
as far as to say that “throughout much of the year, I was in many ways my first support system. I think
learning to do that for yourself […] is really valuable” (Koenig, 2021). Some universities recognize a
slight increase in gap years taken by students, although these often refer back to the fact that students
do not want to endure online education and rather spend their time earning money. Due to the
pandemic conditions, such as travel restrictions, only a few of these pandemic gap years result in
overseas gap years (Koenig, 2021).
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Figure 2. Leisure tourism spending worldwide from 2000 to 2020 (in billion U.S. dollars) (Statista, 2021)
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3. Theoretical Framework
I start this chapter by elaborating on transformative travel and defining it to be a concept that has
great potential to alter a person’s perception of life through experiences that answer the intrinsic
needs of an individual. I stress that not every type of tourism can be transformative, and the activities
during and after a trip are essential for a successful transformation process. Next, I focus on the theory
that I use throughout this study: the transformative learning theory (TLT) by Mezirow (1991).
Consisting of three main elements – disorienting dilemma, critical reflection, and affective learning –
the theory is used when a person questions their understanding of their worldview, and through
critical reflection and affective learning realizes their new worldview. I end the transformative learning
section by showing why a gap year is an appropriate context for the TLT. I then go on to explore several
aspects that are vital in a transformative learning study. Starting with transformative experiences, I
give a brief overview of what a transformative experience entails, and then move on to discuss Larsen’s
(2007) central elements of a tourist experience: expectations (pre-trip), perception (on-trip), and
memory (post-trip). Hereafter, I clarify the relationship between transformation and behavior and how
the TLT is argued to trigger an intrinsic transformation resulting in behavioral and attitudinal changes.
I start by defining travel behavior and tourist behavior and how the two are interrelated. I then move
on to the major influences on travel decision-making and behavior and identify how this is related to
the pre-trip phase and the individual’s personality and characteristics. I pay especially close attention
to the two points of learning and motivation, as they play an important role in the transformation
process. I conclude this chapter by presenting the conceptual framework of this study in which the
intricate correlation between the central concept of transformative learning is clarified in relation to
the gapper’s motivations and characteristics, their experiences pre-, on-, and post-trip, and how these
may result in an intrinsic transformation of the gapper.

3.1 Transformative Travel
Transformative travel occurs when travelers are lastingly changed and developed by their travel
experience (Reisinger, 2013). But what exactly does transformative travel entail?
The word transformation induces the notion of fundamental physical or psychological changes
(Baumgartner, 2001). Vis-à-vis tourism, transformation can be described as an inner journey that is
embarked on by individuals when engaging with unfamiliar encounters in a destination (A. Morgan,
2010). The term transformative travel was first introduced into scholarly discourse in 1997 by Jeffrey
Kottler, who derived it from Mezirow’s (1991) TLT (see Chapter 3.2) (Reisinger, 2013; Soulard et al.,
2020). Kottler (1998) claimed that there is “no other human activity that has greater potential to alter
your perceptions or the ways you choose your life” (p. 14). Soulard et al. (2020) define the
phenomenon of transformative travel as a “general shift towards experiences that are not only
satisfying for travelers but also answer a deeper intrinsic need to consume in a manner that is fulfilling
and highly personalized” (p. 1).
What distinguishes transformative travel from regular traveling has been argued to be the post-travel
phase (Grabowski, 2013; Lean, 2012; Trimble, 2017). While the activities during the trip play an
important role in the development of the traveler and their behavior, the re-entry into one’s home
culture has an especially great impact on the traveler and their future behavior and has been found to
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be more difficult than the adjustments after initially moving to the new culture (Grabowski, 2013).
Lean (2012) describes the whole idea of returning from traveling as misleading. He argues that, while
travelers may physically return to what can be considered their home, the context and perspective
they are returning to will have changed during their time abroad. The traveler will “most likely be reimmersed in relationships, conversations, roles, routines, sanctions, objects, and symbols that
contributed to the construction and maintenance of their thinking and behavior prior to travel” (Lean,
2012, p. 167). However, gappers underwent profound experiences during their time abroad. Travelers
who were deeply immersed in a different culture during their travels may even express feeling
alienated from their own culture upon their return, experiencing a reverse culture shock upon their
re-entry (Kirillova et al., 2016; Soulard et al., 2020). The worldview that changes during a
transformative travel experience is “so powerful and dramatic that travelers feel like they do not fit
anymore with their previous circle of friends […] and are more irritated when other individuals express
a lack of global awareness” (Soulard et al., 2020, p. 3). The irritation that occurs is not directed towards
the host culture, but rather toward the traveler’s own culture (Noy, 2004). This eventually leads to an
alteration of their reality, as well as significant affective, behavioral, and cognitive changes upon their
re-entry back home (Grabowski, 2013; Lean, 2012). Thus, a challenging re-entry occurs when travelers
assume their home is static and will not change while they are gone, hence they re-enter unprepared
for the changes that followed their absence. These changes no longer match the traveler’s image of
‘home’ and of the new self, resulting in struggles to adjust to what was once considered normal
(Grabowski, 2013).
Not every type of travel or tourism has the potential to be transformative, such as mass tourism or
business tourism (Reisinger, 2013). These types of tourism offer less potential to achieve a shift in
personal and cultural outlook, as the traveler’s interaction with the host communities and the
immersion into local culture is often limited (O'Reilly, 2006; Reisinger, 2013). Even though these
elements are not essential for travel to become transformative, encounters and interactions are widely
connected to the experiences leading to transformative travel (Sterchele, 2020). Contrasting to that,
when embarking on alternative forms of tourism, such as nature-based, adventure, cultural, heritage,
religious, educational, or volunteer, travelers generally embark independently with specific
motivations and purposes aside from resting and having a good time, which delivers significant value
to a trip (Reisinger, 2013). This type of traveling has a “deeper purpose and is undertaken for a specific
[…] [reason] rather than merely being a tourist”, as it involves sustainable interaction and a “motivation
for exploration, self-realization, self-improvement, development, and growth” (p. 29). Studies have
found that there is significant potential for psychological growth and learning about the self during
long-term, independent solo traveling with intense cross-cultural interaction (Lyons, 2010). As gappers
travel to a different culture, often with the intention to live there for an extended period of time, they
generally experience a transformation that is caused by the necessity to adapt to such a new
environment and are forced to view and study their own world from a different viewpoint (Reisinger,
2013). After going through such a transformation of self-identity, travelers generally tend to have
better inner coherence and are able to form proper relationships with the local community. Both the
extent and the type of transformation experienced through traveling depend on the personal, social,
and cultural characteristics and motivations of a traveler (Reisinger, 2013). In order to identify the
experiences and outcomes of transformational tourism for travelers (for example affective, behavioral,
and cognitive changes), the TLT has been suggested to be a useful framework (Reisinger, 2013).
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3.2 Transformative Learning Theory
Transformative learning is a rational approach to cognitive restructuring which transpires when an
individual changes their key understandings of their own worldview by critically reflecting on their
beliefs and values, and by deliberately realizing a plan to bring about their new worldview (Lyons, 2010;
Reisinger, 2013). Mezirow’s (1991) TLT has been extensively employed to conceptualize
transformative tourism (Coghlan & Weiler, 2015; Lean, 2012; Pung et al., 2020; Reisinger, 2013;
Robledo & Batle, 2015; Soulard et al., 2020). In his theory, Mezirow (1991) identified eleven phases
within transformative learning (see Table 1) that show how a person makes meaning of a new
experience and how such learning is integrated into a new worldview (Reisinger, 2013).
Table 1
Transformative learning phases of the transformative learning theory

Phase Description
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11

A disorienting dilemma
Self-examination with feelings of guilt or shame […]
A critical assessment of assumptions
Recognition that one’s discontent and the process of transformation are shared, and
others have negotiated a similar change
Exploration of options for new roles, relationships, and actions
Planning a course of action
Acquiring knowledge and skills for implementing one’s plans
Provisionally trying out new roles
Renegotiating relationships and negotiating new relationships
Building competence and self-confidence in new roles and relationships
A reintegration into one’s life on the basis of conditions dictated by one’s new perspective

Note. Table created by author. Adapted from Mezirow (1994, p. 224)

Mezirow (1991) recognizes that individuals tend to reject ideas contrary to their own worldview, as
they perceive them as a threat to their own personal understanding of how society should be
functioning. Individuals are known to have a “natural tendency to stay within their comfort zone
because it provides them with reassurance, consistency, and stability” (Soulard et al., 2020, p. 2). This
then leads to the questioning of how the individual can actually get out of their comfort zone and
challenge their worldview (Phillips, 2019). One solution that has been hypothesized is that, when faced
with a problematic situation they are unable to solve, individuals are forced to reevaluate their
worldview (Mezirow, 2003, as cited in Soulard et al., 2020). As the first phase, and as the beginning of
the transformative learning process, Mezirow (1991) coins this challenge or triggering event the
disorienting dilemma. According to the TLT, the individual is only able to change their worldview if the
willingness to actively and critically reflect on their own individual biases and inner beliefs, feelings,
and values is present (Mezirow, 2003, as cited in Soulard et al., 2020). After undergoing a triggering
event, this critical reflection is the next step in the TLT, visible in phases 2 and 3. If the individual is not
willing to reflect, the “transformative experience will fail because travelers refuse to question their
assumptions” (Soulard et al., 2020, p. 2). The ability of an individual to engage in reflection is the main
reason as to why they question the relevance of their assumptions in the first place (Phillips, 2019).
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During a transformative learning experience as coined by Mezirow (1991), individuals are confronted
with a new worldview that prompts confusion, they reflect on their initial reaction to a disorienting
dilemma and how this may have been shaped by (sub)-conscious biases (phase 4); they adjust their
view of the world (phases 5, 6, 7, 8 and 9), and, finally, are able to apply newly found perspectives to
their daily life after coming to a new conception of the whole situation (phases 10 and 11) (Mezirow,
1997, as cited in Soulard et al., 2020). Thus, the TLT by Mezirow implies a lasting change in the
individual and triggers changes in cognition, behavior, and attitude (Hoggan et al., 2017) and is
characterized by the “voluntary reflection on one’s worldview that generates long-lasting life changes”
(Hoggan, 2016, as cited in Soulard et al., 2020, p. 3).
Even though Mezirow (1991) states that the individual requires “emotional strength and an act of will
in order to move forward [with the transformation]” (p. 100), his TLT has been criticized to disregard
emotional aspects (Kitchenham, 2008; Reisinger, 2013). While Mezirow (1991) mentions emotions
only as a small part within the critical reflection phase, a review of several studies has shown that
“critical reflection can only begin once emotions have been validated and worked through” (Taylor,
2000, p. 303). Consequently, Taylor (2000) suggests observing affective learning within a
transformation, i.e., the emerging emotions during the process of transformation. In this thesis, I am
following Taylor’s (2000) recommendation to include affective learning as a key component in the
transformative learning process. The three key components triggering transformative learning through
an experience – disorienting dilemmas, critical reflection, and affective learning – are discussed in
greater detail in the following section.

3.2.1 Disorienting Dilemmas
The process of transformative learning begins with a disorienting dilemma, which is a triggering event
caused by dissonance and disorientation (Mezirow, 1991). When faced with a problematic situation
they are unable to solve, the individual is forced to reevaluate their worldview. Such a dilemma could
be triggered by a momentous event and “epiphany types of experiences” (Soulard et al., 2020, p. 2),
such as, for example, an adventurous activity that pushes the traveler’s limits (Lyons, 2010). They can
take on many other forms, like a life event experienced as a personal crisis, for example, the death of
a loved one, job loss, or an accident (Mezirow, 1991), but also the re-entry into their home (Lean,
2012). According to Mezirow (1991), “any major challenge to an established perspective can result in
a transformation” (p. 98). These challenges are painful, question the personal worldview and values of
the individual, and threaten the sense of self. While the disorienting dilemma was originally
conceptualized as a single, dramatic challenge happening to an individual, several critical reviews have
found that instead, it may actually be a long cumulative process of numerous challenges, with several
events coalescing to begin the transformation process (Taylor, 2000). Disorienting dilemmas can be an
internal or an external crisis; a search for meaning or for something that is missing in a person’s life;
an experience that requires an adjustment in the individual’s beliefs and values “as either an external
event that provokes an internal dilemma or a sense of disillusionment with previous approaches that
are no longer effective” (Reisinger, 2013, p. 18). The negotiation of a dilemma is a chance for growth
through the change in an individual’s beliefs and values (Kanning, 2008). Transformative learning is not
an approach that is ‘one size fits all’, but rather one that urges to look at the individual itself in their
particular context (Taylor & Snyder, 2012).
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Traveling abroad is full of opportunities for disorienting dilemmas, but what may be disorienting to
one person may not be a problem for another (Kanning, 2008). In a tourism context, disorienting
dilemmas are significant factors in two different ways: as a “motivator to travel, and as a catalyst for
change” (Robledo & Batle, 2015, p. 6). In order to understand the transformation gappers go through
during and after their gap year experience, it is important to first identify a gapper’s disorienting
dilemma(s) and how traveling evoked such a challenge, how they were negotiated, and what the
outcome was. Disorienting dilemmas cannot be fixed by employing former problem-solving strategies
and, as a result, the individual is forced to engage in self-examination – the dilemma must be processed
in order to be understood – which leads to a critical evaluation of the assumptions, the so-called critical
reflection (Reisinger, 2013).

3.2.2 Critical Reflection
Mezirow (1991) argues that “to be free we must be able to ‘name’ our reality, to know it divorced from
what has been taken for granted, to speak with our own voice” (p. 3). In order to do so, the individual
has to “learn to negotiate meanings, purpose, and values critically, reflectively and rationally” (p. 3).
Consequently, self-awareness and self-understanding are central to the transformative learning
process. These outcomes are fostered through critical self-reflection (Dirkx et al., 2018). But what
makes a critical reflection actually critical?
According to Kreber (2012), reflection connects to the “social and political purposes and ideology
critique” (p. 324), making it critical. The focus of critical reflection lies on the revelation of submerged
power dynamics and relationships, as well as on “surfacing assumptions that we accept as being in our
own best interest without realizing that these same assumptions [may] actually work against us in the
long term by serving the interests of those opposed to us” (Brookfield, 2000, as cited in Kreber, 2012,
p. 324). Critical reflection is the willingness of a person to reflect on their own personal biases, and it
“transforms the beliefs, attitudes, opinions and emotional reactions that constitute meaning schemes,
or transforms meaning perspectives to more superior ones” (Reisinger, 2013, p. 20). Meaning schemes
refer to the “beliefs, values and attitudes of a person that provide the base for worldviews”, while
meaning perspectives refers to the worldview of a person and “acts as a filter for interpreting
experiences that are socio-culturally constructed and typically reinforced throughout a person’s
lifetime” (Kanning, 2008, p. 13). Meaning schemes are generally easier to influence, whereas the
meaning perspective of a person is more challenging to change (Kanning, 2008).
After being triggered by a disorienting dilemma, critical reflection postulates a critique of assumptions
in order to establish whether the individual’s meaning schemes and meaning perspective remain viable
(Reisinger, 2013). The person’s meaning perspective has to be reflected upon and changed in order to
achieve transformation. If the original meaning perspective remains, transformation cannot take
place. There are three aspects that can be critically reflected upon: 1. the content of the problem; 2.
the process of problem-solving; and 3. the premise of the problem (Mezirow, 1991; Reisinger, 2013).
Table 2 provides an overview of these three different aspects. While content reflection refers to the
experience itself and what happened exactly, process reflection refers to how the situation was
handled, what actions were taken, and which factors influenced the experience (Kanning, 2013;
Reisinger, 2013). The first two reflection aspects are the way to change a person’s mind and transform
meaning schemes. The third aspect, premise reflection, however, involves exploring lifelong
assumptions held regarding the self, the cultural system, ethical decisions, and feelings (Reisinger,
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2013). Premise reflection goes much deeper and is far more complex than content- and process
reflection, as it involves the transformation of a person’s meaning perspective (Reisinger, 2013).
Table 2
Different types of critical reflection within the transformational learning process

Type of
critical
reflection
Content
reflection

What aspect of the
dilemma is reflected on

Reflection

Content of the problem

Reflecting on what is perceived:

Transformation

The actual experience itself and
what happened exactly

Meaning schemes:
Beliefs, values,
attitudes of a person

Process
reflection

Process of problem
solving

Reflecting on how it is perceived:

Premise
reflection

Premise of the problem

Awareness of why it is perceived:

Meaning perspective:

Involves exploring lifelong
assumptions held regarding the
self, the cultural system, ethical
decisions, and feelings

Worldview of a person

How the situation was handled,
what actions were taken, and
which factors influenced the
experience

Note. Table created by author. Adapted from Kanning (2013), Mezirow (1991), and Reisinger (2013).

3.2.3 Affective Learning
Even though critical reflection as intended by Mezirow includes the partial reflection on emotions,
studies have shown that Taylor’s (2000) suggestion to incorporate affective learning into the
transformative learning process and to lessen the importance of critical reflection has been successful,
as it leads to a deeper insight into the process due to the important role of emotions (Dirkx, 2006;
Taylor, 2007). Prior to the addition of affective learning, Mezirow’s TLT downplayed the importance of
emotions and the relationships with others (Baumgartner, 2012). Years later, Mezirow (2006, as cited
in Baumgartner, 2012) acknowledged the importance of these missing elements, and in addition to
emotions and relationships, recognized that he also failed to include intuition and imagination. The
role of relationships an individual has with others (e.g., fellow travelers or locals) has been identified
to be a significant element in the process of transformative learning due to the bond and emotional
connection that is created, as trustful relationships “allow individuals to have questioning discussions,
share information openly and achieve mutual and consensual understanding” (Taylor, 2007, p. 179).
Emotions can be considered to be a response to internal or external stimuli, voicing themselves in
either a quick reaction such as, for example, pain or joy [amongst many others] or in a longer-lasting,
persistent mood or personal trait (Gnoth & Zins, 2009). In its most basic form, affective learning
portrays the emotional area of learning, which is mirrored in an individual’s beliefs, values, interests,
attitudes, motivations, and behaviors (Gano-Phillips, 2010). Affective learning focuses on how learners
feel during the learning process, and how such learning experience is internalized, allowing it to guide
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the learner’s future attitudes, opinions, and behavior. It, therefore, focuses on emotions that emerge
in the disorienting dilemma and transformation process. Emotions have the power to demonstrate
how a person perceives an experience by looking at the reaction to certain situations, such as a
disorienting dilemma (Terán, 2016). Outlining the last addition to the TLT process, Taylor (2000)
recognizes how “the significance of processing feelings increases the power and appreciation of critical
reflection when fostering transformational learning” (p. 156).
To recapitulate, the TLT suggests that essential components trigger the process of transformation:
disorienting dilemma, critical reflection, and affective learning. These key components and their
relationship are portrayed in Figure 3. A disorienting dilemma is a triggering event, experience, or
challenge that clashes with a person’s existing worldview. Critical reflection processes the disorienting
dilemma through the willingness of a person to reflect on their personal biases and worldview. Critical
reflection can be divided into three types: content- and process reflection (transform the meaning
schemes, so a person’s beliefs, values, and attitudes), and premise reflection (transforms the meaning
perspective, so a person’s worldview). Premise reflection is needed in order for the reflection to be
critical and to result in a transformation. Lastly, affective learning focuses on a person’s emerging
emotions during the disorienting dilemma and how the experience is internalized, represented
through the attitudes, motivations, behaviors, interests, beliefs, and values (Gano-Phillips, 2010).

Disorienting
dilemma

Transformative
learning

Critical

Affective

reflection

learning

Figure 3. Transformative learning theory. Figure created by author.

3.2.4 Limitations of the Transformative Learning Theory
The limitations and criticism surrounding the TLT also need to be acknowledged. Mezirow’s (1994) 11phase model (see Table 1) is often criticized for being too linear (Soulard et al., 2020; Baumgartner,
2001). A meta-analysis study (see Taylor, 1997; 2000) states that in several studies, participants were
able to only experience some steps of the 11-phase model, and not in the order that Mezirow
attributed to them. Looking from a tourism point of view, several scholars indicate that transformative
travel has to be conceptualized in a manner that is more complex and considers the differences when
it comes to mobility and temporality (Soulard et al., 2020). A 2016 study has shown that temporality
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especially should be focused on more, as travelers often seem to experience disorienting dilemmas
also after returning home from their travels (Kirillova et al., 2016). Taking it one step further, it has
been suggested that Mezirow’s TLT can even result in a regressive transformation, which occurs when
a traveler fails to overcome a disorienting dilemma due to not having the strength to go through with
something new, and therefore must “accept things as they are and find a more secure position” (Illeris,
2014, p. 582) and, finally, completely withdraw from the action. Illeris (2014) further criticizes that the
regressive transformation is almost completely absent from existing literature. Another critique
brought up by Phillips (2019) in her wide-ranging review of transformative travel is the fact that
important variations can transpire regarding the degree of transformation that is experienced by the
traveler. It is crucial to consider that “different individuals may process and interpret an event
completely differently, depending on their cognitive capacity” (p. 35). Additionally, it is still up to
question how “cognitively developed a person must be in order to have a transformative learning
experience” (Phillips, 2019, p. 35). Mezirow himself postulates ideal conditions when describing the
process and outcome of a transformative experience (Soulard et al., 2020). These conditions include
having access to all necessary information, not being pressured into decision-making, and being able
to critically reflect.
I already broached how emotions were left out of Mezirow’s original theory of transformative travel
for the most part. However, Mezirow is further criticized for not including “the full gamut of emotions
felt by individuals during a transformative experience” (Soulard et al., 2020, p. 3). In his theory,
Mezirow only hinted at negative emotions being present during the disorienting dilemma; however,
recent developments in the conceptualization of the transformative learning process (see, for
example, Kirillova et al., 2017) advise that “transformative travelers experience a broad range of
emotions such as horror, bittersweetness, nostalgia, joy, and euphoria both during and after the
experience” (Soulard et al., 2020, p. 3). Such negative emotions can be part of a (reverse) culture shock
upon initially arriving at the destination (culture shock), or upon the return home (reverse culture
shock) (Kirillova et al., 2016; Soulard et al., 2020). Recognizing the importance of acknowledging
negative emotions while traveling as well as upon returning home, Kirillova et al. (2017) propose that,
rather than just occurring at the destination, a disorienting dilemma can also occur after the traveler’s
return home.
Despite the critiques of Mezirow’s conceptualization of transformative learning, the theory has
triggered ongoing discussions across multiple fields, which enabled it to grow and mature over time
(Soulard et al., 2020). The TLT is a pinnacle of adult learning due to the input of many other researchers
across diverse industries (Phillips, 2019) and can be a useful framework when investigating experiences
of transformational tourism for tourists, as well as for the host cultures and distributors (Reisinger,
2013). Therefore, I am using the TLT as the framework for this thesis, while also taking into account
some of the theory’s critiques: for one, I am looking at how disorienting dilemmas do not only arise
during the gap year but are also common to occur after re-entering home. Further, I am including both
positive and negative emotions in the form of affective learning into the transformative theory.
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3.2.5 Transformative Learning in a Gap Year Context
The TLT has already been discussed in great detail in regard to travel, but what makes gap year travel
specifically an appropriate context? The concept of liminality helps to gain insight into this question.
Liminality as a concept can be traced back to the work of Turner (1967) on his analysis of rituals. Turner
argues that the liminal period is an interstructural phase in social dynamics, involving inverse behavior
from the norm. What characterizes liminality is that previously established structures and uncertainty
about traditions, as well as future outcomes that were once taken for granted, are dislocated (Horvath
et al., 2018). It is a process of growth and becoming, in which “the liminal signifies that which is ‘neither
this nor that, and yet is both’” (Rausenberger, 2016, p. 8). Old patterns are reformulated into new
ones, as the liminal persona is withdrawn from their previous habits and instead challenged to reflect
upon their new position in the liminal period. For these reasons, liminality as a concept is often
discussed in the context of taking a gap year (see for example Rausenberger, 2016; Snee, 2013). The
three stages of a rite of passage include liminality as the transitional state: the first phase is the
separation from the normal environment, the second phase is entering the liminal zone, and lastly, reentering at a different time and space as a transformed person (Kanning, 2013). As such an
intermediate phase, a transitional state, or an ‘in-between’ (Merriam-Webster, 2021), the apartness
that characterizes liminality has become relevant to the understanding of gap years (Snee, 2013).
These inversions from the norm mark a gap year as distinct from ‘home’, while still drawing on it as a
point for comparison. The potential for learning in a liminal space is intensified when intercultural
components are involved (Johan et al., 2019); in this case extended independent solo travel overseas
for a gap year. Liminalities have an enhanced potential to provide learning opportunities to gappers as
their potentially distorted views of reality back home can be reassessed and transformed in the liminal
space (Johan et al., 2019) through a “transition from one stage of life to the next” (Snee, 2013, p. 143).
Learning and liminality are closely connected (Johan et al., 2019; Tempest & Starkey, 2004). Learning
within a liminal space involves encounters with something new and uncommon, acknowledging a
shortcoming in the existing worldview, and, finally, ‘letting go’ of said worldview (Johan et al., 2019).
Current viewpoints are engaged with but rendered problematic after a disorienting dilemma,
potentially leading to self-development and self-evaluation. Hence, liminality has the potential to be
transformative. Independent extended travel, or taking a gap year, can be seen as a good exemplar of
transformation through learning in a liminal space. However, liminality also comes with risks: because
of such an unfamiliar and insecure situation, the gapper may perceive their situation vulnerable with
“the potential for dissonance and disorientation” (Johan et al., 2019 p. 9), resulting in a disorienting
dilemma as seen in Mezirow’s TLT. Thus, liminality in a gap year context “has the potential to catalyze
learning and transformation in interesting and novel ways” (p. 9). Taking a gap year involves the search
for new meaning and an awareness that cannot be turned back on, crossing this threshold into a new
space. Going from the space of liminality to post-liminality (returning ‘home’), the gappers “cross
transformative and irreversible thresholds” (Johan ete al., 2019, p. 9) and thereby achieve these new,
novel ways that allow them to understand, interpret and view the world radically different (Nahavandi,
2016).

18

3.3 Transformative Travel Experiences
Transformation generates more extensive changes in humans than experiences because it not only
impacts the experiences made, but a transformation also “makes sense of them and gives them their
meanings, and develops new expectations” (Reisinger, 2013, p. xiii). Therefore, transformative
experiences are needed on-trip and post-trip in order to reach transformation through travel.
The concept of experience has been defined as “a sensation or feeling; the act of encountering
something or somebody and undergoing something” (Boswijk et al., 2013, p. 11). According to the
authors, “our feelings and experiences, and the value we attach to them, give meaning to our lives.
The meaningful experiences in our lives enable us to make choices which, to a large extent, shape our
lives” (p. 11) and therefore, “experience is, essentially, a part of behavior” (p. 168). The term
experiences has been used in the tourism industry to describe what tourists seek and want (M. Morgan,
2006). Traveling includes experiences such as “satisfaction, challenge, danger, risk, reward, surprise,
new encounters, shifting viewpoints, and so on” (Reisinger, 2013, p. 27), which allow for selfdevelopment and connection to others. It is vital to realize that experiences are a part of human
behavior, and the emotions throughout such experiences play a major role in that process (Boswijk et
al., 2013; Reisinger, 2013). Boswijk et al. (2013) argue that “the ‘logic of feeling’ determines how an
individual interacts with [their] environment and the people around [them], as [they] search for
experiences that will express [themselves] that might give meaning to [their] life” (p. 168). Events at
the destination help to provide peak moments that “magnify the anticipation, expectations, and
intensity of the travel experience [and therefore] generate opportunities for strong and meaningful
collective interactions” (Sterchele, 2020, p. 4). Within a travel experience, transformative learning is
presumed to transpire in the form of such meaningful interactions, events or challenges or disorienting
dilemmas, which deepen the introspective process, resulting in greater transformation and selfdevelopment (Coghlan & Weiler, 2015; Kirillova et al., 2016; Noy, 2004; Pung & Del Chiappa, 2020).
Transformative experiences must be distinctive from those encountered in “everyday situations and
involve the tourist actively in constructing meaning from the information available to them”
(Moscardo, 2017, p. 112). Experiences are memorable and “inherently personal, existing only in the
mind of an individual who has been engaged on an emotional, physical, intellectual, or even spiritual
level” (Pine & Gilmore, 1998, p. 3). Considering that experiences derive from the interaction between
(staged) events and an individual’s mind, “no two people can have the same experience” (p. 3). Tung
and Ritchie (2011) indicate that the positive and memorable experiences perceived by travelers are
“likely to come from abundant choices, moments of amazement, shared experiences, fringes at the
heart […], local distinctiveness, and positive values” (p. 1372). In this context, it is important to note
that the majority of research about tourist experiences only discusses the positive experiences and
leaves out the more negative experiences, which also play a major role in the transformation of a
traveler. Hence, in this thesis, in addition to positive emotions, I am exploring negative experiences
and emotions and how these play a role in the transformation process.
Experiences are accompanied by the process of co-creation, meaning that travelers help in the creation
by bringing in their own perspectives and resources, but co-creation alone will not lead to a
transformative experience (Kirillova et al., 2017; Moscardo, 2008). A tourism experience has the
potential to “become transformative when triggering episodes are also made sense of in a way that is
personally meaningful to a tourist” (Kirillova et al., 2017, p. 508). A transformative experience can be
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achieved through the individuals’ nature of traveling, challenges that arise, and separation from the
known environment into the unknown (Sterchele, 2020). As Kottler (1998) said, “whether you are
interested in making changes to fill some need or to stimulate your life for the enjoyment of growth,
travel experiences can provide the ideal structure for personal changes” (p. 16). There are numerous
variables that affect a gapper’s personal travel experience and create a permanent psychological and
socio-cultural effect post-trip. These variables include “demographics, motivation, previous travel
experience, length of stay, and amount of contact with the host community” (Grabowski, 2013, p. 183).
In fact, the majority of transformative travel are strongly associated with encounters and interactions
(Sterchele, 2020). Personal contextual factors, for example, “readiness for change” (Taylor, 2000, p.
309) predispose individuals to a transformative experience during their travels. All different types of
travel activities, no matter the context (e.g., whether it is indoors or outdoors, urban, or rural) can
generate a range of profound and rich experiences through senses and emotions (Reisinger, 2013).
Such meaningful experiences can lead to inner transformation, and especially during the experience
(on-trip) as well as upon later reflection (post-trip), the traveler starts to strongly identify with the
destination and experiences collected there, feeling a sense of belonging to this place. It is in these
moments that the experiences can begin to enlighten the traveler and change their entire life and
belief system (Reisinger, 2013). Kanning (2013) found that all travel experiences are incorporated into
a person’s worldview in varying degrees, and therefore outlast the physical journey. Within a travel
experience, transformative learning is presumed to transpire in the form of challenges or disorienting
dilemmas which change a gapper’s worldview, deepening the introspective process, and resulting in
greater self-development (Coghlan & Weiler, 2015; Kanning, 2013; Kirillova et al., 2016; Noy, 2004;
Pung & Del Chiappa, 2020). Travel experiences have a great influence on gappers and lead to a
reconfiguration of one’s life, both personally and professionally upon returning home. More often than
not, those who take gap years consider it as part of who they are, their gap year and experiences
embedding their self-identity. The gappers’ transformation and growth following a gap year parallels
the three primary stages of rites of passage: separating from one’s normal environment, entering a
liminal zone, and re-entering at a different time and space as a transformed person. Kanning (2013)
found that, “upon returning from their journeys they perceived their experiences to be a rite of
passage on an individual basis, not a societal one” (p. 133). Some of the aspects in life that undergo
transformation after the gapper returns home have been identified to include career choices, lifestyle,
behavior, travel, increased self-awareness, and global awareness (Kanning, 2013).
These experiences that lead to the transformation of a traveler are thought to be partially initiated by
liminality, cultural shocks, and challenges faced at the destination (Pung & Del Chiappa, 2020; Pung et
al., 2020). These three aspects relate to the TLT in that the gapper is situated in a liminal space during
the gap year, experiencing cultural shocks (both on-trip and post-trip) which lead to challenges and
disorienting dilemmas. They further indicate that in a transformative tourism experience, firstly “the
transformative experience is interpreted and reminisced, and tourists restructure their value system
and/or develop new knowledge about the world and the environment”, and secondly, “newlyacquired knowledge and values change tourists' attitudes and influence their behavior” (Pung et al.,
2020, p. 9).
Yet another definition of a tourist experience is that by Larsen (2007), who defines it as a “past personal
travel-related event strong enough to have entered long-term memory” (p. 15) and further contends
that experiences that are formed by an individual through psychological processes are a viable focus
for studies aiming to understand, explain and predict a traveler’s behavior resulting from their
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transformation. He argues that tourist experiences are formed through an individual’s expectations,
perception, and memory of a trip as can be seen in Table 3.
Table 3
Central elements of a tourist experience

Travel phase

Experience

Description

Pre-trip
On-trip
Post-trip

Expectations
Perception
Memory

The planning process
The undertaking of the trip
Remembering activities and events

Note. Table created by author. Adapted from Larsen (2007).

The first aspect of a tourist experience is the expectations a traveler has before embarking on their
trip. This pre-trip phase deals with personality traits and specific expectations of the individual towards
future activities and events at the destination. Further, motivation, value systems, attitudes, mood,
and emotions are phenomena that relate to the expectations element of a tourist experience. The
degree of, for example, self-esteem, tends to motivate travelers differently. While travelers with low
self-esteem in the pre-trip are suggested to be driven by the need for self-protection, high self-esteem
may link to the traveler’s willingness to be exposed to new situations. Another attitude variable
discussed by Larsen (2007) is that of worries. Worry, defined as the uncontrollable negative images
and thoughts that represent an individual’s attempts to “engage in mental problem-solving on an issue
whose outcome is uncertain but contains the possibility for […] negative outcomes“ (Borkovec et al.,
1983, p. 10), is commonly visible in an individual’s pre-trip expectations phase and plays an important
role when forming expectations. In the on-trip travel phase, the traveler’s perception is the main focus
of the tourist experience according to Larsen (2007). Perception, as argued by Larsen (2007), is about
“making sense of what our senses tell us”, and these senses are made up “partly of characteristics in
and of the environment [and the] stimulus situation” (pp. 11-12). The individual uses their previous
knowledge to interpret the different stimuli which are registered by the senses, and constructs their
own perception based on earlier experiences and expectations. Therefore, perception can be seen as
the “interaction of the information in the current stimulus situation and various types of processes and
mental structures in the individual that makes processing of such information possible“ (Larsen, 2007,
p. 12). Perceptual processes are influenced by emotions and motivation, as well as the individual’s
personal opinions, values, and worldview. The last phase as described by Larsen (2007), memory, takes
place post-trip. When travelers are asked about their trip, they “often refer to experiences, and these
experiences are memories that are created in a constructive or reconstructive process within the
individual“ (Larsen, 2007, p. 13). These memories often refer to general facts or knowledge about the
trip, or to personally experienced events. Remembered experiences of a traveler’s trip – or
retrospective evaluations and reflections – are the best predictors of their desire to repeat that
experience and continue their experiences in a similar manner. Thus, travel experiences can be seen
as an intermediate variable between the traveler’s old and new motivation (Doughty, 2021), as the
memory of an experience (in the post-trip phase) influences new trips, and the post-trip experiences
and memories merge into the new trip’s pre-trip expectations (Smed, 2012).
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Therefore, in this thesis, the tourist experience and its three stages of pre-trip, on-trip, and post-trip,
in accordance with expectations, perception, and memory as defined by Larsen (2007) represent the
travel phases the gapper is in and play a vital role in the gapper’s (potential) transformation. Larsen
(2007) suggests that tourist behavior could be predicted “from at least some of these aspects of the
individual self” (p. 10) that can be found in the expectation phase, often following the experiences of
a past trip. Several other empirical studies have confirmed that a positive relationship exists between
the tourist experience and behavioral outcomes (Stanovčić et al., 2021). The next chapter discusses
the role behavior plays in a transformation.

3.4 Transformation and Behavior
The behavior of travelers has been an often-discussed topic in transformative tourism studies (see, for
example, Larsen, 2007; Lean, 2009; Lin & Kuo, 2016; Liu et al., 2015; Reisinger, 2009, 2013; Sönmez &
Graefe, 1998; Stanovčić et al., 2021). Some scholars even contend that Mezirow’s TLT triggers an
internal transformation within a traveler that results in behavioral and attitudinal changes (Hoggan et
al., 2017; Soulard et al., 2020). Especially affective learning as part of the transformational learning
process incorporates the behavior of an individual (Gano-Phillips, 2010). As discussed in the previous
chapter, while introducing his tourist experience phases, Larsen (2007) contends that a traveler’s
behavior can be predicted by looking at previous trips and these lived experiences, as they influence
the pre-trip expectation phase of the upcoming. Academics discuss the traveler’s behavior from two
points of view: tourist behavior and travel behavior; however, the terms are often used
interchangeably. Therefore, this chapter firstly discusses the differences between tourists and
travelers, followed by travel- and tourist behavior and their interconnectedness. Then, I talk about the
influences on a traveler’s behavior, and end with the conceptual framework that guides this study.
Cohen’s (1972, 1973) tourist typology has been the starting point for the differentiation between
tourists and travelers. The two terms have long been used as equivalents, but over time, the term
tourist has taken on a negative connotation (Buzard, 1993; Liebman Parrinello, 2012). These arose
from mass tourism, its perceived inauthenticity, shallowness, and negative impact (Week, 2012). From
there, the individual traveler transformed into an individualistic ‘anti-tourist’ – the traveler (Liebman
Parrinello, 2012; Week, 2012). Travelers now strive to escape the critiques of tourism, and in doing so
define themselves as the opposite of tourists (Mowforth & Munt, 2016). Table 4 shows how travelers
describe themselves and which behaviors they attribute to tourists. It becomes clear that travelers
attempt to disassociate themselves from tourism and being a tourist. Further studies have indicated
that tourism in itself is seen as “unadventurous, narrow-minded, undiscerning, unenergetic,
inexperienced, unimaginative, unintelligent, boring, unreal, [and] false”, meanwhile traveling is
“adventurous, broad-minded, intelligent, discerning, energetic, experienced, keen, imaginative,
independent, intrepid, real, [and] true” (Mowforth & Munt, 2016, p. 142).
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Table 4
Attributes of tourists and travelers ascribed by travelers

Tourists

Travelers

Accept tourism as a part of modern life
Seek comfort, diversion, relaxation, fun
Travel to destinations that offer these
Live in tourist enclaves
Are ignorant of local culture
Use cameras to “capture” their destination
Spend lavishly
Short “vacation”

Reject modernity
Seek authenticity
Attempt to get off “the beaten track”
Immerse themselves in local life
Try to respect local culture
Avoid using camera ostentatiously
Spend frugally
Long trips

Note. Adapted from Week (2012, p. 193)

Even though the relationship between the two has been a constant topic of debate, the consensus is
still a distant reality (Liebman Parrinello, 2012). Despite the many studies that have focused on the
distinction between tourists and travelers, many researchers that have been referenced in this study
still treat the terms as homogenous, using one while meaning the other. Therefore, even though I
acknowledge the difference between the two terms, they are used interchangeably throughout this
thesis.

3.4.1 The Importance of Behavior
The tourist typology by Cohen (1972) distinguishes tourists by their characteristics and behavior when
traveling. As has been established, the characteristics of these different types of tourists differ greatly.
The gap year traveler, who emerged from Cohen’s drifter tourist, is self-organized, flexible, and goes
on a multiple-destination journey; however, such a characterization only serves as a guideline, as only
few gappers match all parameters throughout their gap year experience (Sørensen, 2003). Travelers
have started to demand personalization, authenticity, and genuine experiences (Boswijk et al., 2013;
Reisinger, 2009), and further, they have developed new cultural needs and intrinsic travel motivations,
such as “seeking new identity, self-actualization, and self-development, rather than physical recreation
and rest” (Reisinger, 2009, p. 11). This shift in the way of traveling has also led to travelers developing
new values and worldviews (Reisinger, 2009) which eventually leads to a (potential) transformation
within the traveler. In order to understand the inner transformation gappers go through during their
gap year experience, their pre-trip, on-trip, and post-trip behavior is one of many important aspects
to be looked at (Lin & Kuo, 2016).
The personalization and characterization of a gapper can be looked at from the perspectives of tourist
behavior and travel behavior. The concept of tourist behavior addresses how tourists “select,
purchase, use, and evaluate travel products, services, and experiences” (Reisinger, 2009, p. 279).
Tourist behavior studies attempt to understand and explain how “tourists make decisions to spend
available resources, such as time, money, and effort, on travel-related products and services“ (p. 279).
It occurs in all three phases of traveling: during the pre-trip phase as planning and implementing, ontrip, as well as after returning home in the post-trip phase (Juvan et al., 2017; Lean, 2012, 2016). Travel
behavior, on the other hand, refers “to the complicated decision-making process of travelers during a
trip, regarding travel mode choice, route choice, departure time choice, destination choice, and so
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on” (Li et al., 2019, p. 113). It is the “physical movement of persons outside their reference locations
for any purpose” (Axhausen, 2007, p. 2). Reference location is the place a person returns to at the end
of the day, and although it is generally considered a person’s home, it may also be a hotel, dormitory,
or another short-term base used as accommodation. Other elements within travel behavior studies
include purpose, timing, duration, location, participants, and expenditure (Axhausen, 2007). This
assumes that, while tourist behavior actively takes place in all three phases of a trip, travel behavior
can, for the most part, only be identified on-trip. Despite these differences between tourist behavior
and travel behavior, many scholars recognize the similarities between the two and how they are
interconnected and have thus started to use the terms interchangeably (see, for example, Goulias et
al., 2020, Juvan et al., 2017; van Vuuren & Slabbert, 2011). Van Vuuren and Slabbert (2011) relate
travel behavior to tourist behavior as it is “the way in which tourists behave according to their attitudes
before, during and after traveling” (p. 295), while Goulias et al. (2020) identify travel behavior to be
the “combination of doing things in different places at different times and how we move from one
place to another” (p. 2). However, Goulias et al. (2020) bridge travel behavior studies with tourist
behavior studies by acknowledging that travel behavior is “also about feelings, emotions, perceptions,
norms, beliefs, intentions, and attitudes [… and] how to go about deciding how to do things” (p. 2).
These can be seen as motivations to engage in activities and gains from those activities, such as
increased quality of life. The key to understanding a person’s behavior is the discovery of “how
different people adapt in different ways to changing situations surrounding them” (Goulias et al., 2020,
p. 2), instead of solely looking at the physical movement that is generally associated with travel
behavior (Axhausen, 2007). Moreover, the way travelers behave is one of the most important
indicators to predict their future behavior (Juvan et al., 2017). As Lean (2009) recognizes, “tourism can
be a powerful vehicle for changing people’s thinking and behavior both during travel and upon their
return home” (p. 1). Because every person’s experiences are individual, dealing with multiple travelers
means dealing with multiple behaviors (Reisinger, 2009). The following characteristics of an individual
should be taken into account when studying a traveler’s behavior:
➢
➢
➢
➢
➢
➢

Demographic (e.g., age, gender, marital status, stage of life);
Social (e.g., social class);
Economic (e.g., income, spending patterns, employment);
Cultural (e.g., values, norms, customs);
Geographic (e.g., origin, trip destination);
Psychographic (e.g., personality, needs, attitudes, lifestyle, emotions, preferences, benefits
sought);
➢ Behavioral (e.g., buyer status, buying rates, activities, experiences) (Reisinger, 2009, p. 279).
It is important to recognize these differences in travelers. They lead every individual to their own
personal motivations, goals, priorities, and preferences that determine their own behavior, way of
traveling, and experiencing, and (may) eventually result in a transformation. In order to acknowledge
and draw these distinctions in this thesis, I am following the advice of recent scholars (Goulias et al.,
2020; Juvan et al., 2017; van Vuuren & Slabbert, 2011) to use the terms tourist behavior and travel
behavior interchangeably.
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3.4.2 Influences on a Traveler’s Behavior
An individual’s travel behavior is influenced by both internal and external factors (Kalmar-Rimoczi &
Lenkovics, 2015; Moutinho, 1987). Such factors include how travelers perceive destinations, and
distances; how they learn to consume and travel; how they make their travel decisions, and how their
personality affects these decisions (Moutinho, 1987). Moutinho (1987) argues that travel decisionmaking and travel behavior are strongly affected by forces both outside and inside of the individual
and defines two basic factors: social influence (external) and personal traits (internal) (see Figure 4).
The social influences include culture, social class, the influence of other people, and reference groups.
Personal traits concern the individual’s motivation (partially influenced by social influences),
personality, perception, attitudes, and learning. All of these factors then lead to the final decisionmaking and result in the individualized travel behavior of a person. Due to the scope of this thesis, the
main focus is on internal influences.

Personality
Culture and
subculture impact

Learning

Social class
Motivation
Reference groups
and influences
Role and family
influence

Travel decision
making and
behavior

Perception

Attitudes
Figure 4. Major influences on individual travel behavior. Source: Adapted from Moutinho (1987)

The intrinsic forces have a significant impact on the travel decision-making and behavior of travelers
in all three travel phases (Moutinho, 1987), but is especially important in the pre-trip phase as it shapes
the individual’s personality traits and characteristics. Personality, according to Moutinho (1987), is the
“configuration of a person’s characteristics and ways of behaving, which determines [their] adjustment
to the environment in a unique way” (p. 9). It emphasizes the effect of a person’s past on their current
behavior. The consideration of personality is vital when observing behavior in the context of
transformation, as, looking at Cohen’s (1972) tourist typology, non-institutionalized tourists prefer
novelty and are curious, while institutionalized tourists prefer security and familiarity. These
differences have to be accounted for, as they will lead to diverse behavior and transformation.
Perception refers to the process by which a person “selects, organizes, and interprets stimuli in a
meaningful and coherent way” (Moutinho, 1987, p. 11), and often occurs in the on-trip phase. An
attitude is “a predisposition, created by learning and experience, to respond in a consistent way
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toward an object” (Moutinho, 1987, p. 19). This predisposition can be positive or negative and is
influenced by an affective component, which refers to the emotions and feelings about the object.
The affective component is especially visible in the learning personality trait as described by Moutinho
(1987), as Kalmar-Rimoczi and Lenkovics (2015) recognize. It affects an individual’s character and thus
their decision-making and behavior. This goes in line with Mezirow’s (1991) TLT, where emotions were
later added in the form of affective learning after being identified to be of great importance in the
transformation process (Taylor, 2000). Emotions affect the personality of the individual as well as their
attitude, determining expectations and perceptions of experiences and their outcomes (Gnoth & Zins,
2009). This is in line with Larsen’s (2007) theory on tourist experiences, where tourists go through the
stages of expectations (pre-trip), perception (post-trip), and memory (post-trip) (see Table 3). As many
studies have shown, changes in travel behavior are associated with experiences that lead to a
challenge or disorienting dilemmas and the related emotions and memories (Axhausen et al., 2006;
Beige & Axhausen, 2012; Lanzendorf, 2003). Travel behavior, according to these studies, is relatively
habitual as long as the daily needs of an individual are stable (Susilo et al., 2019). However, once an
individual is exposed to new circumstances or a disorienting dilemma, personal traits, emotions, and
behavior are bound to change as a result of being influenced by those experiences (Chatterjee et al.,
2013; Scheiner & Holz-Rau, 2013).
Lastly, motivation is an important personal trait and refers to the need or a ‘push’ of a person towards
“certain types of action that are seen as likely to bring satisfaction” (Moutinho, 1987, p. 16). A major
element factoring into travel decision-making and travel behavior are the travel motivations gappers
expect to experience and then, eventually, the motivations they actually perceive and experience
(Boniface & Cooper, 2005). Travel motivation is mostly intrinsically influenced; however, it may also
be influenced externally (see Figure 4). These mostly intrinsic travel motivations formed by an
individual’s personal needs are important when searching for explanations as to why and how people
want to travel. One classification of a travel motivator for gappers is that of wanderlust, which is “the
curiosity to experience the strange and unfamiliar” (Boniface & Cooper, 2005, pp. 27-28). It follows the
basic characteristic of human nature to see different cultures, people, and places from one’s own
experience. The idea of wanderlust is closely associated with Cohen’s (1972) drifter typology (Boniface
& Cooper, 2005). Besides wanderlust, the most common intrinsic motivations behind wanting to take
a gap year that were identified in previous studies include:
➢
➢
➢
➢
➢
➢
➢
➢
➢
➢

The desire to take a break from formal education or work
To gain a broader horizon on life
To meet a challenge
To have fun
To experience different people, cultures, and places
To gain personal life skills
To increase the quality of life
To become independent
Self-development and growth
To learn more about oneself (Jones, 2004; Paris & Teye, 2010; Reisinger, 2009, 2013; Soulard
et al., 2020; van Dijk, 2011; van Vuuren & Slabbert, 2011).
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Travelers become more confident when it comes to their personality and behavior following their past
travel experiences, for that their previous experiences help with an increased feeling of safety and
comfort (Pinhey & Iverson, 1994; Sönmez & Graefe, 1998). Thus, previous travel experiences are not
only responsible for (a change in) certain travel motivations (Kanning, 2013; Paris & Teye, 2010;
Sönmez & Graefe, 1998), but also for an occurring change in behavior or behavioral intentions (Lin &
Kuo, 2016; Liu et al., 2015). In addition to above list, cultural knowledge (e.g., exploring other cultures,
increasing own knowledge, and interacting with locals) and relaxation (e.g., physically, mentally, and
calm atmosphere) are core motivations for all gappers, no matter their previous travel experience
(Paris & Teye, 2010). While cultural knowledge was deemed a very important motivator, relaxation
was found to be the least important one for gappers. Paris and Teye (2010) further revealed that the
four motivations independence, experiential, personal/ social growth, and budget travel are more
relevant for gappers with less travel experience, suggesting that travel motivations are dynamic and
change over time due to the gapper’s overseas experiences, leading to changes in travel behavior (Paris
& Teye, 2010).

3.5 Conceptual Framework
As Pung and Del Chiappa (2020) have pointed out, theoretical knowledge on transformative tourism,
its experiences, and outcomes is lacking, and thus, “further research is still needed to have the
conceptual foundations to develop a tourist transformation framework” (p. 5). Figure 5 shows the
conceptual framework for this research and with that, visualizes the relations between motivations
and characteristics, the three travel phases, transformative learning, and the potentially resulting
intrinsic transformation of the gapper. The conceptual framework begins with a gapper’s individual
motivations and characteristics. These can be social, personal, and cultural influences and are
responsible for the initial idea to take a gap year and the forthgoing decision-making. Motivations and
characteristics influence all three phases of travel, although the starting point is the pre-trip phase, in
which the gapper generates clear expectations of the trip and the experiences they assume are going
to be made. Once the gapper is in the on-trip phase and has arrived at the destination, they perceive
what the expectations are like, and if the experiences live up to the expectations. In the final phase of
traveling, the post-trip experiences and memories, the gapper reflects upon what was experienced in
the previous phase and tries to make sense of it. At the same time, the experiences after returning
home are equally as important. (Newly) arising challenges after returning home has become common,
for example in the form of a reverse culture shock. All these experiences that occurred in the three
phases have underlying challenges which are then made sense of in the process of transformative
learning. The gapper critically reflects upon experiencing disorienting dilemmas by challenging their
own worldview by dealing with their emotions and feelings through affective learning. These three
stages of transformative learning are a cycle within the figure as they repeat for as often as the gapper
comes across a new experience or event leading to a challenging disorienting dilemma. After these
challenges are made sense of through transformative learning, the gapper may experience an intrinsic
transformation. Transformation “makes sense of [experiences] and gives them their meanings and
develops new expectations” (Reisinger, 2013, p. xiii). Therefore, along with the intrinsic transformation
come changes in motivation and characteristics, which influence the gapper’s next trip’s pre-trip
expectations and thus the entire travel experience, and the cycle continues.
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Figure 5. Transformative learning within a gapper’s gap year travel experience. Source: Author.
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4. Methodology
I have argued that, in order to gain a deeper insight into the intrinsic transformation gappers go
through during and after their gap year, I needed to understand their personal motivations,
characteristics, and experiences both on-trip and post-trip, their perceptions and memories.
Therefore, I deemed a qualitative research design most appropriate. This chapter illuminates on this
choice and gives more insight into this study’s methodology.
The underlying paradigm of this study is interpretivism. The interpretive approach is characterized by
humans constantly trying to make sense of the world and their experiences, of “actions, beliefs, social
practices, rituals, value systems […]” (Gorton, 2010, p. 10). As Gorton (2010) argued, to explain a
person’s behavior adequately, “it is not enough to explain the physical processes […]. Rather, what is
required is an account of the meaning behind the action” (p. 9). Interpretivist methodology is based
on ideas following a constructionist ontology. Constructionism focuses on how reality is constructed
in a given context, and places importance on the interaction between the researcher and research
participant as it helps to make sense of values, culture, perception, and thoughts (Ormond, 2020).

4.1 Study Design
In this thesis, I employ primary research in the form of qualitative methods due to the subjective and
contextual nature of transformation (Kanning, 2013). Previous studies (King, 2011; Tenser, 2015) have
successfully measured the influence of gap years on young travelers through thorough, in-depth
interviews. In order to gather in-depth data on the transformation processes that take place during
and after a gap year experience and its outcomes, I followed the example of King (2011) and Tenser
(2015) and deemed an exploratory qualitative approach most appropriate. Next to the in-depth and
rich insights gained from qualitative research, qualitative research provides flexibility for such a newly
emerging topic that has not yet been extensively examined. The flexibility helps with data collection
and data analysis to happen in small cycles rather than one after another, which allows me to identify
key concepts in addition to those found in literature and use them in the following data collection and
analyses until saturation is reached (Baarda, 2014; Boeije, 2010). Further, qualitative research has the
ability to uncover underlying emotions, values, and assumptions through an engagement in dialogue
and follow-up questions, as well as allowing the analysis of data to consider the context (Atieno, 2009),
which is essential to discover new insights and understand the complexity of transformation.
Uncovering emotions and values is vital for this study, as these are components of the main theory
used throughout this study, the TLT.
For this study, I considered it important to gain an in-depth insight into the experiences gappers have
made throughout their gap year and how these led to transformation through learning, as opposed to
providing more general and shallow findings with greater representativeness. For this reason, I
deemed a quantitative approach inappropriate for this study. Moreover, quantitative studies generally
make use of closed questions, which defeats this study’s purpose. Thus, I deemed open questions, as
employed in qualitative research, appropriate due to the fact that the internal transformation of
travelers and the impact on travel behavior highly depends on personal experiences and opinions.
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4.2 Research Participants
The population of this study is people who were 18-24 years old when they embarked on their gap
year abroad which was between 7-18 months long. I intentionally selected the participants of this
study, as they can impart issues and information that are of great significance to this study (Boeije,
2010). In this study, therefore, I make use of a select sample, namely a mix of convenience and
snowball samples. Firstly, I made use of my personal network to identify potential research
participants, commonly known as convenience sampling (Baarda, 2014; Boeije, 2010). From there, I
employed snowball sampling to find more potential participants who fit the sample criteria. In
snowball sampling, the researcher “accesses informants through contact information that is provided
by other informants” (Noy, 2008, p. 330). Snowball sampling has been successfully used to interview
backpacker tourists on their experiences and recollections (see, for example, Noy, 2004) and is,
therefore, an appropriate sampling method for this study.
Qualitative research is based on saturation, implying that data collection and analysis will be continued
until no new information can be derived anymore (Baarda, 2014; Boeije, 2010). I conducted 15
interviews, after which saturation was reached.

4.3 Data Collection
4.3.1 Data Collection Method
The data collection aims to gain as much insight into the experiences of a gap year traveler in order to
understand the intrinsic transformation that occurred as a result of the gap year. Therefore, the main
method of data collection is single, semi-structured, one-on-one interviews, which ensures that the
interviewees cannot be influenced by outside sources. This will lead to the most accurate and in-depth
answers. I conducted a pilot interview in order to address potential practical issues in the following
interviews (Majid et al., 2017). Generally, pilot interviews are not intended for data collection per se,
but act as an aid to the final design of the study (Harvey, 2019). This pilot interview aimed to test the
relevance of the interview questions as well as to provide an early indication of the operability of the
study (Majid et al., 2017). This study’s pilot interview showed that only small things had to be adjusted
in the interview guide, such as the order of some questions. These were adjusted for the following
interviews.
The interviews included some creative elements. Each participant was asked to share three
photographs that best represent their gap year experiences. The pictures did not only aim as a
conversation-starter and to encourage the interviewee and to make them feel more comfortable, but
it also brought them back to their own memories, allowing them to re-live their most memorable
experiences again, and therefore served as a way of getting more in-depth information about the
participant’s emotions, behavior, experiences, and perception. Originally, the second creative element
used during the interviews was supposed to be ranking cards which the interviewees had to rank
according to their personal importance. However, all interviews took place online rather than inperson, and the ranking cards were changed to a table that was sent to the interviewees prior to the
interview. The table included different travel motives found in literature which the interviewee should
rank according to the importance of how they experienced them before and after their gap year, or
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whether they missed any of them. Travel motives were chosen as they are the underlying reason for
traveling and play an important role in the transformation process (Smed, 2012; van Dijk, 2011). The
motives that were used can be found in the interview guide (see Appendix 1 and 2). Providing these
motives to the interviewees helps to provide input after having discussed the open questions.

4.3.2 Operationalization
In order to assure that the correct concepts were measured, the concepts that can be found in the
conceptual framework were translated into measurable indicators. The operationalized concepts are:
disorienting dilemmas, critical reflection, and affective learning as part of TLT, the pre-trip and
expectations, on-trip and the perception and experiences, post-trip and the experiences and
memories, and finally, the intrinsic transformation. These concepts cannot be measured directly, but
through operationalization, data that are not directly observable can be collected systematically
(Bhandari, 2020). The indicators represent how the concept can be measured. Lastly, the interview
questions were derived from the indicators.

Table 5
Operationalization of concepts

Concept

Indicator

Interview question

Affective learning

Emotions, feelings

Affective learning, posttrip experiences

Social network

Critical reflection

Content reflection

10b.What do you feel when looking at
these pictures?
13a. What did X mean to you?
13b. What does X mean to you now?
14d. How did you feel during this
experience?
15a. Can you tell me about your social
network after your return? Are there any
differences?
14a. What was the experience like? What
happened exactly?
16. Have you been thinking about your gap
year experience since returning home?
14b. How did you handle the situation? Did
you take any other actions?
14c. How did this experience influence you
and your worldview?
14. What challenges did you face? Tell me
about a more negative experience during
your gap year.
15. This brings us to your arrival back
home. What has it been like being back
home since you have arrived? Is it still
home? Why or why not?

Process reflection
Premise reflection
Disorienting dilemma

Challenges, negative
experiences

Disorienting dilemma,
post-trip experiences
and memories

Challenges, memories
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Table 5 cont‘d

Concept

Indicator

Interview question

Intrinsic transformation
of gapper

Changes in life (social,
personal, behavioral,
cultural, perception,
attitude, learning…)

13c. What do you think has changed for
you as a result of that experience?
20. Can you compare the way you traveled
and went on vacation before your gap year
with how you are traveling now?
18. How are you a different person now
than you were before you took your gap
year?
17. What did you learn from your gap year
experiences that you think you may not
have learned if you hadn’t gone abroad?
9. Please describe where, when, and how
you spent your gap year.
11. Can you talk about the activities you
were engaged in when you were [in X] or
[working for X or doing X]? What was that
experience like for you?
11a. Did you learn new skills?
12. Why did you do these activities?
16a. Do you feel the impact of your gap
year in your personal interactions?

Table 5 cont‘d
Table 5 cont‘d
Table 5 cont‘d

Intrinsic transformation
of gapper,
transformative learning
On-trip experiences and
perception

Challenges, reflection,
emotions
Gap year context
Activities

Post-trip experiences
and memories

Pre-trip

Social, personal, cultural,
behavioral, impacts and
experiences
Sentiment, highlights,
happiness

Socio-demographics,
social network

10a. Why did you choose these particular
photos?
10. I asked you to prepare three pictures
that best represent your gap year. Please
tell me more about those.
13. What are the highlights of your whole
gap year experience?
1. Tell me a little bit about yourself.
1a. How old are you? What is your
occupation? Are you currently studying?
Working? Do you live in the town you grew
up in?
2. Tell me about your background, your
family, and where you grew up.
3. Tell me a little bit more about your
family and friends.
4. Looking back on life before your gap
year, how would you describe the kind of
person you were then?
5. What did your vacations and travel
behavior look like before your gap year?
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Table 5 cont‘d

Concept

Table 5 cont‘d

Indicator

Interview question

Challenges, doubts

8. What were the biggest concerns and
challenges you had before embarking on
your travels?
6. Tell me about how and when you
decided to take a gap year. What was your
motivation?
7. Before this interview, I gave you a list
with cards to rank your top 5 travel
motives before and after your gap year.
Please tell me your rankings.

Table 5 cont‘d
Table 5 cont‘d

Internal and external
motivation
Internal and external
motivation,
transformation

Note. The number before each interview question indicates the position of the question in the interview guide. The interview
questions with a letter behind the number (e.g., 1a.) indicate a probing question referring to e.g., question 1.
Table created by author. Interview questions adapted from Kanning (2008) and Tenser (2015).

4.3.3 Execution of Data Collection
I conducted 15 interviews between the 15th and 25th of January 2022. The interviews lasted between
35 minutes and 1 hour 23 minutes. Each interview was conducted using the interview guide and
recorded for the duration of the interview. Detailed information on the data collection with an exact
overview of each interview, including date, duration, and location, can be found in the interview
appointment list in Appendix 3. Below, Table 6 provides general information about the profile of the
participants of this study.
Table 6
Participant information

Participant Age* Nationality

Occupation

Gap year type

Gap year destination

Anne
Alina
Lena

24
19
18

Dutch
German
German

Travel
Volunteer
Au pair

Canada & USA
Israel
Spain

Sabrina

20

German

Hotel receptionist
Childcare worker
Social work
student
Hotel receptionist

Lili

18

German/
Dutch

Au pair; work
and travel
Work and travel

England, Ireland, &
Canada
New Zealand, China &
South-East Asia

Ricarda
Amelie

19
19

German
German

Work and travel
Au pair

Canada & USA
Spain

Lisa P.

19

German

Au pair

Canada

Karlotta

19

German

Work and travel

Canada

Student MSc
International
development
Centre manager
Chemistry
student
International
business student
BA World
Performance

33

Table 6 cont‘d

Participant Age* Nationality

Occupation

Gap year type

Gap year destination

Elena

BSc student
engineering
Student MBA
international
business
Assistant hotel
manager
Social work
student
Nurse
Nurse and
medicine student

Au pair

Spain

Work and travel

Australia & New
Zealand

Travel

Curacao

Volunteer

India

Work and travel
Au pair, travel

Canada & USA
Australia, South-East
Asia, South America

Table 6 cont‘d

18

German

Carmen
Table
6 cont‘d

18

German

Annebeau

18

Dutch

Theresa

18

German

Lara
Lisa S.

19
18

German
German

Table 6 cont‘d

Note. *Age during gap year. Table created by author.

4.4 Data Processing
All interviews were voice-recorded with the permission of the interviewee using a recording device.
The recorded interviews were then further processed and transcribed using the transcription software
Trint. After the software created the initial transcripts, I thoroughly proofread each interview by
simultaneously listening to the audio recording, reading the transcript the software created, and
adjusting minor mistakes that the software made. This ensured a faster transcription process while
still being very accurate. Even though this thesis is written in English, only two of the 15 interviews
(with Anne and Annebeau) were conducted in English. I conducted the other 13 interviews in German,
and therefore, these transcripts are German. Only at the time of writing the results in Chapter 5 did I
translate the German quotes into English, aiming to translate them as literally as possible in order to
retain their original meaning. After I proofread the interviews, I used the coding software MAXQDA to
code the interviews. Coding is used to segment and reassemble the data (Boeije, 2010). By firstly using
open coding, the interviews are segmented: the most important aspects of each interview are
identified, and common themes are found and acknowledged. Secondly, axial coding takes place by
determining the dominant topics, finding common patterns, and specifying the codes created in the
open coding in more detail. Lastly, selective coding helps to reassemble the data by looking for
connections between the topics and categories. Open and axial coding, as well as axial and selective
coding, often merge into one another (Boeije, 2010). Data collection and data analysis are cyclical,
which leads to key themes identified in the coding process and analysis being used for the following
interviews.

4.5 Validity and Reliability
Indicators of the quality of qualitative research are validity and reliability. Validity is the extent to which
the data collected by the researcher truly measure the phenomenon being studied (Boeije, 2010;
Creswell, 2007; Verhoeven, 2008) and that research is free of bias (Baarda, 2014; Verhoeven, 2008),
while reliability refers to the consistency of the measures that are used, as in the replicability of a study
(Leung, 2015). In the context of qualitative research through an interpretive paradigm, the indicators
of validity and reliability are often addressed as trustworthiness (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Olesen, 2018).
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For example, Lincoln and Guba (1985) distinguished four criteria for establishing trustworthiness:
credibility, transferability, dependability, and conformability. I acknowledge that there are many
different types of qualitative validation and, as Creswell (2007) states, “authors need to choose the
types and terms in which they are comfortable” (p. 207). Therefore, in this study, I follow Creswell’s
(2007) advice to use the terms validity and reliability as opposed to other qualitative writers who
return to words such as trustworthiness, authenticity, or credibility (see Lincoln and Guba, 1985).
Validity often concerns behavior and attitudes. However, according to Lego and Shaw (1992), validity
can be ensured by the way in which questions are framed. In order to further ensure validity, and thus
the quality, of this research, sources of interference were avoided while the interviews were
conducted. The interviews took place in a surrounding where the respondent felt comfortable so as to
not be disturbed by outside sources and potential answers that are formulated in a socially acceptable
way. Another way to address research validity would be to engage in a mixed-method study, such as
a concurrent triangulation design, where a short survey is first conducted with a quantitative approach.
This would help to gain insight into the variation within the population of potential research
participants itself and establish sub-groups that could be used for the following, extensive qualitative
approach, leading to even greater validity of the study.
Reliability is an often-discussed topic in qualitative research, as interviews and observations are
difficult to replicate and are never truly identical (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). Because of that, such flexible
methods can pose a threat to reliability. In this study, I do not offer generalizations per se, but rather
describe individual experiences during and after a gap year that led to transformation; because, as
Creswell (2007) said, qualitative researchers “strive for ‘understanding’, that deep structure of
knowledge that comes from [personal communication] with participants […] and probing to obtain
detailed meanings” (p. 201). However, spontaneous probing questions may also lead to the researcher
unconsciously manipulating the respondent (Boeije, 2010), which is why I stuck to the probes from the
pre-written interview guide (see Appendix 1). In the rare case a spontaneous probing question was
needed, I ensured they were phrased in a way so as to not manipulate the participants and their
responses. To enhance reliability in a qualitative study, I recorded each interview and transcribed the
recordings, as proposed by Creswell (2007).

4.6 Ethical Considerations
In order to increase the benefits of this study while minimizing potential harm for participants, moral
accuracy has to be considered. Therefore, the principle of beneficence, which refers to “maximizing
good outcomes for science, humanity, and the individual research participants while avoiding or
minimizing unnecessary harm, risk or wrong” (Sieber, 1992, as cited in Boeije, 2010, p. 45) is translated
into this study by acknowledging three dimensions that are important when addressing ethical and
moral accuracy: informed consent, privacy and confidentiality, and anonymity (Boeije, 2010, p. 45).
Informed consent warrants that participants of this research are fully aware of the nature and purpose
of this research and have the ability to freely choose whether and how they wish to contribute.
Research participants have been made aware of their right to refuse or to withdraw from this study at
any time. Participants can choose whether or not to share particular information while remaining
completely anonymous (Boeije, 2010). Confidentiality refers to all data acquired during this study as
well as the handling of said data to ensure privacy for the participants (i.e., names and other unique
identifiers). This was accomplished by a clear informed consent statement at the beginning of the
interview.
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5. Findings and Analysis
In this chapter, I present and analyze the results of the data collection. The chapter is divided into
different sections in accordance with the main aspects participants most commonly associated with
their gap year and the subsequent transformation. In the first section, I elaborate on the importance
of encounters with fellow travelers and locals during the gap year. The second section outlines the
gappers’ struggles and challenges in regard to their re-entry home, followed by a section about the
gappers’ self-actualization and transformation through self-development. I then go on to elaborate on
the transformation of the gappers’ travel behavior. The fifth section explores the experiences gappers
had during their gap year in the context of Mezirow’s (1991) TLT, followed by the sixth and last section,
in which I summarize the intrinsic transformation gappers underwent as a result of their gap year.

5.1 Encounters with fellow travelers and locals
Prior to the interviews, I asked the participants to bring three pictures that best represent their gap
year. When telling the story and background behind the pictures, it became clear that all participants
brought at least one picture that depicted the gapper and friends they made during their gap year
during various activities: from hiking mountains and volcanoes, exploring rain forests, discovering van
life during road trips, to having drinks at the beach or a hostel. All these highlights brought up by the
participants have one thing in common – the friends that made these experiences memorable. The
majority of transformative travel is argued to be strongly associated with encounters and interactions
taking place during the trip (Sterchele, 2020). In this following chapter, I discuss the importance of
interactions and encounters during a gap year in regard to the transformation of the gapper.

5.1.1 Intercultural Experiences
The interaction and encounters with locals and fellow travelers are widely linked to the transformation
of the traveler (Sterchele, 2020). All 15 participants stressed this point; with the consensus that
friendships made during the gap year and even just interactions or encounters were the biggest
takeaways from the time spent abroad and crucial for the whole experience (Tenser, 2015), as lifelong
friends were made, and new family gained:
[…] The friendships that I made [during the gap year] are still active today and definitely also a
very, very, very important part of the whole year, and without them it never would have been
so cool. And I can still remember very well how horrible saying goodbye was when I flew back
to Germany, and I knew ‘okay, now it's kind of going back to a completely different life and it
will never be the same as it was now’. That's why the friendships I gained were such an
important aspect. (Lisa P., au pair in Canada for one year)
I think the whole gap year in total was a highlight […] there are not many specific highlights.
But I think especially the friends that I made during the gap year that are still my friends, those
are a really big highlight for me. (Annebeau, spent one year in Curacao)
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My highlights of the gap year are for sure all of my friends there and everything we did
together. All the traveling we did, the hikes in Vancouver, all the new people we met together,
exploring new places […]. (Lara)
Gaining intercultural experiences was one of the primary motivations for the gappers to embark on
their gap year. Alina, who volunteered during her gap year in Israel, said that she does not want to be
isolated from locals and experience local life when she travels somewhere. From her experience in
Israel, everyone was connected to everyone, which made it very easy for her to find accommodation
on her trips:
Israelis are incredibly friendly and welcoming. I always found a friend or relative of my host
family to stay with. Once, we forgot to book a hostel and it was full when we got there. The
neighbor heard us and invited us to stay at his place for the night because he wasn’t going to
be home anyways. So he let us seven strange girls sleep in his apartment. That would never
happen in Germany.
During the gap years of the participants, connecting with locals, as well as fellow travelers, usually took
place through work, hostels, cafés, or bars. Another way to connect that was popular amongst the
participants was creating connections online, using apps such as ridesharing, Facebook, or the ‘friends’
or ‘activities’ function in apps like Airbnb or Couchsurfing; one participant even mentioned that she
met one of her best friends by asking for directions. Another participant talked about how she asked
two strange girls in the hostel’s common room to watch her laptop for a minute. This simple
conversation developed further, as they went on to spend the remainder of their gap years together.
This friendship evolved to the extent that they bought a car together and went on a three-month road
trip. These examples show that an open attitude and mindset (see also Chapter 5.3) are among the
most essential characteristics for gappers who embark on their year abroad alone.
When Anne, who spent an 8-month long gap year traveling through the USA and Canada, talked about
the highlights of her trip, she said: “especially meeting a lot of different people is a really good highlight
of traveling of my gap year. Making deeper connections but also just seeing all the new places, all the
beauty of the world”. Her gap year started with many fears, being afraid to travel all by herself and not
knowing what she was doing. She then met another traveler in the hostel she stayed at who helped
her confront her fears and calm her down. This mindset of helping each other out as much as possible
is typical for independent solo travelers (Lyons, 2010; O’Reilly, 2006). After getting over her initial
shock and reflecting upon it, Anne started to plan her next steps and met girls she went on a road trip
with:
After my bad experience in the beginning, the girls and I made a really deep connection from
the start, we traveled to beautiful places and saw amazing nature and animals […]. Actually,
every new thing that I saw gave me such a good feeling, just to experience the new things.
Throughout the rest of her gap year, Anne met many more people, both locals and fellow travelers.
She also worked on three different workaway farms, where she got to experience local life first-hand:
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[‘Workaway’ is] where you work at somebody’s farm for food and accommodation. So it's like
an exchange of you working for them and they are offering you their house. And I really wanted
to do that as well to see what it was like to work on a farm. And I also really wanted to
experience local life, like how people lived in Canada, and you know, like the daily life of an
average Canadian. Yeah, so it's really like a work and culture exchange experience. […] just
going there, not knowing what to expect, not knowing who these people are, and just staying
in their homes for like a certain amount of time. That was a big highlight. Just seeing how nice
the people are, how generous they are and how welcoming… that was really good as well.

5.1.2 Living with a Host Family
The eight participants who decided to work as an au pair or volunteer used an organization to plan
their gap year, through which the participants got a chance to connect with their host family prior to
their arrival. For the au pairs and volunteers, the host families they stayed with were the first
touchpoints of the new culture and remained one of the most important aspects of their gap year,
especially the connection they built with their host children. They indicated that, at a certain point,
their host families started to feel like a real family, which can also be due to the host families
considering them as part of their family as well. Alina, who volunteered for a family with two disabled
sisters, said that she quickly became part of the family getting invited to every holiday and wedding:
“It was like ‘you are now part of our family’. The mother of the girls I worked with even took on a
mother role for me […]. We are still in close contact to this day”. Some participants decided to change
host families after three to four weeks because their first families only considered them to be full-time
maids instead of part-time nannies and were generally not open to including the gappers in their daily
routines and lives. While in their old host families, the gappers dreaded each day of their gap year,
after changing families, they got along much better and quickly became excited about local life and
getting to experience it with locals they got along with. Through the organizations used, the au pairs
and volunteers had the chance to connect with fellow gappers in their surroundings, which was the
easiest way for them to get to know people. Friendships developed quickly as it was easy to connect
through similar living situations, work, and host family experiences.

5.1.3 Worthwhile friendships
All 15 participants indicated that they never would have expected to create so many deep friendships
and connections during their gap year. Those who worked as au pairs grew close to their host families
and started seeing them as their second family, while those who did work and travel during their gap
year and put down roots in a certain place made new friendships, and over time, these new friends
turned into family. Karlotta, who spent her 16-month gap year working and traveling in Canada, talked
about how she met her closest gap year friend in a hostel in Vancouver: they had both just arrived,
were both looking for a permanent room, and even though they had only known each other for not
even one week, decided to move in together: “I really would have never expected it, but this girl […]
became a very, very good friend, my closest friend in Canada. She was my family […] and we made a
lot more friends at the hostel”. Outside of her hostel contacts turned friends, Karlotta also interacted
with locals at work: “working as a [personal assistant] I was on different sets every day, meeting new
people. I met many Canadians, and we became a close circle of friends. I immediately felt accepted in
their community”. Still to this day, Karlotta is very close to the people she met during her gap year and
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has even gone back to Vancouver to visit them. More participants remain friends with their gap year
friends:
I met [her] on my first day working in Curacao, she worked in the same restaurant, and she is still one
of my best friends now, and it is almost 10 years ago almost that I went on my gap year. (Annebeau)
I met people from, I don’t know, at least 15 countries during my gap year. […] I really noticed
that it’s so much faster to make friendships when traveling. You spend time with people for a
week and suddenly you spend the rest of your gap year with them, and they become your family
during that time – we spent an incredible amount of time together, it was so nice, getting to
know all these new people and their different cultures. (Lena, worked as an au pair during her
gap year in Spain)
As has been established, all participants made many friends – both locals and travelers – throughout
their gap year and remain close to them to this day. For the most part, being in similar situations is
what brought them together, but shared experiences keep them together to this day. Summarizing
the friendships, interactions, and encounters during a gap year, Anne recounted:
With some, you make really good connections, but others, yeah, it’s a mix. Some people you
just meet and then you have fun when you're there but when you leave, that's it, you sometimes
follow them on social media, but you don't really spend a lot of energy on each other anymore.
But with other people, you make a deeper connection. You even decide to travel a little bit
together even though you might not have the same plan, but you just make the same plan and
just go together. Some people you visit after your travels when you're still in contact. So yeah,
it's really different. There are really multiple types of connections you make during traveling.
Even though the friendships and connections that were built during the gap years were the highlights
for the participants, one negative side remains: “you are always homesick. You either miss your friends
and family back in your hometown, or you miss the friends you made during your travels” (Karlotta).
This view was echoed by other participants who indicated that, once a person has taken a gap year,
they will never feel 100 percent at home anywhere anymore. This issue will be further discussed in the
next chapter.

5.2 Re-entry Home
Acknowledging challenges and emotions during travel has been said to be of great importance when
studying the transformation of travelers (Taylor, 1997). Even though most scholars have only focused
on the emotions during travel, Kirillova et al. (2017) recognize that challenges may also arise after the
traveler re-enters home. In this chapter, I focus on the re-entry as a disorienting dilemma, affective
learning through emotions that arose, and critical reflection through processing and readjusting to the
familiar surroundings.
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5.2.1 Challenging Re-entry
As has been discussed by Lean (2012) already, the conception that travelers return home can be
misleading. Even though they physically return, they return with the memories of their travel
experiences (Larsen, 2007), and their perspective will have changed to a certain degree, making their
re-entry and transition often difficult. Not only do gappers generally return somewhat transformed,
but their home environment may have been subjected to change as well. Lena described her return
from Spain and coming back home as “a total culture shock, […] it was very strange”. Before her return
home, she traveled through Barcelona and Madrid for two weeks, and even though she had a great
time, Lena said:
I cried every day because I just wanted to go back [to her host family in Spain]. And when I got
picked up at the airport in Germany, my friends were very happy and excited to have me back
but for them, it was their normal, everyday life. For me, I was extremely overwhelmed, for one
because I wasn’t in a good mood, I cried during the entire flight, and it was also very difficult
for me to get back into my routine at home. And they [her friends and family in Germany] didn’t
really understand me.
More participants had a similar experience after returning home. Even though everyone was excited
to see their friends and family again, the re-entry home was most commonly described as being
strange and difficult:
[Returning home] was very difficult. Well, not VERY difficult, but just, it was a really mixed
feeling when I had to go home because on the one side I kind of wanted to stay, but on the
other side, I really wanted to go home, see my friends and family tell them about my experience.
So when I got home, I really needed to get used to being in one place again. (Anne)
Karlotta explained that for her, “[returning home was] strange, very strange. It was nice to see
everyone, but I felt a little out of place”. Feeling out of place is a common effect that can occur during
a reverse culture shock (Kirillova et al., 2016; Soulard et al., 2020). Lena mentioned how, after she was
back in her home country, she was still used to the Spanish culture so she “had to reacquaint with a
culture I already knew my whole life, and I actually didn’t really understand what was happening”.
Such a reverse culture shock often comes together with post-travel depression. Lara spent her gap
year doing work and travel in Canada and did not want to fly back home to Germany but had to because
her visa expired, talked about post-travel depression and how she struggled: “I was very frustrated
when I got back. I think it’s called post-travel depression, and I definitely had it. I would have preferred
to stay in Canada. I didn’t feel like going back to Germany at all”. Lili, who did two gap years, one in
New Zealand and South-East Asia and the other in China, had a similar experience:
[Returning home] can be a bit difficult of course because you feel a certain nostalgia, but also
something like a travel dip. You come back, you've experienced these incredibly cool things.
You've kind of become a different person. You've evolved and grown. And then you come back
to your own home, and everything is like it always was and it's like it was a dream, like it didn't
happen.
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Feeling lost after having to leave one’s gap year and return home, not knowing what to do next was a
struggle for many. Something that helped the gappers make their re-entry home easier was to have
already planned the next adventure or know what is coming after returning home. For some, this was
an upcoming trip or event; for others, it was knowing they wanted to start studying. To get over their
post-travel depression, both Lara and Lili moved away from their hometown. While Lara moved to a
city two hours away to start her apprenticeship, Lili moved from Germany to the Netherlands to study.
Moving to a new place and not staying in one’s hometown allows a person to actualize the growth
they experienced during their gap year. All participants who moved after their return went as far as to
say that, had they not already planned to move somewhere else after returning home, they would
have felt stuck having to stay in their hometown after the experiences they had gone through, which
“was a scary idea, it was a total no-go” (Karlotta). Something else that helped several participants
integrate back home was only eating traditional foods from their home country they were not able to
eat during their gap year.

5.2.2 Processing the Return and Readjusting to Home
The return home was often described as a culture shock by the gappers. Kirillova et al. (2016) and
Soulard et al. (2020) defined this as a reverse culture shock upon re-entry. After their return, the
gappers were in a liminal zone, stuck between their adventures abroad and returning home. The
participants argued that not rushing, but instead taking time in this liminal zone to process the return
would have been valuable to readjust to their previous, familiar living circumstances.
Anne, who had traveled through the USA and Canada during her gap year, struggled after her return
home. For her, distraction came in the form of a multi-day festival she attended with her friends right
after her return, which allowed her to gain some energy and “not being back to reality right away”.
Looking back at her re-entry, she now realized that she jumped back into her old reality too fast: she
started a random job to work at even though she did not want to work in this field. This can be
attributed to wanting to feel a sense of belonging and actively forcing oneself to fit into the old
patterns. Anne clarified that it was a tough time for her, “not really having the time and space to
actually process what I just experienced”, and realized that after this experience, she would deal with
her return back home differently after her next travels:
I would take more time after coming home, but also during my travels, I would make more
plans for after I’m back home. For the things you learn on your travels, I would like to put that
in perspective more and shape a little bit more around that, I guess, instead of just getting the
gist of it, but not really applying it to my life. That’s a thing I really learned from the first time
traveling: that you learn a lot of things, like there's so many things happening. You need time
to process that and to apply that to the rest of your life. And I didn't really go through that all,
I just went straight back to before, which was not a good idea.
Lena, on the other hand, took some time after returning home for her own wellbeing:
I took three days just for myself, and of course my family who I moved back in with. I didn’t
have to justify myself, I didn’t have to worry about anything with anyone, so it was really good
I took that time […]. But then it probably took me six weeks to be fully back in my old life again.
And even to this day I notice how terribly I miss [Spain].
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After returning home, keeping up the contact with friends made during the gap year eased up the
transition, as the direct contact and connection to the newly found life during the time spent abroad
remained. Those who went on their gap year with an organization took part in an organized returnee
seminar, which was an immense help when it came to readjusting into their previous life. The
realization that almost everyone who returned from their gap year experienced the same struggles
being back home, and being able to talk about these feelings with people who understood and went
through the same was helpful for the postprocessing and reflection. As Alina, who spent her gap year
as a volunteer in Israel, said: “it was good to talk about how we felt and to see how others also
struggled with depressive phases and being lost. I knew I wasn’t alone. Knowing we had the good life
back then, wanting to go back”.

5.2.3 Social Network after Re-entry
People who stayed behind continued with their lives and did not experience anything new to the
magnitude the gappers did. The gappers perceived that their friends who did not take a gap year
remained in their bubble and did not feel the need to create new connections or explore to the extent
the returned gappers did, and therefore remain less open than the returned gappers. This is in line
with King’s (2011) study on gap years in regard to higher education, where participants indicated that
they feel as though people who did not take a gap year lack life experience and are not as willing to
integrate with strangers. When the gappers returned changed, they realized that the friendships with
some people did not work anymore because “it’s a new me, a more evolved me, and that made it
really difficult sometimes” (Sabrina, spent two gap years doing au pair, and work and travel in the UK
and Canada). Karlotta explained that, not only did her friends and family have to get used to how she
changed, but she also had to learn who they had become during her gap year and what their lives look
like now that she had not been a part of it for a long time. Sabrina saw this development as a sore
point:
You've evolved, your friends at home haven't, and many of the friendships fall apart because
we drifted too far apart. […] It is definitely melancholic when you think about the fact that you
got along so well before [the gap year] and that everything was good. And now it was lonely
[…]. The biggest challenge after my gap year was to settle in again.
Other participants had a different experience upon their re-entry. For some, even though it was
strange to come back to their old life and friends, they quickly got used to the situation again after
small difficulties in the beginning. Others moved to different cities and thus had less contact with their
old circle of friends. However, they were quick to make new friends. Alina, for example, stated that,
since returning from her gap year, she is much more open and has no fear of contact. In fact, even
though she lost touch with the friends she had before her gap year, her newly found friends are
multicultural and diverse. Prior to her year spent abroad, she grew up in a small town where it was
common to judge people due to appearances, which drastically changed as a result of the gap year.
Thus, the experiences a gapper goes through during their gap year can significantly change them, their
attitude, and their personality, which will be elaborated on in the next chapter.
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5.3 The gappers’ personal developments
Gap years have long been identified as a catalyst for self-development and self-actualization (Coghlan
& Weiler, 2015; Hermann et al., 2017; Johan et al., 2019; Kirillova et al., 2016; Noy, 2004; Pung & Del
Chiappa, 2020; Reisinger, 2009). Changes in personality and attitude are argued to be indicators of a
deeper intrinsic transformation (Kirillova et al., 2016; Pung & Del Chiappa, 2020; Reisinger, 2009) and
are discussed in greater detail in the following chapter in relation to the top five motivations for
gappers to take a gap year. The gapper’s transformative journey begins and ends with their travel
motivation and personal characteristics. Motivation is a major factor when it comes to travel decisionmaking (Boniface & Cooper, 2005; Moutinho, 1987). One common motivation to take a gap year was
found to be that the participants did not know what they wanted to do after graduating high school,
so going abroad to see new places and experience something completely new was an intriguing
thought. Some just wanted to escape their daily life and their regular environment, while others felt
like they never really knew what they wanted in life, and so they were “always a little bit searching for
things and, always just went with whatever came on my path” (Anne). Table 7 shows the top five most
commonly named travel motivations the participants of this study referred to regarding their gap year.
These are elaborated further in this chapter. It is important to note that, even though ‘taking a break
from home’ and ‘have adventures’ were amongst the most mentioned motivations, they were only
shortly discussed or implied by the gappers and are therefore not analyzed in further detail here.

Table 7
Gappers’ top five motivations to take a gap year

Top 5

Motivations to take a gap year

1
2
3
4
5

Experiencing different cultures, people, and places
Taking a break from home
Becoming independent
Personal growth
Have adventures

5.3.1 Experiencing different cultures, people, and places
For her main motivations, Anne stated: “I just really wanted to see a lot of new things and experience
being on my own and meet new people”. One of the most mentioned travel motivations amongst the
participants was their curiosity about new cultures and wanting to experience a different lifestyle,
which is in line with existing literature (e.g., Jones, 2004; Reisinger, 2009, 2013; Soulard et al., 2020;
van Vuuren & Slabbert, 2011). For example, even though Elena had been to Spain on vacations prior
to her au pair gap year, she only realized the differences in cultures during her gap year, after being
immersed in local culture for longer than just a few days or a vacation.
Other participants found that, even though their gap year destination was a Western country, there
are still a lot of differences between the cultures, beliefs, and habits which they deemed to be really
interesting. One participant, on the other hand, feels very differently about Western cultures. Her
initial motivation to take a gap year was to relax, have fun and see new places. However, already during
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her time in New Zealand, her motivation to travel started to change and she wanted to continue seeing
new, different places and experience different cultures that are “not as Western but rather more
exotic, offering adventures” (Lili). Western countries and cultures quickly became too familiar and not
this new thing anymore that she seeks during her travels. After returning from her gap year, Lili’s
motivation to travel has only continued to grow and she is using every opportunity she gets to travel:
Right now, I am really motivated to continue to travel. For me, traveling doesn’t mean seeing
new places and exploring every single day. Here in Jordan [where she resided during our
interview] I combine traveling with uni stuff and relaxing, and that is very important to me. But
yes, just being abroad is what I like, and my motivation is enormous.
For ten out of the fifteen gappers, the main travel motivation after their gap year continues to be
getting to know different countries and interacting with locals, which was also found during Paris and
Teye’s (2010) analysis on backpacker motivations. Prior to their gap year, most of the participants had
only experienced different cultures and countries during vacations, where interactions were more
superficial. However, after having lived or spent a lot of time in one country and being immersed in
the local culture, the motivation to interact with different cultures and locals during future travels only
increased. Lisa P. addressed her changed motivation in that:
I think that now, I'm much more concerned with the travel itself, so the places I go to. I want to
know something about them now, so for example also getting to know the cultures I think is a
super, super important aspect, at least for me now. And interaction with locals is of course
always nice, sometimes it can also be a bit difficult, but it is definitely desirable for me.
While travel motivation only changed slightly for most of the participants, others experienced drastic
changes in their motivation to travel as already seen in the above example. Annebeau’s motivation to
take a gap year was to just have fun, relax and get away from home. However, after her gap year,
Annebeau’s priorities and motivation to travel changed:
Now, I always strive to have adventures and do new things and to learn more about myself. I
think when I was 18, I didn't really think about that. Like, who am I? What do I want? I was so
young and now I feel a little bit more like, you know, still I have no clue actually what I want
later on. But for now, maybe by traveling, talking to new people, seeing new places, you also
get to know more of who you are and what you want to do further in life.
This statement shows the uncertainty many participants felt prior to their gap year and connects
intrinsic travel motivation with wanting to get to know oneself better and grow, which is discussed in
the following section.

5.3.2 Personal Growth: Independence and Self-confidence
Gappers greatly value independence. Being able to “do your own thing and plan your own activities is
really cool […] and it is very important to me when traveling” (Lili). Many of the participants indicated
that one of their motivations and goals for their gap year was to become more independent and
confident. Amelie, who described herself as very shy prior to her gap year, thought that some time far
away from her usual life would be a good opportunity to become more independent and confident,
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Simply because, for example, if you don't know exactly where the path is or how to continue or
something like that, you are forced to talk to people because otherwise, it won’t work. So I saw
it as kind of a challenge for myself and I knew that if I do it like that, I would evolve and start
coming out of my shell more.
After having returned from her gap year in New Zealand, Amelie started to feel the impact of the
experiences she encountered and realized her goal to become more independent and self-confident
succeeded:
I have definitely become much more self-confident because of New Zealand, simply because I
know that I did it all by myself, also what I experienced at that time all alone. And of course,
sometimes you were in a situation where you thought to yourself 'how am I supposed to do this
now' or when you wanted to explain something, and the others just didn't understand or
something. But somehow you always managed in the end. So I know I can do it here again.
Continuously being in one’s usual environment does not help when one wants to evolve (Reisinger,
2013). Thus, it is necessary to remove oneself from the known environment, the safety of home and
people, and dare to experience the unknown. The people that surround us play a major part in who
we are. One participant indicated that she does not like being alone, but she decided to go on her gap
year by herself in order to learn how to be by herself and what that experience would be like. She
challenged herself to become more independent and to see who she really is without all the people in
her daily life around her. However, she explained:
I don't know if I realized that at the time that that was what I was going to do, but it did turn
out like that after the traveling, that was like, I really discovered more about myself and just
trusted in myself more when I was traveling on my own, but I was super terrified in the
beginning when I was by myself. (Anne)
Most other participants had a similar opinion regarding their personal development of independence
and confidence. Lena, on the other hand, said she has “always been relatively confident, but I am much
more confident now than I was before I went to Spain”. She further described herself to have become
much more open toward new people and experiences, and also a lot more relaxed. The Spanish
lifestyle is generally more relaxed compared to Germany and therefore, Lena’s experiences in Spain
led to her adopting a more relaxed lifestyle. Others pointed out that because they had to fend for
themselves, they had no other choice but to speak up and stand up for themselves:
[The gap year] has definitely made me more confident because I realized that I have to stand
up for myself […]. And also the whole financial situation, worries, you have to figure everything
out by yourself, you automatically become more independent. (Carmen, did a work and travel
gap year in Australia and New Zealand)
I was definitely more insecure and rather reserved in many situations, especially when I was all
alone. I think that's where I noticed the difference between then and now. That, because during
your gap year you are on your own, somehow you become a bit more self-confident and also
simply get to know yourself better. (Theresa, did a volunteer gap year in India)
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Theresa, after spending her gap year volunteering in India, was thrown into a completely different
culture with no previous points of contact. Her experiences made her realize how much can be learned
from such a different culture, and she lost her fear of contact.
In the past, just because of the language, I used to say, ‘oh God, I have to speak English. I
haven't spoken much English for a long time now’. It's still hard for me sometimes, but it's
definitely gotten much easier. So you get over yourself a lot faster and you don't even have the
requirement anymore that you have to be able to do everything perfectly or something and it's
more about this exchange. (Theresa)
Lara, for example, experienced the same phenomenon as Theresa: she was rather shy prior to her gap
year but now she does not have any issues anymore talking to people she does not know, in a language
that is not her mother tongue which she used to be self-conscious about. Both participants indicated
that their self-confidence and openness were a result of their gap year and interaction with others (see
Chapter 5.1) Talking about her motivation behind wanting to take a gap year and move to Canada for
work and travel, Ricarda said:
The motivation was simply that I wanted to gain experience and I also had a bit of a feeling
that I would like to come out of my shell more, and when I'm in another country, where I have
to speak another language, my feeling was that I might then become a bit more self-confident
because I'm not in the familiar environment where I was before and where I just couldn't
develop further and gain any experience. And that's what I hoped for […]. I used to be super
shy, and I don't know. I don't want to say that I'm super open now, but I'm already much more
open than I used to be, to a point where it can sometimes come off as rude. And in some
situations, what I still can't do so well is small talk and stuff like that. […] I'm really glad I went
to Canada because I learned a lot. But before, I was more reserved and shy.
However, as broached by Ricarda’s statement above, this newly found confidence and independence
also brought along more responsibility and negative aspects. Annebeau also addressed this aspect:
I don't want to say I grew up really fast because it sounds a little bit weird, but I don't know,
like suddenly you don't live at home anymore. Like, I was always in the evening, I was watching
movies with my parents or doing something like that. And then suddenly there was no family
anymore. So you had to make new friends, new family. I was working for the first time as a
waitress. So you have really long days, long hours. I didn't have a driver's license, so then I got
to know like, oh, it would be nice to maybe get my driver's license. So I think you get more
freedom because you're not living at home anymore, but also suddenly a lot more
responsibilities.
Contrasting to the rather self-conscious interviewees discussed up until this point, Alina talked about
how, prior to her gap year in Israel, she was a very loud, outgoing, demanding, and strenuous person.
After her gap year experiences, she has “become much calmer and [does] not act impulsively anymore,
and reflecting about things more. Maybe even too much” (Alina). She assumed that the reason behind
that is that, in Israel, she finally had the time to find out more about herself and reflect on her past
and the new experiences collected in Israel itself. One memorable experience she shared was a
46

challenge she went through: a hike up a mountain that, despite her fear of heights, she conquered all
by herself. Since then, she is much more open to new situations and more courageous.

5.4 Changes in Travel Behavior
Cohen (1972) used behavior as one indicator to distinguish tourists in his tourist typology. The drifter,
the tourist type the gapper emerged from, was described by Cohen (1972) as self-organized and
flexible. The interviews with this study’s participants indicated that, as a result of the gap year
experiences, the gappers’ travel behavior transformed drastically for some, slightly for others. The
following chapter discusses these changes in travel behavior in a transformative learning context.

5.4.1 Travel Styles
Just as there are many different ways of taking a gap year (e.g., work and travel, au pair, volunteering),
people prefer different styles of traveling. One participant clarified her opinion on the difference
between traveling and taking a vacation: “for me, I travel more than I take vacations, and traveling to
me means exploring places and discovering things. And a vacation is more relaxation and a short time
out from home” (Lisa P.). Prior to her gap year, Lisa P. tended to only go on vacations with family or
friends. She explained that the experiences she had during her gap year in Canada were a decisive
factor when it comes to her travel behavior – spending more time in one place and being able to
explore, getting to know locals, and building relationships have become pivotal in her travel decisionmaking. In fact, most other participants indicated that their gap year taught them what kinds of
traveling they prefer and how they like to (not) plan their trips. For some, this may be organizing
accommodation and activities during the planning stage of a trip, while others prefer to jump into the
adventure and take things as they come. Lili explained that for her, the fact that she wants to
continuously travel is intensified the more she travels: “my experiences abroad reinforce the feeling
that I want to leave and go somewhere again […]. Traveling has become a big part of me. I love staying
in one place for a long time and always meeting new people”. Many participants explored ways of
traveling that were new to them, such as backpacking, interrail, or a road trip and living in a car. These
newly opened worlds of travel that were first tried out during the gap year left the gapper with great
experiences and memories, influencing their future ways of traveling.
After their first backpacking experiences during their gap years, the gappers learned to love this way
of traveling, and to this day – up to almost ten years ago – most of their trips continue to be
backpacking trips. Carmen explained that her gap year inspired her to continue traveling with a
backpack because “it gives [her] a feeling of confidence and being able to stand on [her] own two feet”.
She had already gained experience with traveling abroad for adventure trips with her family prior to
her gap year, for example, safaris in South Africa; however, while these vacations had the adventure
aspect backpacking does, she generally stayed at apartments or, in South Africa, more luxury resorts;
so adapting to a backpacking lifestyle took some time to get used to. After her overwhelmingly positive
experiences, Carmen continued to backpack as her main travel style long after her gap year came to
an end, as it also allows to her easily meet other people. Other participants continued to do interrail
after their gap year due to the positive experiences they had during their gap years:
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I have done it after and will continue to travel like this. I think it’s the coolest way to travel
because you’re on a train and meet people who are going through the same experience. You
are not stuck on an airplane, so you can actually get to see the nature of a country on your way
from place A to B. (Elena)
The sustainability aspect plays an important part in this type of traveling as well. After a several-month
long road trip during her gap year in Canada, Ricarda wanted to experience the freedom and flexibility
the van life provides again, so she bought a van and converted it into a camper van together with her
boyfriend. They traveled through Eastern Europe for six months and enjoyed reliving the feelings she
once had during her gap year: the feeling of freedom, being more open and cosmopolitan. Traveling
with a camper was also a conscious decision as it is more sustainable than flying. To that, Lisa S. added
that traveling with a camper during her gap year in Australia was “the most exciting way of traveling.
And if there is no possibility to do that, I resort to public transport in order to avoid flying, for the
environment”. When asked about the feasibility of avoiding airplanes, she explained: “I think if you
have time to travel, it is very easy to avoid flying. But if you don’t have time, I find it very difficult,
because it really is the fastest way to get around”. This is an issue Ricarda has realized even more after
two road trips. Taking time off from work or studying allows for more time to travel, but when it comes
to short vacations, gappers still aspire to go somewhere far away in order to experience new and
different cultures, while also wanting to “fly more consciously, and in general travel rather consciously
and sustainably” (Ricarda).

5.4.2 Traveling Alone
Traveling alone can be daunting and may not be for everyone. There are many pro- and contra
arguments that the participants discussed. Lili embarked on her gap year in New Zealand with her
then-boyfriend and for a short while after her gap year, she continued to travel with friends as it
assured her that she was surrounded by something familiar. However, looking back, Lili said that
traveling with a partner, and even with friends, is not nearly as adventurous as traveling alone, and
therefore, she now prefers to travel by herself and make contacts along the way. Independent solo
traveling allows for more freedom and fewer compromises, while also positively challenging the
traveler and ensuring a more open mind. Other gappers had a similar experience; through their
personal growth during their gap year (see Chapter 5.3), the gappers grew, became more open and
braver, and did not fear traveling by themselves anymore. Amelie, who was very introverted before
her gap year, planned a trip after her gap year with a friend. Her friend had to cancel last minute, and
she doubted whether she should still go on the trip or not. Not wanting to miss out on the experience,
she decided to go on the trip by herself:
I am still proud of myself for that, I was all by myself. It was weird on the one hand because I
didn’t know anyone and had no one to discuss things with, but for those reasons, it was also
really nice, because I could do exactly what I felt like doing, and didn’t have to consider anyone
else’s opinion. I really never would have imagined being able to do this prior to my gap year […]
and now I can see myself traveling alone more often.
Other gappers had a different opinion. Even though traveling alone is something that has come to their
minds after returning from their gap year, they still prefer to travel with company:
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I would have the confidence to [travel alone]. I don't know yet whether I would have a lot of
fun though, because I just like to have someone I know with me, with whom I can share the
experiences. Whether that is my boyfriend or a good friend, I don’t mind. I just really find it
nicer and more fulfilling to have someone to share it with. And of course, I could just go
somewhere by myself and do something alone, but I think I just would not be so relaxed, and I
would miss someone to share it with. (Carmen)
I'm still the type of person who prefers to travel with friends, but I would now also trust myself
to travel alone or something. I also see advantages in it, it can also be good if you travel alone
for a week. Just to find yourself a bit, I think I never would have done before [the gap year], I
could not have imagined that you just decide to go somewhere by yourself. (Theresa)

5.4.3 Accommodation Preferences
Most participants grew up staying at vacation apartments during family vacations, hotel stays were
rare and depended on the occasion and duration. Some participants also indicated that their family
vacations usually consisted of camping trips.
When asked about how her gap year influenced her, Lara said it changed “everything. I don’t know,
it’s incredibly important somehow. I think it really does shape you afterward. Like the way you travel
and everything in general”. She explained that before her gap year, most of her vacations were spent
in vacation apartments or hotels, and she had never stayed at a hostel before and was rather worried
about sleeping in a dorm with strangers. However, after her gap year in Canada and an 8-week long
road trip through the USA and Canada, she realized that she needs less comfort when it comes to
accommodation, as long as she can collect experiences. Therefore, she now prefers staying at hostels
and shared Airbnbs. Lisa S. had a similar experience after her gap year in Australia; now, she prefers
to go on longer trips rather than short vacations, during which she stays at hostels or Airbnbs, but
preferably hostels “because there is more going on, more action […]. Hotels get boring very easily”.
Other participants linked hotel stays with being secluded and isolated from the outside world, making
it more difficult to get to know the local culture. Hostels, on the other hand, are identified as something
exciting:
You can meet new people and experience something. Then you are automatically somehow
closer to the locals. And in a hotel, you're just a tourist who has cash and wants to be
comfortable in the hotel. That just doesn't interest me that much. (Lisa S., did a year-long world
trip after her gap year in Australia)
Shared Airbnbs are the second-most popular accommodation during a trip for gappers, right after
hostels. In a shared Airbnb, gappers welcome living amongst the locals because they are automatically
immersed in local life and get to know the city from a more local perspective rather than that of a
tourist. The importance of interaction with locals becomes obvious here, as does the gappers’ want to
experience authenticity as a traveler instead of falling into the tourist trap of staged authenticity
(Week, 2012). The participants clearly want to distinguish themselves from the typical tourists (see
Table 4), identifying themselves as anti-tourists; wanting to immerse themselves in local life and
seeking authenticity rather than living in tourist enclaves and only seeking comfort and relaxation
(Week, 2012). Anne, who has never stayed at a hotel for longer than one weekend, elaborated on this:
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When I think about that there are these vacations where people go to like Turkey and do an
all-inclusive vacation, whatever, that would never be me because I could never stay in a hotel
for two weeks and just go to the pool there, eat in the restaurant of the hotel and never see
anything. Like, I would maybe do it as a new experience if I'm like super, super exhausted and
just want to relax, but I don't know. I think I would be bored after a few days.
Other participants who have also never stayed at a hotel for more than two days explained that
socializing is a huge factor when it comes to traveling:
I usually prefer hostels because when I travel, meeting people is the most important aspect to
me. If I REALLY wanted to do a wellness trip, I would definitely stay at a hotel. But I actually
prefer spending my money on other things, like activities. (Lena)
I really like hostels because of the social aspect they offer. If for example I have to travel
somewhere because of work, and I don’t need social contact during the trip, I could imagine
staying at a hotel, but even then I would prefer not to. […] In general, I would rather spend my
money on things other than expensive accommodation. (Karlotta)
Some participants elaborated on hotel stays, adding that they do not mind staying at hotels but that it
greatly depends on the occasion:
It depends on who you travel with. Because if I was with a boyfriend, then I would rather go to
something more private, like I wouldn't sleep in hostel rooms. But if I would go with friends or
alone and if my intention would be like, ‘oh, I really want to meet people’, then I wouldn't book
a private room somewhere because I'm not going to meet people; I'm much easier going to
meet people if I share a room. So I think it depends a little bit on with who and how I'm traveling.
But yeah, for me, I think every accommodation is nice but depends on the type of journey I
think. (Annebeau)

5.5 Transformative Experiences Resulting in Transformative Learning
Transformative travel, according to Reisinger (2013), occurs when travelers are lastingly changed and
transformed by their travel experiences. This inner journey travelers seemingly must go through in
order to reach transformation can be looked at using the TLT by Mezirow (1991). In the following
chapter, I will take a look at some of the more challenging disorienting dilemmas four of this study’s
participants faced during their gap year, how these were reflected upon, and which emotions were
dominant.

5.5.1 Alina’s Verbal Assault in Israel
As discussed in Chapter 5.1 already, the friendships and connections made during a gap year are a
major aspect for gappers. Even though the majority of encounters and interactions were positive, more
negative encounters also took place for some gappers during their time spent abroad. Alina, who is
from Germany and did her gap year volunteering in Israel, experienced hostility from locals first-hand.
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When she walked through Jerusalem with friends speaking German, they were often called ‘Nazis’.
Alina explained that those who treated them with hostility were ultra-orthodox Jews, which she and
her friends recognized through their traditional clothing and hair. She described them as being upset
because of the dark German history. Alina dealt with the situation by ignoring it, knowing that had
they listened to their conversation or known why they were in Jerusalem, they might not have reacted
with such hostility:
It’s not my own fault what the generations before me did, I wish they hadn’t but of course I
can’t change what they did, so we just ignored these ‘Nazi’ comments. What should we have
done? We didn’t want to start a discussion, and if that’s their own view, we can’t change it that
easily.
When asked how this situation influenced her, Alina elucidated that she grew up in a “brown
neighborhood” where “tolerance and openness for new things were always seen skeptically”, but she
“was open for everything, maybe even a bit naïve.” However, being called a ‘Nazi’ changed her and
her worldview:
[…] I was insulted in a different country as a foreigner. And I, at least a little bit, understood
what others have to go through and fight every single day. I felt vulnerable and hurt because I
didn’t do anything to those calling me a ‘Nazi’.
Looking back at this situation, Alina unconsciously reflected on all three types of critical reflection.
First, she analyzed the content and reflected on the experience, and second, she reflected on the
process of how she dealt with the situation. Through these, her meaning schemes changed. The third
and last type of reflection that took place was premise reflection, which is the awareness of why
something happened. During this last reflection, Alina’s worldview, her meaning perspective, changed;
suddenly, she was attacked with words, a situation she had never been in before as a privileged, white
woman; and was then able to partially understand what less-privileged people have to go through on
a daily basis.

5.5.2 Karlotta’s Gang Roommates in Canada
A challenge Karlotta faced in Canada was after her roommate had to leave Canada and she was
subsequently forced to find a new apartment because she was unable to afford the old one by herself.
After staying at several friends’ places for a few weeks, she found a new room “but now, I don’t even
know why I took that room, there were so many red flags looking back at the situation”. Ignoring these
red flags (no leasing contract, only a piece of paper; a deposit that was too high; …) Karlotta moved
into her place without meeting her new roommates or knowing anything about them:
They were very weird. Just really strange. They consumed and sold drugs, one had apparently
spent time in prison, was part of a gang and had a fight with my other roommate. And then
one day he said he had a gun in our apartment. I told our landlord, then the police came and
searched the apartment but couldn’t find anything. Then he knew someone snitched and that
was the day I moved out.
During the two weeks she lived in that apartment, Karlotta tried to deal with the situation by only
being home to sleep at night and not even cooking there because she felt too uncomfortable, and after
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she moved out again, she got into a fight with her landlord because he did not want to return her
deposit. Karlotta said she asked her mom (who was in Germany) to help guide her through the situation
without being harmed. Looking back at it, Karlotta indicated that the situation drastically changed her
worldview; it helped her to be less naïve and to scrutinize more; her perseverance was pushed to her
limits but despite feeling anxious in the situation, she never gave up and grew from the situation.

5.5.3 Anne’s Fear of Trying Something New in North America
During her gap year in the USA and Canada, Anne felt “many different emotions, especially
overwhelmed and terrified because I would do a new thing that I’d never done before”. For example,
before she first hiked a big mountain, she was “super terrified that [she] couldn’t do it. [She] also
wasn’t in the greatest shape”, which gave Anne a lot of anxiety. However, once she overcame her fears
and hiked up the mountain, Anne said:
It really gives you a very good feeling that you can really be proud of yourself, that you actually
did it. And then people give you the feeling that you can actually do it as well. Like, sometimes
you’re with people who are really good at what we’re doing, and then you feel a little bit
behind, but the people would just motivate you instead of being mean or something, so that
was really nice too.
Anne’s low self-esteem and insecurity that she describes here arose before the disorienting dilemma
of wanting to go on a hike already but simultaneously feeling forced to do so. Reflecting on this
challenge, Anne said that her fears also came from thinking about all the different scenarios that could
happen during the hike and being with people she did not know, what they would think of her and
many more ‘what if’s’. She realized that this behavior of being anxious, overwhelmed, and overthinking
is normal for her in the beginning, but “once I’m doing it, it’s like, oh, maybe I was a little bit
exaggerating” (Anne). Anne critically reflected upon her behavior by telling herself that she has nothing
to lose and that it is a new experience, and things could go wrong but it would still be an experience
she would not forget. When asked if her worldview transformed as a result, Anne said: “Yes. It
definitely changes how you look at things and how you look at other people and other cultures. This
specific experience, but also the whole experience of my gap year makes you look and think
differently.”

5.5.4 Lili’s Limitations on Freedom of Speech in China
During her gap year in China, Lili encountered many challenges, but she felt like one of the biggest
ones was the emotional aspect. Every time she stepped outside her house, she had to navigate around,
not being able to understand the language and “people not understanding me but also not WANTING
to understand me”. Lili has Chinese roots but grew up in Germany and never learned to speak Chinese
or Mandarin. This made navigating through Shanghai even more difficult as Chinese people
approached her in their native language because of her appearance, and Lili thought that, because she
was not able to speak their language, people she met on the streets were generally rather cold towards
her. Something else that Lili had to deal with was the restrictions in the country, for example not being
able to speak about certain topics or not being able to write reports about these topics. The
propaganda that was all over the place was something Lili tried to get used to but never could, and she
struggled with these challenges as someone who grew up in a different, Western culture and as a very
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independent and free-thinking individual. Lili handled these situations by getting together with people
who had similar (world)views. These regular interactions helped Lili to reflect on what she was
surrounded by:
It was a really nice experience, because we all felt these strange powers reigning, all of us
experienced similar challenges, together and separately. But we were able to grow together a
lot and go through everything together which really helped me.
These disorienting dilemmas broadened Lili’s worldview to an extent that she learned a lot about
Chinese culture, history, and politics. For someone who comes from Germany and knows the Western
perspective Chinese locals may not know themselves, especially learning about Chinese politics from
a local perspective was something that had a major impact on Lili. Even though Lili’s meaning
perspective did not change in the way it is generally understood (Kanning, 2013; Mezirow, 1991), her
worldview changed in the sense that she was able to explore the Chinese cultural and political system
through a perspective she would have never gotten if she had stayed in Germany. The realization of
how lucky she is to have grown up in Germany, a democratic country where everyone has the right to
freedom of expression, instead of a communist China, is what broadened her worldview.

5.6 Intrinsic Transformation as an Outcome of Transformative Learning
In the previous chapter, I looked at challenges gappers underwent during their gap year from a TLT
perspective. Identifying these disorienting dilemmas, the critical reflection gappers consciously
accomplished and the states of affection that were involved built the foundation for an intrinsic
transformation of the gappers (Hoggan et al., 2017; Soulard et al., 2020), which I elaborate on in this
chapter.
As discussed in Chapter 5.3 already, the gappers experienced major changes in their personality.
Ricarda explained that her self-confidence grew immensely because of her experiences in Canada and
that this was the biggest development for her:
I definitely noticed that my gap year changed me a lot and that I became a totally different
person. […] Well, I was someone who was very reserved before. And I never really spoke my
mind. And compared to the person I was before, I've developed a pretty strong self-confidence
and have often spoken my mind, especially when after I came back to Germany again.
Especially my family noticed this, my sister in particular […]. And I think that it also hit her a
little differently. I don't think she liked it that much. But in retrospect, it's good that I am the
way I am. Because if I am someone who always says yes and amen to everything, it is also not
the right thing. And of course, I know that my way of being is maybe even too direct now, so
sometimes I realize in retrospect that I say things that I could have worded differently. So
sometimes my choice of words is the wrong one, but I have simply gained such a strong selfconfidence in Canada that I cannot control it anymore.
While Ricarda’s intrinsic transformation was for the most part visible in her personality, Anne’s went
further than ‘just’ a transformation of the personality, as her growth and transformation led to a newly
found preferred lifestyle:
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I think I've really learned more about myself. But I've also learned, you know, you get a different
worldview. You get… I don't know if I can be really specific, but I think the most important thing
you learn is your mind. You open your mind, like, it really gives you a different view about
everything, actually, because when you're in one place for your whole life, you never really see
how other people live and what's happening in the world. You hear about those things, but you
can never really imagine how these things are for real. You can create your own imagination,
but once you experience those things, it's really different from what you make up in your mind.
And this experience really changes you.
Anne only realized these changes in herself after she had long returned home and had time to reflect
upon her experiences in a different setting, where she was able to slowly apply these changes. Anne’s
view on how she wants to shape her life and what she wants to achieve in life has transformed.
Whereas prior to her gap year, she was anxious to be by herself, she realized that, especially when solo
traveling, you still are never alone, and even if, being alone is nothing to be scared of. Anne realized
that she would like to travel more instead of settling down in one place, work different jobs and “live
more like a nomad”. Even though all 15 gappers underwent a transformation as a result of their gap
year, they did not initially expect these changes to happen. The aspect of unexpected transformation
was a common thread between the interviewees. They stated that they did not go into their gap year
for the sole purpose to change, and they often did not even think about the possibility of
transformation because all they saw before embarking on their gap year was becoming independent
during the big adventure that was ahead:
I hardly had any expectations for my time as an au pair, I just thought I should take in and soak
up everything I can. I didn’t think I would come back exactly as I was back then, but I didn't
have any ideas or expectations about how these changes might look like. (Elena)
I only realized it once I was in Canada, and I was like ‘oh’. And then when I came back [to
Germany] I realized that so much has changed and that I have changed and perceived
everything differently from what I expected, and I became a totally different person. It really
influenced me a lot. (Sabrina)
I didn’t expect to change. Not at all. I did think that it would be a year with challenges for me.
But [expecting] that it would change me so much, not at all, no. I do regret it a little bit to not
have done another gap year after Israel. […] But I think the urge, or the desire is still there. To
not necessarily just stay [in Germany]. […] I never expected Israel to have such a huge influence
on me [especially about] what I want in the future. (Alina)
I just enjoyed my gap year, and I didn't worry about responsibilities or something. But I think
that's easy to say now looking back at it, now I can say it was like this or this, and at that
moment you don't really realize the changes you're going through. (Annebeau)
Theresa’s intrinsic transformation, for example, resulted especially from the major cultural differences
she was confronted with during her gap year in India. Particularly the differences in images and roles
of women between Indian and German cultures stuck with her. During her year in India, Theresa was
assigned as a volunteer only for “typical women’s farm jobs […]. The jobs were clearly split, there were
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tasks for men and tasks that we [the women] had to do”. Having experienced gender equalities firsthand, Theresa’s worldview changed as she started to see it from a whole new perspective:
I realized that we take a lot of things for granted which actually cannot be taken for granted at
all. […] I do really like the way things are here in Germany, even though lots of people still
complain about gender equality. And even though in Germany it may not be at 100 percent,
we are definitely much further than India. And yeah, I just learned to value a lot of things.
Many participants indicated that, before embarking on their gap year, they were quick to judge people
and have prejudices, which drastically changed during their time spent abroad through the interaction
and connection with other travelers, gappers, and locals. The personal growth gappers went through
was described in detail:
It's also really nice to just get different perspectives about life and about where everybody's
from. I think you make the connection because […] we're all travelers. So that's where you
connect because I made so many different connections with people, which I think sometimes if
I would meet them in my normal life back home, some people of them would never maybe get
my interest, but just because everybody is in the same boat, you just all connect together or
something. So that's what I always really like about traveling too. It doesn't matter who you
are, everybody needs to be surrounded and supported by some people and have them around.
So that's what I really liked. And you can share your adventures with people. (Anne)
[…] in the end, it [the gap year] made me who I am and where I am right now. I think that you
experience things or that you are more open to people or more willing to get to know other
people. […] Because I think before my gap year, you just have like your friends, your family and
that's it. And now I feel like if you're more open, more people come into your life, you have a
way more adventurous life and you get to know more different things. And I think to always
give people a chance, that you're not easily thinking like, ‘oh, the person looks weird, we're
never going to be my friends’, it proved me wrong many times that somebody is still like a
really, really cool person, so not right away have an opinion of how somebody acts or looks the
first time. And yeah, I think I'm more adventurous and easier to take a risk, that I don't feel
scared to do things because it proved to me that if I do it, it makes me happier and I'm happy
that I did it, than if I wouldn't have done it. (Annebeau)
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6. Discussion and Conclusion
In this thesis, I aimed to gain a better understanding of the changes in intrinsic transformation gappers
go through as a result of their gap year and which intrinsic transformations take place and, by doing
so, complement the growing body of research about gap years and transformative travel. The
transformative learning theory (TLT) by Mezirow (1991) as discussed in detail in Chapter 3.2 laid the
groundwork for the research of this thesis, as learning has been argued to be closely connected to
liminality (Johan et al., 2019; Tempest & Starkey, 2004). In this chapter, I first link the research findings
to the existing literature. Four elements contributed to the understanding of intrinsic transformation.
These elements are reflected in the sub-research questions:
1.
2.
3.
4.

How do encounters with travelers and locals influence the gapper’s experiences?
What role does the re-entry home play in the gapper’s transformation?
How does the gapper’s personal growth influence transformation?
What role does the gapper’s change in travel behavior play in their transformation?

Therefore, I first discuss the encounters and interactions during a gap year and their role in
transformation in Chapter 6.1. Then, the re-entry into the traveler’s home is discussed in Chapter 6.2,
followed by the gapper’s personal growth in Chapter 6.3 and, lastly, in Chapter 6.4, changes in travel
behavior as a result of the gap year. In doing so, I provide an answer to the main research question
“which intrinsic transformations take place within the gapper as a result of transformative learning?”
in Chapter 6.5. Finally, I conclude this study by presenting the limitations of this research and
recommendations for future research on this topic in Chapter 6.6.

6.1 Encounters
Encounters with travelers and locals influence the gapper’s experiences in different ways. In order to
learn within a liminal space, encounters with something new and uncommon are needed. The context
of a gap year provides the right conditions for this, having “the potential to catalyze learning and
transformation in interesting and novel ways” (Johan et al., 2019, p. 9). Traveling includes encounters
as experiences that allow the gapper the opportunity for self-development and the connection to
others (A. Morgan, 2010; Reisinger, 2013). Before embarking on their gap years, intercultural
experiences and getting to know different people were the number one motivation for the participants
to take a gap year. Through 15 in-depth interviews with gappers, this study confirmed that encounters
and interactions with others, both fellow travelers and locals, were one of the most important aspects
of their gap years and even remain the most important travel motivation. The people gappers met
during their travels took on a major role in the gappers’ lives. The encounters during the gap year, as
Sterchele (2020) described already, magnified the intensity of the gapper’s travel experiences and
generated “strong and meaningful collective interactions” (p. 4). The encounters gappers had during
their gap years of up to eight years ago led to many close friendships, with most lasting to this day.
These friendships arose unexpectedly, which can be argued to make them even more meaningful as
the memories shared with people met while traveling creates a deep connection that outsiders often
cannot understand. Meaningful interactions that lead to meaningful travel experiences are presumed
to lead to transformative learning, which was visible in the participants’ stories. Almost every one of
the gap year highlights the participants addressed in their interviews involved people they met during
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their gap year and the adventures they shared. Therefore, it can be argued that the encounters gappers
have during their time spent abroad play a vital role in their transformation process.

6.2 Re-entry
The re-entry home played a fundamental role in the gapper’s transformation, as it can lead to affective,
behavioral, and cognitive changes (Grabowski, 2013; Lean, 2012), which can then lead to a
transformed worldview. This study found that it is the post-travel phase that clearly distinguishes
regular travel from transformative travel, which is in line with findings by Lean (2012), Grabowski
(2013), and Trimble (2017). Further, a challenging re-entry for the participants was revealed: after
gappers re-enter their home environment, habitual forces obtained in their regular environment can
come back, often resulting in the transformation being temporary and limited to the on-trip phase
(Pung et al., 2020). However, the affective, behavioral, and cognitive changes within the gappers were
strong enough to transform long-term, beyond the experiences on-trip and into the post-trip everyday
life. For the participants of this study, re-entering their home after taking a gap year was a bigger
challenge than initially embarking on their gap year and leaving behind their home. This phenomenon
is called a reverse culture shock (Kirillova et al., 2016; Soulard et al., 2020). As a result of the challenging
re-entry and reverse culture shock, the gappers went through a broad range of positive and negative
emotions (Soulard et al., 2020). Positive emotions, such as joy and euphoria, were foreseeable because
the gappers could see their friends and families again after being separated for the duration of their
gap years. This was one of the few aspects where the gappers’ habitual forces came back. However,
negative emotions prevailed; the return was most commonly referred to as strange and difficult, with
the gappers being very nostalgic, missing and longing for the life they had just found during their gap
year. The participants felt like they no longer belonged in their old lives and often struggled to reimmerse with their friends, which aligns with Soulard et al.’s (2020) findings. Thus, the worldview that
changes during a transformative travel experience is “so powerful and dramatic that travelers feel like
they do not fit anymore with their previous circle of friends […] and are more irritated when other
individuals express a lack of global awareness” (Soulard et al., 2020, p. 3). The irritation that occurs
after the re-entry is directed towards the gappers’ old lives (Noy, 2004), as the gappers underwent
profound changes as a result of their gap year experiences while, from the gapper’s point of view, their
known environment only slightly changed. Ultimately, it can be argued that the idea of returning home
from a gap year is misleading (Lean, 2012): even though the gappers may physically return, the
experiences they had during their gap year changed the gappers to a degree that makes it difficult for
them to mentally return straight away. The experiences and new relationships that were formed
during the time spent abroad act as symbolic reminders of the gap year (Lean, 2012), exacerbating the
return to the regular environment further. Many participants of this study even moved to a different
city after returning from their gap year to pursue their studies or apprenticeships because they needed
a change from their hometown, which seemingly helped them readjust to their own culture again.
Readjusting to the familiar environment is therefore a long process gappers have to go through, with
many wishing they had taken more time for themselves after their return to slowly readjust to being
back home, and not try to immerse themselves into their regular environment immediately.

6.3 Personal Growth
The gapper’s personal growth plays a crucial role in their transformation, as this study found. Changes
in personality and attitude are argued to be indicators of a deeper intrinsic transformation (Kirillova et
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al., 2016; Pung & Del Chiappa, 2020; Reisinger, 2009). Gap years have long been known as a catalyst
for self-development (Coghlan & Weiler, 2015; Hermann et al., 2017; Johan et al., 2019; Kirillova et al.,
2016; Noy, 2004; Pung & Del Chiappa, 2020; Reisinger, 2009). The participants indicated three aspects
of self-development as most important: self-confidence, motivation, and independence. Selfdevelopment is one of the most commonly discussed outcomes of transformative learning (Johan et
al., 2019), and simultaneously in the top five motivations for this study’s participants to embark on a
gap year. Self-development, -evaluation, and -actualization can only be realized after undergoing a
disorienting dilemma (Mezirow, 1991). As a result of overcoming this challenge, gappers have the
potential to build self-confidence and courage. Further, these challenges have the potential to lead to
the intrinsic transformation of the gapper. In order for this to happen, the gapper has to
(subconsciously) go through the phases of the TLT (Mezirow, 1991): critically reflecting upon the
disorienting dilemma, emerging emotions, and feelings (see Chapter 6.5).
The transformative journey of the gapper begins and ends with their travel motivation and personal
characteristics, as illustrated in the conceptual framework (see Chapter 3.5). The top five motivations
to take a gap year, according to this study’s participants, are: different cultures, people, and places,
taking a break from home, becoming independent, personal growth, and having adventures. These
motivations align with the most common motivations outlined by several scholars (Jones, 2004; Paris
& Teye, 2010; Reisinger, 2009, 2013; Soulard et al., 2020; van Dijk, 2011; van Vuuren & Slabbert, 2011).
For ten out of the fifteen participants, the primary motivation to travel remains to be getting to know
different cultures, people, and places.
Generally, literature argues that gappers can be defined through, among other things, independence
(Sørensen, 2003). This study found that not all participants considered themselves to be independent
before their gap year. Only because of their gap year did they learn to be more independent, which
was also a result of their growing confidence. These findings are in line with Paris and Teye’s (2010)
study, where they found that the motivation to be more independent is usually found in travelers with
less travel experience. This is in agreement with Pinhey and Iverson (1994) and Sönmez and Graefe
(1998), who suggested that travelers become more confident regarding their personality and behavior
following their travel experiences as these increase the traveler’s feeling of safety and comfort.

6.4 Behavior
The travel behavior that changes as a result of the gap year played a fundamental role in the intrinsic
transformation of the gapper. In 1972, Cohen started to distinguish tourists according to their travel
behavior. After emerging from Cohen’s (1972) drifter typology, the gapper was characterized as being
self-organized and flexible on their travels. However, what was never taken into consideration in
Cohen’s (1972) tourist typology is the way a person’s travel behavior transforms as a result of traveling.
As has already been discussed, the re-entry into one’s home can have a great impact on the traveler’s
attitude and behavior (Grabowski, 2013; Lean, 2012). However, behavioral attitudes are also
attributed to the traveler’s on-trip experiences. As Reisinger (2013) suggested, the TLT by Mezirow
(1991) proved to be a useful framework to identify the experiences and outcomes of transformative
travel for the participants of this study. For most of the participants, their gap year was their first major
solo travel experience, which shaped their preferred way of travel for the future. Hostels became the
preferred accommodation for gappers as it was cheap and provided the opportunity to meet people,
as opposed to spending more money on luxurious accommodation or hotels where contact with others
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is almost non-existent. As Sørensen (2003) explored already, it became clear during the analysis of this
study’s results that gappers prefer accommodation where they can easily meet other travelers and
learn to become more independent. Hostels and even Airbnbs, as opposed to hotels, allow the gappers
to experience their trip in their preferred style and to get to meet new people. The importance of
interaction with locals became clear here again, as hostels were commonly used by this study’s
participants to create connections not only with fellow travelers but also with locals. It influences the
traveler’s behavior to an extent where they actively seek the encounters and aim to immerse in local
life as much as possible. However, these characteristics and preferences for gappers can only be seen
as a rough guideline with notable exceptions and conditions. This study found that travel behavior, for
example, the preference for accommodation, depends on the travel companions, as traveling with a
partner or significant other is a different experience than traveling alone or with friends. The former
prefers staying in more private accommodation, not sharing a hostel room, while the latter goes
traveling with the intention of wanting to meet people, which is when a shared room is more
convenient for the purposes.

6.5 Transformative Learning and Intrinsic Transformation
In this study, I followed Mezirow’s (1991) TLT, in which Mezirow recognizes that individuals tend to
reject ideas that are contrary to their own worldview. This leads to the questioning of how gappers
can get out of their comfort zone and challenge the worldview (Phillips, 2019). A disorienting dilemma
(Mezirow, 1991) – a challenge triggered by a momentous experience (Soulard et al., 2020) – the limits
of the individual are pushed and the gapper is forced to reevaluate their worldview. This leads to
critical reflection (Mezirow, 1991) of one’s meaning schemes (a person’s beliefs, values, and attitudes,
which are the base for their worldview) and meaning perspectives (the individual’s worldview that
“acts as a filter for interpreting experiences […]” (Kanning, 2013, p. 13)) and affective learning (Taylor,
2000). Whereas Mezirow (1991) left out emotions for the most part in his research, they were found
to be crucial for the intrinsic transformation of the gappers. Hence, in this study, I incorporated
affective learning into the TLT as suggested by Taylor (2000) as including emotions and feelings leads
to a deepened insight into the transformation process and the intrinsic transformation (Dirkx, 2006;
Taylor, 2007). Especially negative emotions were dominant during the disorienting dilemmas the
gappers had to deal with. Affective learning and emotional responses were materialized through the
disorienting dilemma, such as feeling upset, scared, anxious, uncomfortable, overwhelmed, and
terrified. However, only through these emotions were the gappers able to grow from their challenge
and learn from the situation after critically reflecting upon it. Thus, the inclusion of affective learning
has proven to be valuable in this study, particularly regarding the on-trip and post-trip challenges. The
experiences that triggered the disorienting dilemma, critical reflection, and affective learning, as
discussed in more detail in Chapter 5.5, undoubtedly aided in the transformation of the gappers’
worldviews and changes to their meaning schemes and perspectives (Mezirow, 1991). The gappers
underwent major changes in their beliefs, values, interests, attitudes, motivations, and behaviors
(Gano-Phillips, 2010). Whether the gappers were shy and reserved or open and outgoing before their
gap year, the consensus was that the gap year was responsible for their personal growth to becoming
independent, mature, and (even more) confident and open. Life-changing decisions, such as changing
career plans (King, 2011; Tenser, 2015), moving to a new environment, or changes in interpersonal
relationships (Lean, 2012), can also be a result of (subconscious) long-term transformation. Seeing
that for many, their gap year is more than eight years ago now, it becomes clear that their
transformations are intense long-term transformations that continue to last to this day.
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To conclude, the findings of this qualitative research support prior studies discussing selfdevelopment, cognitive, behavioral, and attitudinal changes, and cross-cultural awareness as
outcomes of a transformation (cf. Grabowski, 2013; Lean, 2009, 2012; Lin & Kuo, 2016; Pung & Del
Chiappa, 2020; Reisinger, 2013) and adds to the literature by having analyzed transformative travel
through a gap year context. All 15 participants of this study underwent an intrinsic transformation as
a result of their gap year, which was looked at through the lens of the TLT, and triggered by disorienting
dilemmas during and after their gap year. The changed meaning schemes and meaning perspectives
of the gappers occurred as a result of critical reflection during the transformative learning process.
This research found that gap year experiences as transformative travel provide the space for gappers
to self-actualize through personal development. The TLT implies lasting and profound changes in an
individual and the disorienting dilemma, as the first phase of the TLT is the trigger for affective,
behavioral, and cognitive transformation (Hoggan et al., 2017). As Noy (2004) already established in
his study on Israeli backpackers, self-development and self-actualization are an intrinsic part of the
travel experience. While Lean (2012) said that “anyone can be transformed by physical travel” (p. 157),
Reisinger (2013) postulated that, for transformation as a result of traveling to occur, travelers had to
have been lastingly changed and transformed by their travel experiences. Therefore, I conclude this
research in agreeance with Reisinger (2013), who contended that travel has the potential to
“contribute to human transformation, growth, and development, and change human behavior and our
relationship with the world” (p. xii), given that the travelers undergo disorienting dilemmas and start
the cycle of the transformative learning process.

6.6 Limitations and Recommendations for Future Research
Every research and study undertaken shows signs of constraints and limitations. Thus, it is important
that I recognize the ones of this study. At first, the intention for the choice of research participants was
to only include participants who returned from their gap year before May 2019. This specific time was
originally chosen as the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic was officially declared a pandemic in March 2020,
which led to an almost complete shutdown of the tourism industry (World Health Organization, 2020).
Therefore, setting the return date for gappers to May 2019 would have allowed distinguishing between
planned and realized behavior, i.e. allowing for enough time for the travelers to have traveled again
after returning home and experience their (potential) transformation and change in travel behavior
firsthand rather than just imagining their behavior would or would not transform without being able
to have experienced it due to the pandemic. While I was able to find twelve participants who matched
these criteria through my own network, the last three participants found returned from their gap year
later than May 2019. However, despite the COVID-19 pandemic, these three participants (Lena,
Amelie, and Elena) explained that they had gone on several vacations during the calmer phases of the
pandemic, and therefore were still deemed appropriate participants for this study.
As this study established, gappers seek encounters and interaction with fellow travelers and locals
during their gap years, which also plays a crucial part in the transformation process. For future
research, it would be interesting to not only look at the transformation happening within the gapper,
but rather focus on the other side of the equation, namely the host community of gap year
destinations, and illuminate their perspectives and changes through gap year travelers (see, for
example, Lin & Minca, 2020).
Lastly, another limitation was the time constraint of six months that was set out for this thesis. Firstly,
this timeframe limited the research on a complex topic that has not been studied to a large extent.
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Secondly, a further limitation of this study that was a direct result of the time constraint is that the
complex nature of transformation was addressed through the retrospective of the participants.
Because of the time frame of this study, it was impossible to follow gappers before, during, and after
their gap year. Instead, with only a couple of months available for data collection, I had to interview
people who had returned home from their gap year and had already gone through the transformation
and therefore told their stories in retrospect. Even though this is a standard approach in transformative
learning studies (Taylor, 2000), collecting data from the participants’ own perspectives of their
transformation process that first took place up to eight years ago may have altered the results.
Therefore, I recommend that future research on this topic is conducted through a longitudinal study.
This research approach would be more appropriate to study gappers’ transformation and the
processes they go through, as interviews could have taken place pre-trip, on-trip, and post-trip. This
way, the central elements of a tourist experience – expectations, perception, and memory – as
discussed by Larsen (2007), could be included to provide a deeper understanding of the final
transformation.
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Appendices
Appendix 1 – English Interview Guide
Introduction
First of all, thank you for your time and for agreeing to participate in this research about the
transformation through a gap year and how this leads to changes in travel behavior. I’m Sara, 26 years
old and currently doing my master’s degree in Tourism, Society and Environment at Wageningen
University in the Netherlands. This interview is part of my master’s thesis and will take approximately
45 minutes. In order to process this interview, I would like to ask for your permission to record our
conversation. Your personal information will stay anonymous. Do you agree? Before we start, do you
have any questions regarding this interview?
Pre-trip: General background
1. Tell me a little bit about yourself.
➢ Probes: How old are you? What is your occupation? Are you currently studying? Working? Do
you live in the town you grew up in?
2. Tell me about your background, your family, and where you grew up.
➢ Probes: What was your high school (and university) experience like? Talk to me about the
influences and experiences that led you to what you were like before your gap year.
3. Tell me a little bit more about your family and friends.
➢ Probes: Have other people in your life taken a gap year?
4. Looking back on life before your gap year, how would you describe the kind of person you were
then?
➢ Probes: Could you talk about what some of your strengths were? Your weaknesses? Your
interests at the time? With whom did you spend most of your time? Did you ever consider
going on a high school exchange?
5. What did your vacations and travel behavior look like before your gap year?
➢ Probes: Preferred type of vacation (all-inclusive vs. self-sustaining, Airbnb vs. hostel vs. hotel,
motives, activities, transportation, local contact), duration, company, …
Pre-trip: Deciding to take a gap year
6. Tell me about how and when you decided to take a gap year. What was your motivation?
➢ Probes: Why did you want to take a gap year? Who and/or what were influential? Were there
specific considerations that were more important than others? How did people respond when
you told them about your plans? How did your family react initially to the idea? Your friends?
7. Before this interview, I gave you a table to rank your top 5 travel motives before and after your gap
year. Please tell me your rankings.
➢ Probes: Are they any different? Is there anything that stood out to you? Why? Ultimately, what
would you say were your main reasons for your decision to take a gap year? What, if any,
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specific goals did you have for the year? What were the most compelling reasons for and
against taking a gap year? Were those reasons clear to you when you made your decision?
How do look back on these? Did they change?
Travel motives

Before gap year

After gap year

To rest and relax
Influence of family or friends
To meet people with similar interests
To do something out of the ordinary
To have fun
To see new places
To increase quality of life
Experiencing different cultures
Interaction with locals
Being independent
No obligations
Have adventures
Learn more about myself
Feeling of belonging
Adapted from: Soulard et al., 2020; van Dijk, 2011; van Vuuren & Slabbert, 2011

8. What were the biggest concerns and challenges you had before embarking on your travels?
➢ Probes: How much planning was involved? What were difficulties that you faced? Did you have
any restrictions? Why? Which ones? Were you worried about “losing time” in terms of going
to university?
On-trip: During the gap year
9. Please describe where, when, and how you spent your gap year.
➢ Probes: Were you in several different places? For how long? Why did you choose places?
10. I asked you to prepare three pictures that best represent your gap year. Please tell me more about
those.
➢ Probes: Why did you choose these particular photos? What do you feel when looking at these
pictures? And when you think about the moment you took this picture? Where was it? With
whom?
11. Can you talk about the activities you were engaged in when you were [in X] or [working for X or
doing X]? What was that experience like for you?
➢ Probes: Were you learning new skills? Using skills you had already developed? Were these the
things you had expected to be doing? How did you feel during these activities?
12. Why did you do these activities?
13. What are the highlights of your whole gap year experience?
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➢ Probes: What did X mean to you? What does X mean to you now? What was important about
X to you? What do you think has changed for you as a result of that experience?
14. What challenges did you face? Tell me about a more negative experience during your gap year.
➢ Probes:
➢ What was the experience like? What happened exactly?
➢ How did you handle the situation? Newly acquired skills? Did you take any other
actions?
➢ How did this experience influence you and your worldview?
➢ How did you feel during this experience?
Post-trip: Returning home
15. This brings us to your arrival back home. What has it been like being back home since you have
arrived? Is it still home? Why or why not?
➢ Probes: Can you tell me about your social network after your return? Are there any
differences? How come? Do you feel you have many things in common with fellow students/
colleagues? Why or why not?
16. Have you been thinking about your gap year experience since returning home? If so, why? And can
you tell me about these thoughts?
➢ Probes: Do you feel (or expect to feel) the impact of your gap year in your personal
interactions, academic experience, way of traveling?
17. What did you learn from your gap year experiences that you think you may not have learned if you
hadn’t gone abroad?
18. How are you a different person now than you were before you took your gap year?
➢ Probes: In what ways do you feel you changed or developed during your gap year? How do
you know? Is this what you expected to happen? Could you have predicted these changes?
What areas of your life have been impacted by your experiences?
19. Please tell me about the vacations you’ve taken since returning from your gap year.
➢ Probes: Who did you go with? Where did you stay? Are there any similarities when comparing
it to your gap year?
20. Can you compare the way you traveled and went on vacation before your gap year with how you
are traveling now?
➢ Probes: How do you prefer to travel now? Preferred type of vacation (all-inclusive vs. selfsustaining, Airbnb vs. hostel vs. hotel, motives, activities, transportation, local contact),
duration, company, … Has your motivation behind traveling changed?
Closing
Is there anything else you would like to add that we did not already discuss? My next step now is to
write a transcript of our interview. If you’d like, I can send you a copy of the transcript and of the final
report. Again, thank you so much for taking the time to participate in my research, I really appreciate
it. Have a great day!
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Appendix 2 – German Interview Guide
Einführung
Zunächst einmal vielen Dank, dass du dir die Zeit genommen hast und dich bereit erklärt hast, an
meiner Studie teilzunehmen. Ich bin Sara, 26 Jahre alt und mache derzeit meinen Master in dem
Studiengang Tourism, Society and Environment an der Wageningen Universität in den Niederlanden.
Wie du weißt, beschäftige ich mich in meiner Masterarbeit damit, welche Auswirkungen ein
Auslandsjahr auf die Reisenden hat und wie sich diese Transformationen auf das Reiseverhalten
auswirkt. Das Interview wird etwa 30-45 Minuten dauern. Um das Interview durchführen zu können,
möchte ich dich um deine Erlaubnis bitten, unser Gespräch aufzuzeichnen. Deine persönlichen Daten
werden anonym bleiben. Bist du damit einverstanden? Bevor wir beginnen, hast du noch Fragen?
Pre-Trip: Allgemeiner Hintergrund
1. Erzähl mir doch als Erstes ein bisschen was über dich.
➢ Fragen: Wie alt bist du? Was ist dein Beruf? Studierst du zurzeit? Arbeitest du? Wohnst du zur
Zeit in der Stadt, in der du aufgewachsen bist? Was machst du gerne in deiner Freizeit?
2. Erzähl mir etwas über deine Herkunft und wo du aufgewachsen bist.
➢ Fragen: Wie war deine Erfahrung in der Schulzeit (und an der Universität)? Erzähl mir von den
Einflüssen und Erfahrungen, die dich zu dem gemacht haben, was du vor deinem Auslandsjahr
warst.
3. Erzähle mir etwas mehr über deine Familie und deine Freunde.
➢ Fragen: Haben andere Menschen in deinem Leben ein Auslandsjahr gemacht?
4. Wenn du auf dein Leben vor deinem Auslandsjahr zurückblickst, wie würdest du die Person
beschreiben, die du damals warst?
➢ Fragen: Könntest du über einige deiner damaligen Stärken sprechen? Deine Schwächen?
Welche Interessen hattest du zu der Zeit? Mit wem hast du die meiste Zeit verbracht? Hast du
jemals daran gedacht, an einem Schüleraustausch teilzunehmen?
5. Wie sahen deine Urlaube und dein Reiseverhalten vor deinem Auslandsjahr aus?
➢ Fragen: Bevorzugte Urlaubsart (All-inclusive vs. Selbstversorgung, Airbnb vs. Hostel vs. Hotel,
Motive für Urlaub, Aktivitäten, Transport, Kontakt zu Einheimischen), Dauer, Unternehmen, ...
Pre-Trip: Die Entscheidung für ein Auslandsjahr
6. Erzähl mir doch mal, wie und wann du beschlossen hast, ein Auslandsjahr zu machen. Was war deine
Motivation?
➢ Fragen: Warum wolltest du ein Auslandsjahr machen? Wer oder was hat dich beeinflusst? Gab
es bestimmte Überlegungen, die wichtiger waren als andere? Wie haben die Leute reagiert,
als du ihnen von deinen Plänen erzählt haben? Wie hat deine Familie anfangs auf diese Idee
reagiert? Deine Freunde?
7. Vor diesem Interview habe ich dir eine Liste gegeben, auf der du deine Top 5 Reisemotive vor und
nach deinem Auslandsjahr aufschreiben solltest. Kannst du deine Top 5 mal sagen?
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➢ Fragen: Gibt es Unterschiede zwischen dem vorher und nachher? Gibt es etwas, das dir
besonders aufgefallen ist? Warum? Was waren deiner Meinung nach die Hauptgründe für
deine Entscheidung, ein Auslandsjahr zu machen? Welche konkreten Ziele hattest du für das
Jahr? Was waren die wichtigsten Gründe, die für oder gegen ein Auslandsjahr sprachen?
Waren diese Gründe für dich klar, als du die Entscheidung getroffen hast? Wie blickst du auf
diese Gründe zurück? Haben sie sich geändert?
Reisemotive

Top 5
vor dem Auslandsjahr

Top 5
nach dem Auslandsjahr

Zum Ausruhen, Entspannen und
Runterkommen
Einfluss von Familie und Freunden
Menschen mit ähnlichen Interessen zu
treffen
Etwas Ungewöhnliches tun
Spaß haben
Neue Orte entdecken
Lebensqualität verbessern
Verschiedene Kulturen kennenlernen
Interaktionen mit Einheimischen
Unabhängig sein
Keine Verpflichtungen
Abenteuer erleben
Mehr über mich selbst erfahren
Gefühl der Zugehörigkeit erleben
Adapted from: Soulard et al., 2020; van Dijk, 2011; van Vuuren & Slabbert, 2011

8. Was waren deine größten Bedenken und Herausforderungen, bevor du dich auf die Reise gemacht
hast?
➢ Fragen: Wie viel Planung war nötig? Auf welche Schwierigkeiten bist du gestoßen? Gab es
irgendwelche Einschränkungen? Warum? Welche? Hattest du Angst, "Zeit zu verlieren" (wenn
du z.B. nicht direkt studierst oder arbeitest)?
On-Trip: Während des Auslandsjahres
9. Beschreibe bitte, wo, wann und wie du dein Auslandsjahr verbracht hast.
➢ Fragen: Warst du an mehreren verschiedenen Orten? Für wie lange? Warum hast du diese
Orte ausgewählt?
10. Ich hatte dich ja gefragt, ob du drei Bilder mitbringen könntest, die dein Auslandsjahr am besten
repräsentieren. Bitte erzähle mir mehr über diese Bilder.
➢ Fragen: Warum hast du gerade diese Fotos ausgewählt? Was fühlst du, wenn du diese Bilder
ansiehst? Und wenn du an den Moment denkst, in dem du dieses Foto gemacht hast? Wo war
das? Mit wem?
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11. Kannst du über die Aktivitäten sprechen, als du [in X] warst oder [für X arbeiten oder X tun]? Wie
war diese Erfahrung für dich?
➢ Fragen: Hast du neue Fähigkeiten gelernt? Hast du Fähigkeiten genutzt, die du bereits
entwickelt hattest? Hast du erwartet, diese Dinge zu tun? Was hattest du ursprünglich
erwartet zu tun? Wie hast du dich bei diesen Aktivitäten gefühlt?
12. Warum hast du diese Aktivitäten durchgeführt?
13. Was sind die Highlights/ Höhepunkte deiner Auslandsjahr-Erfahrung?
➢ Fragen: Was hat X für dich bedeutet? Was bedeutet X jetzt für dich? Was war für dich wichtig
an X? Was, glaubst du, hat sich durch diese Erfahrung für dich verändert?
14. Welchen Herausforderungen bist du begegnet? Erzähle mir doch mal von einer eher negativen
Erfahrung während deines Auslandsjahres.
➢ Fragen:
➢ Fragen:
➢ Wie war das Erlebnis? Was ist genau passiert?
➢ Wie bist du mit der Situation umgegangen? Hast du neue Fähigkeiten erworben? Hast
du andere Maßnahmen ergriffen?
➢ Wie hat diese Erfahrung dich und deine Weltanschauung beeinflusst?
➢ Wie hast du dich während dieser Erfahrung gefühlt?

Post-Trip: Die Rückkehr
15. Das bringt uns zu deiner Ankunft in der Heimat. Wie ist es, wieder zu Hause zu sein, seit du
angekommen bist? Ist es immer noch dein Zuhause? Warum oder warum nicht?
➢ Fragen: Kannst du mir etwas über dein soziales Netzwerk nach deiner Rückkehr erzählen? Gibt
es irgendwelche Unterschiede? Wie kommt das? Hast du das Gefühl, dass du viele
Gemeinsamkeiten mit deinen Kommilitonen/Kollegen hast? Warum oder warum nicht?
16. Denkst du seit deiner Rückkehr über dein Auslandsjahr nach? Wenn ja, warum? Und kannst du mir
von diesen Gedanken erzählen?
➢ Fragen: Spürst du die Auswirkungen deines Auslandsjahres auf deine persönlichen
Beziehungen, deine schulischen/ beruflichen Erfahrungen oder deine Art zu reisen (oder
erwartest du, sie zu spüren)?
17. Was hast du während deines Auslandsjahres gelernt, das du deiner Meinung nach nicht gelernt
hättest, wenn du nicht ins Ausland gegangen wärst?
18. Inwiefern bist du jetzt ein anderer Mensch als vor deinem Auslandsjahr?
➢ Fragen: Inwiefern hast du das Gefühl, dass du dich während deines Auslandsjahres verändert
oder weiterentwickelt hast? Woher weißt du das? Hast du erwartet, dass das passiert? Hättest
du diese Veränderungen vorhersehen können? Welche Bereiche deines Lebens haben sich
durch deine Erfahrungen verändert?
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19. Bitte erzähle mir von den Urlauben, die du seit deinem Auslandsjahr gemacht hast.
➢ Fragen: Mit wem warst du unterwegs? Wo hast du gewohnt? Gibt es Gemeinsamkeiten mit
deinem Auslandsjahr?
20. Kannst du die Art und Weise, wie du vor deinem Auslandsjahr gereist bist, mit der vergleichen, wie
du jetzt reist?
➢ Fragen: Wie reist du jetzt am liebsten? Bevorzugte Art des Urlaubs (All-Inclusive oder
Selbstversorgung, Airbnb vs. Hostel vs. Hotel, Motive, Aktivitäten, Transport, Kontakte vor
Ort), Dauer, Begleitung, ... Hat sich deine Motivation zu reisen verändert?
Schluss
Gibt es noch etwas, das du hinzufügen möchtest und dass wir noch nicht besprochen haben? Als
Nächstes werde ich unser Interview abtippen. Wenn du möchtest, kann ich dir eine Kopie des
Protokolls und meiner finalen Arbeiten schicken. Nochmals tausend Dank, dass du dir die Zeit
genommen hast, an meiner Forschung teilzunehmen, ich weiß das wirklich zu schätzen. Ich wünsche
dir noch einen schönen Tag!
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Appendix 3 – Participant Appointment List

Table 8
Participant appointment list

Participant

Interview date

Interview duration

Interview location

Anne

15.01.22

1:23:34

Facetime

Alina

16.01.22

1:02:12

WhatsApp video call

Lena

17.01.22

00:57:47

Facetime

Sabrina

18.01.22

00:35:59

Facetime

Lili

18.01.22

00:56:49

Facetime

Ricarda

18.01.22

00:47:29

Facetime

Amelie

19.01.22

00:56:42

Facetime

Lisa P.

20.01.22

00:42:43

Facetime

Karlotta

21.01.22

1:09:03

Facetime

Elena

22.01.22

00:35:01

Zoom

Carmen

23.01.22

00:41:41

Facetime

Annebeau

24.01.22

00:44:26

WhatsApp call

Theresa

24.01.22

00:49:19

Facetime

Lara

24.01.22

00:47:05

Facetime

Lisa S.

25.01.22

00:35:00

WhatsApp call

Note. Table created by author.
Note. Table created by author.
Note. Table created by author.
Note. Table created by author.
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