The "Re-creation" of Recreation:

Health Benefits of Transformational Travel

E

veryone I know has a vacation spot they fantasize about
when they need a break from the everyday grind. In times
of distress we somehow know we would be transformed if
only we could escape for even just a few days. We imagine
ourselves to be fully renewed and more able to function in our
everyday lives upon our return from these envisioned oases.
Research on the health benefits of travel is vast. From a
physical perspective, those who choose to take vacations can
expect to cut the risk of heart attacks by nearly 50%, experience
marked decreases in blood pressure, heart rate, and stress hormones after only a few days of R&R, have an average of three
times more deep sleep and 20 minutes longer sleep periods than
when at home, and report significant overall improvement in
both physical and emotional health. Frequent vacationers also
experience less physical illness and enjoy overall improved immune function.
Wellbeing related to social health also improves for those
who plan getaways from their busy lives. Married women who
take more frequent vacations report improved relations with their
spouses, with 53% feeling more connected to partners and family following their escape from reality. Sexual health is also improved with 31% of travelers stating they make love more often
while on vacation than they do in day-to-day life. Eighty-two
percent of tourists report that vacation is extremely important to
their overall well-being, while even the thought of getting away
tends to increase the perception that life is improving in all ways
(family connections, economic situation, and health).
Workers who make vacation a priority also experience
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positive benefit. Seventy-eight percent of leaders in the workforce
state that time away from the job prevents burnout, while 75%
note a general improvement in job performance. Over two-thirds
(68%) experience an increase in creativity following a scheduled
trip, offering more innovative productivity upon their return.
With so many people enjoying the health benefits of taking
time away, a growing niche has emerged in the travel industry.
“Transformational travel”, or retreats and journeys involving
memorable, meaningful, and personal development activities
have evolved as a means to not only experience a much needed
respite from busy life, but also to deepen one’s understanding of
self, various aspects of health, and awareness and connection
with the world in general. Intentional stays away of this nature
have been dated back 700 years, incorporating various aspects
of enhancing one’s awareness while taking in amazing and incredible sites.
Research for visiting awe-inspiring locations, particularly
with the inclusion of transformative experiences, has shown that
those participating feel significantly more connected with themselves, others, and the world at large. All report that they are
changed upon their return, and the vast majority note an increased desire for more life-changing travel experiences in the
future.
Like other vacations, transformational travel offers many
options for this type of experience as well as endless possibilities
for visiting breathtaking sites around the globe. Retreats tend to
be held in one specific location and generally range from a few
days to a couple weeks, while focusing on a particular theme

that might require long periods of self-reflection and relaxation.
These might include spiritual getaways which heighten one’s
awareness about their life path, providing ways that participants
can proceed to a new level of understanding about themselves
or their current stage of life. A transformational journey typically includes stays at several different locations along the way
as part of a progressive travel experience. For example, a transformational travel journey might include stops at various sacred
temples or ancient ruins that hold metaphorical meaning to
concepts such as building confidence, finding one’s life purpose,
or healing from a major life transition. Travel intensives are learning vacations that have a concentrated focus on one specific area
of life, such as how to become a better business leader, how to
create better life-balance or self-care, or perhaps how to make
a significant lifestyle change.
Related to wellness, numerous health and fitness resorts and
spas have opened over the last several decades, designed specifically to offer focused programs for particular health concerns
including weight loss, cardiac health, healing from cancer, and
immersion programs into holistic health practices. Because it is
often difficult to focus fully on oneself in the midst of a busy
daily life, these venues offer valuable opportunities to intentionally learn about one’s particular situation, while affording themselves the time to actually apply the knowledge with daily guidance of various professionals. Many health resorts and spas have
specialized programs offered by their own staff as well as other
experts who serve as guest speakers.
How do you find a transformational travel experience that
is right for you?
1) First, consider your current life situation and examine how
you would like to learn and grow. Find key words that you can
enter into the major internet search engines, then add words such
as “transformational travel”, “sacred journeys”, “health retreats”,
“spiritual travel”, “travel workshops”, “learning adventures”, or
“learning vacations”. Read through several options to see what
is available and what will fit your schedule and travel budget.
2) You may already have an idea of the part of the country
or world that you would like to visit, so also try plugging those
locations into the search engines to survey which trips might
offer you the most optimal experience. Transformational travel
leaders are often experts on the areas in which they lead trips.
So, if you have always wanted to visit a particular location, you
can often count on the idea that your leader will have extensive
knowledge about your desired site.

3) Take time to explore the options that are available and
find a trip that meets your needs. Although some people are
intimidated by the thought of traveling alone, the beauty of a
pre-planned transformational trip is that your travel leader will
likely have everything taken care of for you so you can fully immerse yourself in your self-development or healing experience.
You simply need to show up at the designated site and the
leader or travel company will take it from there.
4) Contact the travel company or transformational travel
leader and ask questions. Explore how you feel talking with this
person to get an idea of their level of knowledge and professionalism. There is nothing worse than attending a trip only to
find that your leader can’t lead. Ask all the questions you want
so you feel confident that you will receive what you want out of
your travel experience.
5) Prepare yourself for your trip. This may mean spending
some time learning about the location or sites you will visit, doing some reading about a particular topic, and doing some selfexploration/reflection about what you really want out of the trip
as well as what you are willing to experience in order to meet
your goals. Although transformational travel is specifically designed to enhance your life, it is up to you to co-create an amazing outcome.
6) Enjoy your journey and remain open to all of the possibilities for growth and evolution. Sometimes transformational
travel stretches your comfort zone a bit. By allowing yourself to
remain open to the ideas of the leader and others, you can fully
explore your obstacles to growth as well as make incredible
strides in evolving as an individual.
Having attended many retreats, journeys, and intensives both
throughout the United States and in other countries, I have found
that these experience offer invaluable opportunities to heighten
my own awareness and enhance overall well-being. As an author
of a holistic health model, transformational travel can undoubtedly build a better foundation for overall health. Finding the right
trip can only enhance your ability to experience optimal living.
Dr. Katherine T. Kelly is a holistic health psychologist, author,
speaker, and transformational travel leader. Her office is in
Winston-Salem, but she practices around the world. For more
info, go to www.drkatherinetkelly.com or www.soulhealthtravel.
com.
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