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Abstract: The article examines the intensity and structure of religiosity and spirituality of German-
speaking foot and bicycle pilgrims on the Way of St. James within the framework of a multidimen-
sional model of religiosity. The following nine aspects are distinguished: religious questions, faith,
religious and spiritual identity, worship, prayer, meditation, monistic and dualistic religious experi-
ences. Data of N = 425 German-speaking pilgrims of the Way of St. James from the years 2017 and
2018 are analyzed. The data of the Religion Monitor 2017 from Germany, Austria, and Switzerland
(N = 2837) serves as a population-representative comparison sample. Descriptive statistics, t-tests,
and multiple regression analyses are used to analyze and to compare the two groups. The results
show that German-speaking pilgrims in the analyzed sample have substantially higher values on all
dimensions of religiosity than the general population in Germany, Austria, and Switzerland. This
difference is most pronounced in the spiritual self-concept. However, for most pilgrims, the categories
religious and spiritual are not mutually exclusive. Rather, spirituality forms a basis shared by almost
all pilgrims in the sample, to which religiousness is added for many. Further, results are discussed
in the light of the existing foot and bicycle pilgrimage research. Conclusively, it can be said that
tourism and church actors should consider the religious character of pilgrims, which remains despite
all changes in the religious landscape.

Keywords: pilgrims; German-speaking; Way of St. James; religiosity; spirituality; multidimensional
structure of religiosity; centrality of religiosity scale; religious self-concept; spiritual self-concept

1. Introduction

Walking (and cycling) pilgrimage has experienced a renaissance in Europe in recent
decades1. Even though the numbers of pilgrims arriving at their destination in Santiago de
Compostela on the Camino de Santiago, at ca. 347,000 registered pilgrims in 2019 (Oficina
del Peregrino Homepage n.d., statistics of pilgrim’s office), fall far short of traditional
Catholic pilgrimage sites, non-motorized pilgrimage can be understood to be a vital expres-
sion of religious motifs and therefore also their dynamic. Prototypical of pilgrimage is the
Camino Francés through Spain, which is considered the pilgrimage route in Europe and has
by far the highest number of pilgrims. Therefore, a lot of the pilgrimage research in Europe
today refers to it. For a good three decades, the numbers of pilgrims on foot have been
steadily increasing on a constantly growing network of pilgrimage routes. Correspondingly,
the media presence, which goes far beyond the actual practice, in film (e.g., “The Way,”
Estevez 2010) and book (e.g., the most widely printed German-language non-fictious book
is HaPe Kerkeling’s pilgrimage account “Ich bin dann mal weg.” (Kerkeling 2006)) which
indicates through popular literature that pilgrimage has noticeable appeal. In multiple
cases, pilgrimage is taken as a metaphor or in its practice as an indicator that can show the
current change in the shape of the religious (Hervieu-Léger 2004).
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1.1. Research Object and Research Question

One focus of interest in research on contemporary pilgrimage in Europe is the socio-
logical classification of pilgrimage in the context of the current transformation of religion,
religiosity, and spirituality (e.g., Lienau 2018). In this context, one of the main questions is
the motivation of pilgrims (e.g., Gamper and Reuter 2012). In contrast, there are few studies
on the general structure and relevance of pilgrims’ religiosity and spirituality beyond the
act of pilgrimage (e.g., Oviedo et al. 2014). Given this state of research, this paper brings
pilgrims’ religiosity and spirituality into focus. The attention is on the following questions,
which are always in relation to German-speaking pilgrims on the Way of St. James:

1. How does the multidimensional model apply to pilgrims’ religiosity and spirituality?
More precisely:

a. How strongly do pilgrims believe in the existence of a spiritual realm?
b. How often do the pilgrims think about transcendence?
c. Do they seek contact with the transcendency, and how often do they have

experiences with it?
d. Furthermore, how strong are pilgrims connected with churches?

2. How do the pilgrims understand themselves in relation to the following terms:

a. “religious” and
b. “spiritual”?

3. To what extent can the religious and spiritual self-concept of pilgrims be explained by
the dimensions of the multidimensional model or religiosity?

4. How do pilgrims differ from the population in Germany, Austria, and Switzerland
regarding the dimensions of the multidimensional model of religiosity and religious
and spiritual self-concept? What aspects are typical of pilgrims?

Regarding these main questions, the paper discusses the phenomenon of pilgrimage in
the context of contemporary transformations of the religious landscape in Western Europe.
While doing so, this study bases on a substantive concept of religion, which, however, is
not narrowed theistically, but is broadly conceived to include pantheistic concepts (Huber
2009). “In this perspective, the essential characteristic of religious experience and behavior
consists in a meaningful reference to a reality perceived as higher, to which an essential
relevance for one’s own life is attributed. In the history of religion this higher reality is
often named as God, divinity, higher power, spirit, or spiritual world. “(Huber et al. 2020,
p. 7).

1.2. Research Overview

Pilgrimage is no longer a distinctly religious phenomenon, or even one that follows
solely the trajectories of traditional Catholic forms (Collins-Kreiner 2016’s article is in-
fluential in this regard). Rather, religious, spiritual, secular, touristic, sporting, social,
biographical, and cultural aspects intersect in the phenomenon of pilgrimage. Accordingly,
the study of pilgrimage involves a broad field of disciplines, such as geography, sociology,
ethnology, theology, psychology, history, religion-, media-, and tourism-studies. For the
field of quantitative-empirical studies, which is particularly relevant here, social science
studies are especially important.

In the diversity of facets and corresponding perspectives on the phenomenon in
the literature, the question of the relevance of the religious–spiritual dimension remains
predominant. Most studies refrain from taking extreme positions; neither purely secular-
touristic motivations nor purely religious-spiritual ones are asserted. Within the broad
consensus that pilgrimage is also a religious phenomenon, there are gradations in the
assessment of how essential religious aspects are, whether an increasing or decreasing
trend can be observed, and how more traditional-religious and newer moments relate to
each other.

Pilgrimage is changing continually, in terms of human beings on the way, their moti-
vation, as well as the accomplishment of the pilgrimage itself. Pilgrimage has habitually
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been characterized by diverse interests (Herbers 2006; Oviedo et al. 2014), but a clear shift
in emphasis is evident in the current upsurge of foot pilgrimage on the Camino de Santiago.
Studies have come to different conclusions about the weight given to religious, spiritual,
and other motivations. In some cases, the Way of Saint James is considered an example
of a shift from a purely religious to a touristic-spiritual phenomenon (Kim et al. 2019;
Lois-González and Santos 2015; Lopez et al. 2017). In this frame Amaro et al. (2018) identify
a trend from older studies emphasizing religious motives (e.g., Fernandes et al. 2012; Millán
Vázquez de la Torre et al. 2012) to more recent ones emphasizing spirituality, personal
clarity, sport, and experience seeking (e.g., Nilsson and Tesfahuney 2016; Oviedo et al. 2014;
Schnell and Pali 2013). Besides, Margry (2015) observes shifts between different forms
of the religious. The data though are not fully consistent in every regard. Most recently,
Heiser (2021) highlighted the relevance of the religious, noting a coexistence of traditional
religious and contemporary spiritual aspects. Clear oppositions and dichotomies such as
individual instead of communal/institutional, profane instead of sacred, fun instead of se-
rious, and invisible instead of public do not do justice to the phenomenon, because besides
undisputed trends such as experiential orientation and corporeality, other aspects can only
be grasped in a differentiated way. Against the juxtaposition of a few church-traditional
and many contemporary non-church pilgrims in Gamper and Reuter (2012), Heiser (2021)
and Lienau (2014, 2018) emphasize the relevance of institutional religiosity for broad areas
of pilgrimage. Pilgrimage—even if, as here, the focus is placed solely on pilgrimage on
foot along the Way of St. James—is a phenomenon that is as complex as it is fluid and
challenging to grasp.

As the phenomenon of pilgrimage is fluid and at the same time encompasses many
motivational aspects it makes sense to use it as a paradigmatic indicator and trendsetter of
a broader development. Pilgrimage can serve as a good example of the direction in which
the religious field in Western Europe is currently moving. A traditional phenomenon is
changing and taking on its own contemporary elements. The development of pilgrimage on
foot on the Way of St. James was able to take hold quickly also because it had been largely
dormant for decades (30 years ago, only 1/50 of the pilgrims registered today arrived in
Santiago). This vacuum could be filled with new practices and therefore meanings.

Reflections on the religious–spiritual valence of pilgrimage can follow two perspec-
tives. On the one hand, pilgrimage can be used as a mere metaphor without differentiated
reference to practice. On the other hand, insights gained from the practice can be extrapo-
lated exemplarily as indicators of late modern religiosity. On the one hand, the practice
of pilgrimage is surveyed. On the other hand, pilgrimage is seen as a mere image of
religious–cultural change (Schwaderer 2019).

As a metaphor, pilgrimage is encountered early on by Zygmunt Bauman (1994, “Vom
Pilger zum Touristen”), and formatively by Danièle Hervieu-Léger (2004, “Pilger und
Konvertiten. Religion in Bewegung”) as an image of searching spirituality that does not
commit itself. In Gebhardt et al. (2005), the “spiritual wanderer” becomes the ideal type of
late modern religiosity. The outer movement of pilgrimage and its fluid shape become the
image of the inner religious quest. Pilgrimage is not only a metaphor, but also an indicator
of popular spirituality in Hubert Knoblauch (2009).

Lastly, a look at the media reveals some attractive features of pilgrimage to the mass.
Media communication about pilgrimage is relatively independent of the practice, but it does
provide indications of attractive aspects of pilgrimage that can be linked to it. An analysis of
feature films popular in Germany shows that in many cases non-religious (sometimes even
religion-rejecting) protagonists are religiously stimulated and affected from the outside
by an imprinted ritualistic anachronistic-religious setting (Lienau 2015a). The contrast
thus constructed between modern areligious pilgrims and anachronistic-religious settings
precisely does not prevent the efficacy of the religious. Rather, it presents pilgrimage as
attractive to modern people imagined as areligious. Through the framework, the pilgrim is
given possibilities of behavior and interpretation that he no longer has of his own accord,
but which can become significant for him despite all strangeness.
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1.2.1. Results on Pilgrims’ Religiosity and Spirituality: Motives and Self-Concept

The general overview indicates that, beside all others, religious and spiritual (R/S)
motives for pilgrimage coexist side-by-side. Acknowledging the multidimensionality of
R/S the question arises about its dimensions. This question has been addressed only
indirectly in previous studies. Three areas have been dealt with in the analyses so far, but in
many cases, they give only the following secondary indications:

1. the question of the denomination or religious affiliation of the pilgrims;
2. the question about the motives for pilgrimage;
3. the question about the experience on the road.

The subject of formal religious affiliation (1) says something only to a limited extent
about the relevance and the content-related orientation of religiosity. Data on the moti-
vation to go on pilgrimage (2) tells something about the situational interest in relation to
the concrete intention to go on pilgrimage. Data on experiences on the road (3) also allow
statements to be made about religiosity in the situation of pilgrimage, but not necessarily
about the fundamental religious attitude and practice of the people on the way. Neverthe-
less, these aspects can be of heuristic use as secondary indications. At the same time, it
must remain conscious that there is a clear deficit in knowledge about pilgrims here. In the
following passage, some quantitative studies relevant to present research questions will be
presented.

As a source on the relevance of religious and denominational affiliation and the
religious self-concept for pilgrimage, the study by Farias et al. (2019) offers itself, which
for the first time looks at decidedly atheistic pilgrims (N = 360, including 290 members
of a Christian church and 70 nondenominational). The two groups show no significant
differences with respect to the following three of six motivation types: “closeness to nature”,
“search for live direction”, and “spiritual seeking”. In addition to many shared motives,
there is an additional motive, “religious growth,” among Christians, without this leading
to relevantly weaker values for other motives. Overall, Farias et al. see pilgrimage as a
flexible form for the religiously convinced, seekers and non-religious alike.

A comprehensive questionnaire studies (Ntotal = 1147) by Gamper and Reuter (2012)
and Gamper (2014) show high values for a religious self-concept (43.9% religious and 20.1%
very religious), while only 7.6% described themselves as not religious. The values for self-
designation as spiritual (32%) and very spiritual (13.9%) are comparably high with 17.1%
rejecting any spiritual self-concept. Gamper and Reuter survey motivations and use them
to form five types of pilgrims, with the non-religious-spiritually motivated pilgrims making
up about half of the respondents. Among the individual items, “find yourself” (51.8%),
“escape from everyday life” (40.2%), “enjoy silence” (39.2%) and “feel spiritual atmosphere”
(34.6%) are at the top, as well as “nature”—, i.e., motives that go in the direction of one’s
own self in the context of nature. These motifs form a kind of common denominator for
many pilgrims, while explicitly religious motifs are still relevant for a subgroup.

Another comprehensive study that focuses on motivation comes from Amaro et al.
(2018, N = 1140). Four of the eight assessed dimensions are strongly pronounced, i.e.,
“spirituality,” “new experiences,” “experience of nature,” and “culture”; the other four
motivations are significantly weaker, with values between two and three on a five-point
scale: “religious motives,” “keeping a vow,” “getting to know places and people,” and
“breaking out of routines.” In the case of respondents from religiously Catholic countries of
origin (e.g., Portugal, Spain, Brazil), religious motives are more pronounced than in the
case of pilgrims from more secularized and Protestant countries of origin.

Additionally, informative on the topic of motivation is a questionnaire study by Oviedo
et al. (2014) with N = 470. They are concerned with the question of whether pilgrimage
is a “religious revival,” a secular or post-secular form of nature tourism, or part of the
trend of eclectic fuzzy spirituality. The result is that the latter type of spiritual pilgrim is
predominant, but the different types can coexist well on the Camino de Santiago. Motives
related to self (“spiritual growth,” “sensations seeking,” and “seeking life direction”) are
prioritized, with “religious growth” in the middle range, but certain traditional religious
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practices such as “penance” and “taking a vow” are rare. Self-designation as religious
(M = 3.97 on a scale of 1 to 10) is noticeably lower than as spiritual (M = 5.90 on a
scale of 1 to 10). When asked about religious experiences on the road, only the item
“Feeling the presence of God/the divine” achieved a slightly higher value with a mean
of 3 on a 6-point scale. The two individual items with the highest values “to be close to
nature” (M = 4.89) and “to find my deeper self” (M = 4.80) are interpreted by the authors
as meaning that pilgrimage serves self-discovery, which is pursued through everyday
distance and mystification of nature. Therefore, the authors conclude that the fact that
the self-designation as spiritual has the strongest values speaks against the assumption
of a strengthening of traditional religion and for a further development and a change in
form of the religious towards the spiritual. In particular, the weak values for “religious
devotion” show how much today’s pilgrims differ from the pilgrim tradition. At the same
time, traditional religiosity still plays a substantial role.

A study by Schnell and Pali (2013) emphasizes the moment of “quest”, which 2/3 of
pilgrims cite as motivation, in opposition to “conviction”. A two-dimensional scheme is
elaborated on by the authors, as follows: dimension 1 represents the strength of vertical
transcendence, dimension 2 the continuum from “quest” to “conviction.” The dispersion
on the transcendence scale showed average values compared to the normal population. At
the same time, on dimension 2, the high values for self-knowledge, freedom, challenge, and
self-realization show that the aspect of quest clearly distinguishes pilgrims from the normal
population. The search for personal clarity is thus what most pilgrims have in common;
the transcendence orientation is variable.

In an interview study, Heiser (2021) distinguishes between traditional religious and
contemporary spiritual pilgrims. Although both types can be differentiated, there are fluid
transitions and interferences at the same time. Millán Vázquez de la Millán Vázquez de la
Torre et al. (2012) arrive at 91.4% (exclusively or also) religious motives (and thus higher
values than in the comparison group of a traditional pilgrimage in Andalusia). Gomes
et al. (2019) construct a “touripilgrimage,” that is, a pilgrimage that is more spiritual,
ambiguous, and multi-motivational rather than solely religious. Because motives are
increasing personally and spiritually, there is an increasing overlap between tourism,
religion, and pilgrimage, they argue. Fernandes et al. (2012, N = 204) arrive at only 35%
religious motives (with 39% recreation, 33% culture, 23% curiosity, 17% sports, and 5%
spirituality). Rather than tourist secularization or contrasting setting apart from one another,
creative interactions of traditionally religious and non-traditionally religious pilgrims occur,
they argue, and initially secular motives may shift toward spiritual ones along the way.
In an analysis of online social network sources, Kim and Kim (2019) underscore the fluid
self-attributions of pilgrims, most of whom are no longer clearly religious in the traditional
sense, but neither are they secular or anti-religious, but rather oscillate between different
religious stances. Pickard and Aitch (2020), using an online survey (N = 487) found
significantly more pilgrims to have a spiritual (81%—only 3% reject it outright) than a
religious (45%) self-concept.

1.2.2. Religiosity and Spirituality as a Topic of Pilgrimage Research

In summary, the following can be said: the question of R/S plays a substantial role
in pilgrimage research despite the diversity and amalgamation of the motives in this
field. The diversity leads to description of R/S via different concepts. Quite common in
quantitative studies seems to be the approach via the motives of the pilgrims. However,
in the narrower sense, this can only tell something about what the people intend with
their pilgrimage. Only statements which are mediated and derived from this can be made
about the religiousness of the pilgrims. In addition, there are—mainly qualitative—studies
that examine expressions in relation to the carrying out of the pilgrimage, whether in
interviews or in the analysis of digital media. In this way, something can be said about the
religious valences of the pilgrimage practice (experiences, behavior, communication), but
here too only derivatively does it speak of the pilgrims’ religiosity. In addition to motives
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for pilgrimage and descriptions of the pilgrimage process, the question of denominational
affiliation in quantitative studies forms a third access route. These data reflect the religiously
diverse composition of the population and show that pilgrimage (on the Way of St. James)
is no longer a purely Catholic phenomenon but also attractive to Protestant Christians
and people without denominational affiliation (but hardly to people of other religions).
However, it is questionable to what extent the mere denominational affiliation can provide
information about the pilgrims’ religiosity. For this, different aspects of religiosity would
have to be surveyed, as the survey of the five dimensions in the centrality index of religiosity
does. However, this has not yet been applied to pilgrims. This is the reason for the present
study. Moreover, the subgroup of German-speaking pilgrims, which is important for a
comparison with the normal population in Germany, Austria, and Switzerland, has almost
never been studied specifically (Amaro et al. 2018).

2. Method
2.1. Sample and Procedure

The questionnaire for the study was developed in German and then translated into
Spanish, English, and French. Thereby, it was understandable for a large part of the
pilgrims on the Way of St. James. In the years 2017 and 2018, the questionnaires were
displayed in different hostels or handed out in paper form by the hospitaleros upon arrival.
Questionnaires were distributed exclusively in pilgrim-only hostels. This ensured that only
pilgrims were surveyed. The completed questionnaires were largely handed-in directly on
site, some were sent in by mail.

In total, 1142 filled in questionnaire forms were collected. However, the partial
sample evaluated here includes only the 425 German-language questionnaires. Thereby,
a comparison of the average population of German-speaking countries is possible and is
intended. Table 1 shows how many questionnaires in German were completed at which
location.

Table 1. Composition of the Sample of German-Speaking Pilgrims by Location.

Country Amount Location Amount

Spain 317

La Faba 151
Pamplona 55
Güemes 53
Astorga 49

Santander 9

Germany, Austria, Switzerland 78

Other country 6

Not applicable 24

Sum 425
Note. Only the questionnaires in German are listed.

As shown in Table 1, ca. 75% of the German-language questionnaires were completed
in pilgrim hostels in Spain. Another 19 percent can be assigned to places in Germany and
Switzerland. The survey location hostel and the selection of locations have a sufficient
distance to Santiago de Compostela, ensuring that the pilgrims, who completed the survey
had mostly been on the way for a longer period. The survey sites in Spain are located on
the main Camino Francés and the Camino del Norte, reflecting the different types of paths:
the Spanish Main Way, the Secondary Way in the Iberian Peninsula, and the Camino de
Santiago in the area of origin. Table 2 documents some demographic data of the German-
speaking pilgrimage sample. In addition, it contains information on who the respondents
are traveling with and whether they have previous experience with pilgrimages.
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Table 2. Demographics of the Sample of German-Speaking Pilgrims (N = 425).

Category Group Percent

Gender female 61.0

Age up to 25 23.5
26–40 26.8
41–60 31.3

over 60 18.5

Education without school degree 1.4
secondary, vocational school 26.9

baccalaureate 25.0
college, university 46.7

Confession none 26.6
roman-catholic 40.9

evangelical 23.5

Traveling alone 46.9
with 2–4 pilgrims 49.3

with at least 5 pilgrims 3.8

Pilgrimage Experience first pilgrimage 53.6
pilgrimaged at least once before 16.1

pilgrimaged multiple times before 30.3
Note. Gender was assessed dichotomously.

2.2. Instruments

The four-page (A5-format) questionnaire consisted of 9 introductory questions about
age, gender, education, health, and general information about the pilgrimage, 17 questions
about the motivation for the pilgrimage, 22 questions on experiences during the pilgrimage,
and 17 questions on R/S, which were asked at the end. Of the 17 questions on R/S, the
answers to 9 questions are evaluated in the present study (see Table 3).

Table 3. Indicators for the Measurement of Religiosity and Spirituality.

Facet Indicator Measure

RSC All in all: How religious would you describe
yourself to be? Single item

SSC
Regardless of whether or not you consider
yourself a religious person, how spiritual would
you describe yourself to be?

Single item

Public practice How often do you participate in church services? Single item

Ideology How strongly do you believe that there is God or
something divine?

Centrality of Personal
Religiosity Scale

Intellect How often do you think about religious issues?

Experience

(a) interactive: How often do you experience
situations in which you have the feeling that
God or the divine is intervening in your life?
(b) participative: How often do you experience
situations in which you feel that you are one
with everything?

Private practice (a) interactive: How often do you pray?
(b) participative: How often do you meditate?

Note. RSC–religious self-concept. SSC–spiritual self-concept. The dimensions of experience and private practice
are operationalized by two indicators each (a and b), in which an interactive and a participative relation to
transcendence is expressed.
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The theoretical foundation of the indicators used in the study is a multidimensional
model developed to measure religiosity (Huber 2003; Huber and Huber 2012; Huber et al.
2020). The model presents a synthesis of the sociological approach to religion by Glock
(1962; Stark and Glock 1968) and the psychological approach to religion by Allport (Allport
and Ross 1967). The backbone of the model consists of five core dimensions (public practice,
ideology, intellect, religious experience, and private practice), which are operationalized by
indicators that are formulated as generally as possible. Moreover, to increase sensitivity to
newer forms of religiosity and spirituality, private practice not only asks about prayer but
also about meditation, and experience not only asks about the interactive experience by the
intervention of a divine counterpart but also about the participatory experience of oneness
with all. The scale used to measure the centrality of personal religiosity consists of one
indicator each for the core dimensions ideology and intellect, and two indicators each for
experience and private practice. However, only one value from these two core dimensions
is included in the calculation of the scale value of the Centrality of Personal Religiosity
Scale, namely the higher value in each case. The scale achieved an internal consistency of
Cronbach’s α = 0.78 among participants in the sample.

The model and the nine indicators are the theoretical and empirical core of the Inter-
national Religion Monitor (Huber 2009; Huber and Krech 2009). In 2007, 2012, and 2017,
representative surveys were conducted in a total of 23 countries as part of the Religion
Monitor. In the 2017 survey wave, Germany, Austria and Switzerland were integrated,
among others. For this reason, the responses of German-speaking pilgrims can be compared
with population-representative data from the three countries. Moreover, meanwhile, a
study has found evidence that the model for measuring religiosity has corroborated itself
as a theoretical framework for coding qualitative interviews on spirituality (Demmrich and
Huber 2019). Therefore, the five dimensions of this model can be used for the description
and explanation of spirituality.

2.3. Analyses

In the first step, the analyses are based on descriptive statistics for each of the nine
indicators from the multidimensional model of religiosity (see Table 3). Pairwise analyses
lead to the fact that the N differs slightly for the individual variables. Since findings from
German-speaking pilgrims as well as from the representative comparison sample from
Germany, Austria and Switzerland from the Religion Monitor 2017 are available for the
same indicators, a comparison is also integrated into the description and interpretation
of the results. To enable comparisons of German-speaking pilgrims with the normal
German-speaking population in Germany, Austria and Switzerland, the representative
data collected by the Religion Monitor 2017 in the three countries were pooled and then
weighted according to the country shares of German-speaking pilgrims. Therefore, t-tests
for independent samples are calculated on all available religious indicators. The results are
reported with 95% confidence intervals and Cohen’s d effect size with Hedges’ correction.
Further, correlations between the indicators as well as the religious and spiritual self-
concept are analyzed using cross-tabulations and multiple regression analyses.

3. Results

The presentation of the results is delivered in the following steps: Firstly, there are
the results of the centrality of personal religiosity scale. The distributions of the responses
and mean values of the six indicators on the four core dimensions of religiosity that make
up the scale for measuring the centrality of personal religiosity are presented (cf. Table 4).
Thereafter, these are compared with representative results of the same indicators from the
Religion Monitor 2017 in German-speaking countries (cf. Table 5).
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Table 4. Percentage distribution of responses and mean values of the six indicators on the four core
dimensions of private practice, experience, intellect, and ideology among German-speaking pilgrims.

Private Practice Experience
Intellect Ideology b

Prayer Meditation HV a Part. Inter. HV a

N 407 408 414 395 397 409 411 392

never 21.1 24.5 8.5 5.6 12.6 2.4 3.2 8.7
rarely 29.2 28.4 25.6 21.5 18.6 11.7 20.4 11.7

occasionally 17.2 27.0 25.8 39.5 31.5 36.2 31.4 15.3
often 18.4 13.0 22.9 25.6 20.4 30.3 26.8 22.7

very often 14.0 7.1 17.1 7.8 16.9 19.3 18.2 41.6

Mean c 2.75 2.50 3.15 3.09 3.10 3.52 3.37 3.77

Notes. (a) “HV” (higher value) stands for the higher value of each of the two indicators on private practice and
experience. If one of the two values is missing, the higher value counts as the missing value. For this reason, the
N of the HV variables is higher than the N of the indicators from which they are calculated. (b) For religious
ideology, the response scale does not consist of frequencies but of five intensity levels (“not at all”, “not very
much”, “moderately”, “quite a bit”, “very much so”). (c) The mean should be interpreted in the given range of
the scale of minimum 1.0 to maximum 5.0.

Table 5. Percentage distribution of responses and mean values of the six indicators on the four
core dimensions of private practice, experience, intellect, and ideology in the normal population in
Germany, Austria and Switzerland (weighted data).

Private Practice Experience
Intellect Ideology b

Prayer Meditation HV a Part. Inter. HV a

N 2826 2847 2854 2751 2828 2863 2863 2826

never 39.4 57.7 29.4 21.4 32.9 15.2 10.4 25.0
rarely 26.2 20.5 27.2 33.2 26.1 26.1 24.5 18.1

occasionally 10.6 9.5 14.3 27.7 24.3 31.5 33.9 16.4
often 6.4 5.2 8.9 14.0 10.5 18.7 20.5 15.2

very often 17.4 7.0 20.2 3.8 6.3 8.5 10.7 25.3

Mean population 2.36 1.83 2.63 2.46 2.31 2.79 2.97 2.98
Mean pilgrims c 2.75 2.50 3.15 3.09 3.10 3.52 3.37 3.77

Mean difference 0.39 0.67 0.52 0.63 0.79 0.73 0.40 0.79

Notes. (a) “HV” (higher value) stands for the higher value of each of the two indicators private practice and
experience. If one of the two values is missing, the higher value counts as the missing value. Therefore, the N of
the HV variables is higher than the N of the indicators from which they are calculated. (b) For religious ideology,
the response scale consists of five intensity levels (“not at all”, “not very much”, “moderately”, “quite a bit”, “very
much so”) not of frequencies. (c) The penultimate row shows the mean values of the pilgrim sample from Table 3
for comparison. The last row “mean difference” shows the difference between the mean value of the pilgrims
and the population (mean value pilgrims minus mean value population). All mean differences are significant
(p < 0.001—detailed information on significant tests can be found in the Appendix A.

Secondly, the results of the analyses of the R/S self-concepts are presented. Later, the
distribution of answers and mean values on the R/S self-concepts as well as the centrality of
personal religiosity and the frequency of worship participation are described and compared
in the pilgrimage sample (cf. Table 6) and the representative German-language samples
from the Religion Monitor 2017 (cf. Table 7).
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Table 6. Percentage distribution of responses and mean values on religious and spiritual self-concept
as well as the centrality of personal religiosity and the frequency of public religious practice among
German-speaking pilgrims.

Religious Self-Concept Spiritual Self-Concept Centrality of
Personal Religiosity

Public
Practice

N 385 395 418 406

not at all 16.9
39.1

7.9
18.0 7.9

16.5
not very much 22.3 13.2 34.5

moderately 28.1 34.7 56.5 23.9
quite a bit 19.0

32.8
35.6

47.4 35.6
15.0

very much so 13.8 18.5 10.1

Mean 2.90 3.43 3.43 2.68

Note. In the case of public practice, the response scale does not consist of intensities but of five frequency levels
(never, rarely, occasionally, often, very often). For the Centrality of Personal Religiosity scale, the three sections are
defined by the following scale values: low: 1.0–2.0, medium: 2.1–3.9, high: 4.0–5.0.

Table 7. Percentage distribution of responses and mean values on religious and spiritual self-concept
and the centrality of personal religiosity and public religious practice in the normal population in
Germany, Austria, and Switzerland (weighted data).

Religious Self-Concept Spiritual Self-Concept Centrality of
Personal Religiosity

Public
Practice

N 2839 2808 2871 2856

not at all 29.2
53.2

36.4
65.0 29.5

29.7
not very much 24.0 28.6 33.2

Moderately 29.2 21.9 50.3 21.2
quite a bit 12.8

17.6
8.6

13.1 20.1
8.2

very much so 4.8 4.4 7.7

Population mean 2.40 2.16 2.84 2.31

Pilgrims mean 2.90 3.43 3.43 2.68

Mean difference 0.50 1.27 0.59 0.37

Note. Regarding worship attendance, the response scale does not consist of intensities but of five frequency levels
(“never,” “rarely,” “occasionally,” “often,” “very often”). For the Centrality of Personal Religiosity scale, the three
sections are defined by the following scale values: low: 1.0–2.0, medium: 2.1–3.9, high: 4.0–5.0.

The third step focuses on the in-depth analyses of the R/S self-concepts of the German-
speaking pilgrims. For this, the distributions of the R/S self-concepts are first cross-
tabulated (cf. Table 8). Subsequently, step-by-step multiple regression analyses are reported
to explain the religious and spiritual self-concept (cf. Table 9).

Table 8. Cross-tabulation of low, medium, and high expression of religious and spiritual self-concept
among German-speaking pilgrims in percent (N = 376).

Spiritual
TotalLow Medium High

religious
low 11.7% 15.2% 12.2% 39.1%

medium 3.7% 13.3% 11.2% 28.2%
high 2.4% 6.6% 23.7% 32.7%

total 17.8% 35.1% 47.1% 100.0%
Note. The following response categories are combined in three categories: low (“not at all”, “not very much”),
medium (“moderately”), high (“quite a bit”, “very much so”).
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Table 9. Stepwise Regression Analyses to Explain the Religious and Spiritual Self-Concept.

RelSelf SpirSelf

N 341 N 351

R2 0.68 R2 0.30

IV β T IV β T
1. Prayer 0.20 3.87 Intellect 0.22 3.89
2. Ideology 0.25 5.29 Meditation 0.27 5.56
3. Public Practice (service) 0.31 6.98 Ideology 0.30 4.84
4. Intellect 0.18 4.54 Experience (particip.) 0.11 2.37
5. Experience (interact.) 0.10 2.13 Prayer −0.13 −2.08

Note. RelSelf: religious self-concept. SpirSelf: spiritual self-concept. IV: independent variables. The order of the
IV is based on the stepwise inclusion of the IV in the model.

3.1. Descriptive Analyses of Personal Core Dimensions of Religiosity

The four dimensions of private practice, experience, intellect, and ideology can be char-
acterized as personal religiosity because they can be lived independently of membership
in a religious community. Therefore, they are particularly meaningful for individualized
religiosity and spirituality.

Notably, the results in Table 4 show that religious ideology is the most pronounced
when comparing the five core dimensions among German-speaking pilgrims. Around 63%
are fairly or very convinced that God or something divine exists. Thereafter, the intellectual
dimension follows in second place, with 45% thinking about religious issues often or very
often. Religious experiences are also highly pronounced. It is worth noting that the frequent
presence (“often” or “very often”) of interactive experiences is somewhat more widespread
(about 37%) than participatory experiences (33%). Thus, if the higher frequency of both
experiences is counted for each respondent, it can be stated that religious experiences are
“often” or “very often” present in 50% of pilgrims. On the other hand, only two percent
of pilgrims report “never” having either form of religious experience. In terms of private
practice, prayer is slightly more common than meditation, with 32% of pilgrims reporting
that they pray “often” or “very often,” compared to only 20% for meditation. At least one of
the two private practices is followed “often” or “very often” by 40% of pilgrims. Therefore,
regardless of the specific form, high frequency in private practice is remarkably common
among pilgrims.

In the comparison with population data, it is immediately apparent that all dimensions
of personal religiosity are significantly more pronounced among pilgrims. The difference is
highest in religious ideology and the frequency of interactive religious experiences. In the
normal population, only 40.5% “fairly” or “very” believe in God or the divine. In contrast,
among pilgrims, the number is 64.3%. Moreover, only 8.7% of pilgrims “do not believe at
all,” whereas this percentage is almost three times higher in the normal population at 25%.

In the normal population, only 16.8% report that they “often” or “very often” experi-
ence situations in which they feel that God or something divine intervenes in their lives;
among pilgrims, the amount is more than twice as high, at 37.3%. In addition, only 12.6% of
pilgrims say they “never” have interactive religious experiences, whereas this percentage is
about two and a half times higher in the normal population, at 32.9%.

Moreover, participative religious experiences are more pronounced among pilgrims
than in the normal population. 33.4% of pilgrims say they “often” or “very often” experience
situations in which they have the feeling of being one with everything. In the normal
population, this number lies at 17.8%. However, the difference of 15.6% points is smaller
than for interactive religious experiences.

Finally, the difference between pilgrims and the normal population is weakest in the
frequency of prayer and reflection. While only 23.8% pray “often” or “very often” in the
normal population, this is the case for 32.4% among pilgrims. Moreover, when it comes to
thinking about religious issues, the corresponding figures are 31.2% and 45%. All reported
differences are statistically significant on a α-level of 5%, two-sided. Please consider the
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information provided in the Appendix A Table A1 on the t-tests for more details on all
difference calculations.

3.2. Descriptive Analyses of Religious and Spiritual Self-Concept, Centrality of Personal
Religiosity Scale, and Worship Attendance

Table 6 shows the means and distributions of responses on items relating to R/S self-
concepts, frequency of worship attendance, and three areas of the scale on the centrality of
personal religiosity (low: 1.0–2.0, medium: 2.1–3.9, high: 4.0–5.0). A low score on this scale
indicates that a respondent rarely to never has religious experiences, does not engage in
private religious practice, hardly thinks about religious issues, and does not believe in the
existence of God or anything divine. Therefore, people in this group can be characterized as
“non-religious.” However, this is the case for only about eight percent of pilgrims. On the
other hand, all four dimensions of personal religiosity are highly expressed in about 36% of
pilgrims. Religiosity is often present in their life horizons in many ways. Therefore, they
can be described as “highly religious” and religious content likely plays a central role in
their lives. Around 57% belong to the middle group. It is typical for them to have medium
or fluctuating values for the four dimensions, both high and low. For this group, religiosity
is important but not central. In other words, religion reappears again and again throughout
the individual’s lifespan but generally remains in the background.

The construct of the centrality of personal religiosity refers to private elements of the
religious. To a certain extent, it expresses the “objective” occurrence and relevance of reli-
gious content in the horizon of life. However, the constructs of the R/S self-concepts are to
be distinguished from this. They primarily refer to the level of religious consciousness and
express how a respondent understands him/herself concerning the religious or spiritual.
Nonetheless, there are correlations between these constructs; for example, the centrality
of personal religiosity correlates very highly with the religious self-concept (r = 0.74) and
highly with spiritual self-concept (r = 0.49). Nevertheless, it may be instructive to observe
how religious-spiritual being and consciousness relate to each other in detail.

The values in Table 6 strongly indicate a preponderance of spiritual over religious con-
sciousness. More than 80.0 percent of pilgrims consider themselves at least “moderately”
spiritual, and almost half (47.4%) consider themselves “fairly” or “very” spiritual. Being
spiritual is thus a wide-spread self-image of pilgrims. In contrast, the situation is different
for the religious self-concept. Only around one-third of pilgrims (32.8%) describe them-
selves as “fairly” or “very” religious and another 28.1% as “moderately” religious. This
contrasts with 39.1% of pilgrims who cannot identify with “religious” as a self-description.
Thus, being religious is not a widely shared self-image of pilgrims, but rather a construct
on which opinions differ. This issue is analyzed in more depth below in Table 7. Before
doing so, it makes sense to compare the degree of personal religiosity of pilgrims as well as
their R/S self-images with the corresponding values in the representative sample of the
Religion Monitor 2017. The corresponding numbers can be found in Table 7.

Hence, a comparison of the values in Tables 6 and 7 shows that the mean value of
the spiritual self-concept is higher the most—namely by 1.27 from 2.16 for the normal
population to 3.43 for the pilgrims. In contrast, the mean values of the religious self-concept
and the centrality of personal religiosity increase only by +0.50 and +0.59, respectively. The
mean difference is reflected in the response categories. While 65% of the normal population
describe themselves as “not at all” or “not very” spiritual, only 18% of pilgrims do so. On
the other hand, the opposite is true for the self-description as “quite” or “very” spiritual. In
the normal population, only about 18% describe themselves as “quite” or “very” spiritual;
among pilgrims, this figure rises to 47.4%. That is more than two and a half times higher.
Finally, the difference is smallest in the frequency of public practice. More information on
the significance tests of pilgrim’s and population’s values can be found in the Appendix A
Table A1.
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3.3. Cross-Analyses of the Spiritual and Religious Self-Concept

How does spiritual relate to religious self-understanding? The bivariate Pearson’s
correlation coefficient between the two variables is r = 0.40 (N = 376; p < 0.001). This
coefficient has a medium magnitude, indicating that the two constructs mostly go hand-in-
hand. At the same time, it is low enough that substantial variation is possible in addition to
the general tendency. Therefore, it makes sense to analyze the relationship of the answers to
both constructs in more detail in a cross-tabulation. For this purpose, Table 8 compares three
levels of the two self-concepts: low (“not at all”, “not very much”), medium (“moderately”),
high (“quite a bit”, “very much so”).

Primarily, it can be seen that the two concepts “spiritual” and “religious” are equally
pronounced in 48.7% of the pilgrims—11.7%: low, 13.3%: medium, 23.7% high. See the
diagonal in Table 8. A gradual shift is found in another 36.7%—26.4% emphasize the
spiritual self-concept somewhat more strongly (15.2% + 11.2%), and 10.3% give gradual
priority to the religious self-concept (3.7% + 6.6%). In contrast, a mutually exclusive
understanding of R/S is present in 14.6% of pilgrims. Only 2.4% of pilgrims see themselves
as “highly religious” and at the same time as “low” spiritual. After all, 12.2% of pilgrims
exclusively describe themselves as “highly spiritual” and reject the term “religious” as a
category relevant to identity. In summary, the following results can be drawn regarding the
use of the terms “religious” and “spiritual” among the pilgrims surveyed:
1 Most pilgrims in the sample see themselves as spiritual (35.1% as “medium spiritual”

and 47.1% as “highly spiritual”).
2 For most pilgrims, the concepts of “spiritual” and “religious” are not mutually exclu-

sive. For 37% of pilgrims, both categories are equally pronounced in a medium or
high degree. Another 26.4% report a gradual dominance of the spiritual self-concept.
A gradual dominance of the religious self-concept is present in 10.3%.

3 A minority of around 15% of pilgrims use the concepts of “spiritual” and “religious”
as mutually exclusive categories. The largest part of this group (about 12%) exclusively
sees itself as highly spiritual.

Finally, the question of how the R/S self-concepts are related to the core dimensions
of religiosity is addressed. To clarify this question, stepwise regressions were calculated
on both variables. Therein, the religious self-concept (RelSelf) and spiritual self-concept
(SpirSelf) are defined as dependent variables (DV). The other seven indicators from Table 1
are defined as independent variables (IV) and are integrated into the regression analyses
stepwise according to their explanatory potential. Table 9 documents the most important
statistical parameters of the final solutions. For the correlations of the variables in the
regression equations please see Table A2 in the Appendix A.

ββRegarding the two multiple regression analyses documented in Table 9, the follow-
ing aspects can be highlighted: globally, the regression analysis on religious self-concepts
explains 68% of the variance in the dependent variable. The strength of the religious self-
concept can thus largely be explained based on the expressions of the five core dimensions
of centrality of religiosity. The explanatory potential of the frequency of public practice
is highest among all (β = 0.31). This indicates that attachment to a religious institution
plays an essential role in the self-attribution of religious identity. However, in addition, all
four core personal dimensions make substantial contributions in explaining the religious
self-concept. This means that seeing oneself as religious is not only related to a religious
social body but also substantially related to lived personal religiosity. In the dimensions
of private practice and religious experience, only the interactive forms of prayer and the
experience of God’s intervention are significant predictors.

Around 30 percent of the variance of the spiritual self-concept is based on the ex-
pression of the core dimensions of centrality of religiosity. Compared with the religious
self-concept, this is less than half. This shows that other factors besides lived religiosity
play a significant role in the pilgrims’ spiritual self-concept. The highest explanatory poten-
tial is that of religious ideology (β = 0.30). This indicates that the belief in the existence
of a spiritual level of reality plays a significant role in the self-attribution of a spiritual
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identity. Further, it can be highlighted that public practice does not play a significant role in
explaining the spiritual self-concept. In the dimensions of private practice and experience,
only the participatory forms of meditation and unity experience are significant predictors
with a positive association. Moreover, regarding the interactive practice of prayer, there is a
negative correlation. That is, as the frequency of prayer increases, the likelihood of a high
expression of spiritual self-concept decreases. In conclusion, these findings suggest that
the strength of the spiritual self-concept more strongly corresponds with other forms of
religious practice than it is the case with the religious self-concept.

3.4. Summary of the Results

The following main results can be highlighted from the analyses:

• German-speaking pilgrims in the present sample have substantially higher values on
all dimensions of religiosity than the general population in Germany, Austria, and
Switzerland. The differences are highest in the dimensions of religious ideology and
the experience of the intervention of divine authority. Pilgrims believe more strongly
in the existence of a spiritual reality and experience interaction with this reality more
often.

• More than 80% of pilgrims of the sample consider themselves to be moderately (35%)
or highly (47%) spiritual. In this respect, the difference to the population in Germany,
Austria and Switzerland is by far the greatest.

• For most pilgrims, the categories religious and spiritual are not mutually exclusive.
However, there is a qualified minority of around 12% who define themselves as
spiritual in an exclusive way.

• Compared to the religious self-concept, the expression of the spiritual self-concept is
less dependent on lived religiosity and is partly shaped by other forms of religiosity.

4. Discussion
4.1. Sample of German-Speaking Pilgrims

The German-speaking pilgrims in the present study are mostly female (61%), mainly
have high school diplomas or higher (72%), about half are making their first pilgrimage
(54%), most are traveling alone (47%) or in a small group (49%), and most are members of
the Catholic Church (41%)-cf. Table 2. Restraining from comparisons one thing to point out
is that this demographic pattern is similar in terms of most parameters to the data from the
two comprehensive studies by Amaro et al. (2018) and Gamper and Reuter (2012), in which
the proportions of women are 57% and 44%, respectively, 83% and 80% have high school
diplomas or higher, respectively, and 52% and 70% are first-time pilgrims, respectively.
The proportion of members of the Catholic Church is higher in Gamper and Reuter (2012),
at 66%. This might be explained by the fact that most of their sample is composed of
three Catholic countries (Spain, Italy, France). All the studies use convenience samples to
analyze their questions. Therefore, conclusions in the presented examination are limited to
German-speaking walking and cycling pilgrims on the Way of St. James. However, this is a
valuable piece of information for the study of the pilgrimage on the Way of St. James.

4.2. Dimensions of the Pilgrims’ Religiosity

An important question in pilgrimage research is to what extent today’s pilgrims
are religious. The data of the present study provide an approach to that question with
empirical evidence about German-speaking pilgrims on the Way of St. James in the light
of the multidimensional model of religiosity. They show considerably higher values
in all dimensions of religiosity compared to the normal German-speaking residents of
Switzerland, Austria, and Germany. Religiosity is most elevated in the dimensions of
experience, ideology, and private practice of meditation. This illustrates that pilgrimage on
the Way of St. James is particularly characterized by a strongly heightened awareness of
the existence of a spiritual level of reality and that this belief is also expressed in religious
experiences and practices. Pilgrimage on the Iberian Peninsula today is thus also essentially
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characterized by a lived religiosity. In contrast, the type of a purely secular pilgrim is
minoritarian in the present sample. Only 9% do not believe at all in the existence of a
spiritual reality and even only around 2% state that they have no religious experiences at
all.

These results are relevant for walking and cycling pilgrimage research, insofar as
comparisons with representative data from the normal population have rarely been made
in the literature. An exception is the results of Oviedo et al. (2014), which are based on
data from the year 2010. With respect to the Spanish pilgrims in their sample (N = 134),
when comparing them to Spanish data from the 2010 European Social Survey (ESS), they
found that there was little difference in the frequency of prayer and worship attendance
between pilgrims and the normal population (“ibid., p. 436”). Based on this, they concluded
that the Way of Saint James “does not draw a specific type of person from the general
population-the most religious, for example-but rather a representative subset of the general
population” (ibid.). Regarding the German-speaking pilgrims who traveled the Way of St.
James in 2017 and 2018, such a conclusion cannot be made. On the contrary, the religiosity
and spirituality of pilgrims is higher compared to the normal population. Pilgrims to the
Camino de Santiago are sensitive in religious and spiritual terms. The extent to which the
strong difference in the results of the two studies can be attributed to different pilgrimage
cultures in Spain and in German-speaking countries or to temporal changes in pilgrimage
culture in general must be clarified by further studies.

The strong values for faith and the existence of God in absolute terms and in compari-
son with the normal population questions the assumption that pilgrims on the Way of St.
James trend toward a fluid, vague and indeterminate religiosity (according to Oviedo et al.
2014). It seems that not vagueness, but a concise certainty of God is typical for at least the
pilgrims it the present sample, not a specific style that is clearly distinguishable from the
normal population, but an overall significantly stronger religiosity on all indicators of the
centrality of religiosity.

4.3. Spiritual and Religious Self-Concepts

The results of the present study bring evidence that the lived religiosity of German-
speaking pilgrims on the Way of St. James in the sample is significantly higher than that
of the normal German-speaking population. Their awareness of their own religiosity and
spirituality is more pronounced. The difference is particularly high in the spiritual self-
concept. Around 47% of the sample describe themselves as fairly or very spiritual, which
is almost four times the proportion in the normal population. In contrast, only around
33% of the respondents describe themselves as fairly or very religious, which tends toward
doubling the proportion in the normal population.

The finding that pilgrims identify more strongly with the concept of spirituality than
with the concept of religiosity is well documented in pilgrimage research. Pickard and Aitch
(2020) report that 39% of pilgrims in their study describe themselves as “very spiritual” and
11% as “very religious” on a four-point scale. Oviedo et al. (2014) found that for pilgrims,
the goal of “spiritual growth” is much more important than “religious growth.” Amaro
et al. (2018) report that for pilgrims, “spiritual motivations” are significantly higher than
“religious motivations.” In this regard, the results from present study are in line with the
previous research. This leads to the next point of discussion.

4.4. Spirituality as ‘Commonsense’

In the present study, over 80% describe themselves as moderately and highly spiritual.
Highly religious and at the same time low spiritual participants are hardly found. Among
them, it seems that almost universally shared spiritual self-concept forms a commonsense.
A religious and a spiritual self-image are not mutually exclusive. Pointedly, religiosity
saddles itself to spirituality, extends and complements it. In the present study, of pilgrimage,
there is spirituality without religiosity, but hardly any religiosity without spirituality.
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Thus, the results differ from those of other studies that work (based on motives) with
a juxtaposition of religion and spirituality (including Oviedo et al. 2014; Farias et al. 2019;
Gamper and Reuter 2012). A contrasting juxtaposition, which is often linked to attributes
such as traditional and contemporary, seems therefore to be too simplistic here. In the self-
image of the participants, this either exists or it does not exist. Among them, spirituality is
a common denominator. For many pilgrims, religiosity is added to spirituality. A subgroup
is exclusively spiritual.

4.5. Pilgrimage as a Religious, Spiritual or Secular Phenomenon?

Many studies question whether the religious aspects of pilgrimage are dissipating,
blending, becoming diluted, or relating only to subgroups of pilgrims. Often, a shift from
a purely religious to a touristical-spiritual phenomenon is claimed (Kim et al. 2019; Lois-
González and Santos 2015; Lopez et al. 2017). Moscarelli et al. (2020) state, “Currently, it
is acultural, touristic, monumental, spiritual, and sports route . . . As a result, its original
‘space of faith’ is now a ‘liveheritage space’”. Gomes et al. (2019) construct under the term
“touripilgrimage” an ambiguous amalgamation in which tourist and religious-spiritual
motifs are mixed. Others emphasize the diversity of motives and structure them into
different types of pilgrims (Gamper and Reuter 2012; Oviedo et al. 2014). What stays?

Based on the results of the present study, some claims from the past can be questioned,
as follows: the above-average religiosity of participants of the present study would be
an argument against a tourist leveling without wiping it out. Other aspects (such as
sports, nature, or sociability) may well also play a role. This said, based on the underlying
observations, religiosity remains an essential aspect of pilgrimage.

From the perspective of the present study, how does the formation of different pilgrim
types—according to which religion is relevant for a subgroup of pilgrims but not for
pilgrims as a whole—unfold (Gamper and Reuter 2012)? In view of only 2.4% pilgrims
with a low religious and spiritual self-concept, the construction of secular-only pilgrim
types can be doubted. Relative to the normal population, but also in absolute terms, the
number of exclusively non-religious pilgrims is very small.

4.6. Interactive-Participative Patterns

Spirituality can be defined in terms of various aspects. One distinction is that made
by Huber between interactive and participatory (Huber et al. 2020), which finds evidence
support in a broad worldwide application in the Religion Monitor (Huber 2009). It can
be described in terms of types of religious experience—’God’s intervention’ versus ‘being
one with all’. It can be linked to an analogous distinction of private practice—prayer
versus meditation. Additionally, it can be associated with a transcendent versus immanent
understanding of God. Pilgrims and pilgrimage (Lienau 2015b, and some argue ultimately
contemporary spirituality in general) are sometimes claimed to have a strong prevalence
of participatory experience and practice, and worldview, respectively. Is pilgrimage an
indicator or a trendsetter for this? The present study suggests being cautious with this kind
of assertion. The absolute values of the pilgrims in the sample show a certain dominance of
interactive spirituality in terms of practice and experience. This remains true in comparison
to the normal population. The relatively stronger increases in participatory practice and
experience are presumably due to the strong bodily and natural experiential possibilities of
pilgrimage. Participatory patterns are also prevalent among pilgrims. It is rarely the case
that one pattern excludes the other. Here, the same observation as with R/S self-concepts
seems to fit into the picture. It is more a kind of interplay than counterplay.

4.7. Conflict or Interaction of Traditional and Contemporary Religiosity/Spirituality?

In the discussion of contemporary pilgrimage, the juxtaposition of two topoi is often
encountered—traditional religion and contemporary spirituality. Besides models of de-
tachment or demarcation, there are also models of creative and enriching interaction of



Religions 2022, 13, 51 17 of 21

traditional and contemporary religiosity (Heiser 2021; Fernandes et al. 2012), with pilgrims
oscillating between both poles.

This observation can in some respects be deepened and clarified by the present study;
whereas Kim et al. (2019) describe pilgrims’ shifting self-attributions as change and fluidity,
the present study suggests explaining this fact rather as a conjunction of spirituality and
religiosity, vertical and horizontal self-transcendence in the pilgrims’ self-concept. Virtually
all pilgrims in the present study have a spiritual self-concept. Many, but by no means all,
participants supplement this with a religious self-concept. This is not at the expense of the
spiritual self-concept, but in many cases augments it. The results provide evidence for the
picture of a fusion rather than switching or interaction between two different types drawn
in other studies. Rather, it is a matter of a shared basis in spirituality that a large subgroup
supplements with religiosity, which can also be shaped by denominational affiliation and
public practice, e.g., Sunday service or alike.

Future studies may focus more on behavior and experiences on the Way and relate
these to pilgrims’ self-concepts, motives, and centrality of religiosity. Why do certain rituals,
such as the pilgrim’s blessing in Roncesvalles, the stone-laying at the Cruz de Ferro and
participation in the pilgrim’s mass in Santiago, have very broad participation, while this
is often not the case for participation in evening masses, for example? How (intensively)
do exchanges occur between pilgrims of different religions? Are there conflicts among
pilgrims related to their different religiosity? For example, do differently religious pilgrims
have different experiences and behave differently? Another point of research can refer to
the change of religiosity and spirituality on the way. One can hypothesize that the R/S is
changing all the way down to the destination point and a study designed to collect data
systematically along the way could inform evidence to this question.

5. Conclusions

Pilgrimage’s rising attraction over the last decades offers the possibility to have
a deeper insight in the underlying structure of its motives, as well as religiosity, and
spirituality of the pilgrims. The present study takes the step to look at the phenomenon
closer through the lens of the multidimensional model of centrality of religiosity. Coming
back to the principal questions of the examination after the discussion, some brief inferences
can be made.

1. Generally, said multidimensional model worked out for pilgrims’ religiosity and
spirituality with no detectable flaws. Questionnaires worked well to assess the phe-
nomenon on the journey of pilgrims on the Way of St. James.

a. Pilgrims in the sample do believe in the existence of a spiritual realm.
b. Most pilgrims in the sample think about transcendence at least rarely, only

3.2% never think of religious issues.
c. Pilgrims in the sample seek contact with the transcendency by prayer or

meditation to different degrees. Only about 9% never do private religious
practice. In terms of experience regarding transcendency it is the case for about
98%, only 2% never have such religious experiences.

d. About 3/4 of the sample are affiliated with a Christian church. Most of them
identify themselves with the Catholic church.

2. Pilgrims in the sample could provide information on both the religious and the
spiritual self-concept.

a. “Religious” seems to be to a lesser extent a point of reference to the participants
of the study (about 60%), whereas

b. “Spiritual” provides a point of reference to more participants (about 80%)

3. The religious and spiritual self-concept of pilgrims can partly be explained by the
dimensions of the multidimensional model or religiosity. The religious one more than
the spiritual one, 68% and 30%, respectively, of explained variances, respectively.
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4. The pilgrims in the present sample differ from the population in Germany, Austria,
and Switzerland regarding the dimensions of the multidimensional model of religios-
ity by showing higher mean values on every core dimension. Regarding the religious
and spiritual self-concepts same conclusion can be drawn. The aspects of higher
ideological and experiential values are especially pronounced for pilgrims.

The results show the facets of the R/S on a convenient sample of German-speaking
pilgrims on the Way of St. James. Clearly, there are limits to generalization of the results.
The sample in the present study is not collected systematically enough to represent most of
the pilgrims. Research in the field is always a trade-off. However, with several hundred
participants of walking and cycling pilgrims on the way of St. James from different location
on the path it provides a view on the phenomenon for the German-speaking of them.
Additionally, the collected data has some ecological validity, insofar as some practical
derivations can still be made. The next two paragraphs focus on implications for tourism
professional and church institutions as well as for researchers.

5.1. Stakeholders: Tourism Professionals and Churches

What are the tasks for tourism and religious actors in the field? The discussion of
pilgrimage in tourism science shows that the tourism potential of pilgrimage has been
recognized. Two partial results of the present study are predominantly relevant for tourism:
pilgrims on the Way of St. James are more religious than average. How can their specific
needs, in contrast to the rest of tourism, be met? Additionally, there is a spiritual core,
on which a religious matter is built upon. Besides a small subgroup that sees itself as
exclusively spiritual, there is a larger group that combines religion and spirituality in the
self-concept. Tourist operators can assume that they can reach virtually all walking and
cycling pilgrims on the Iberian Peninsula with a spiritual approach, but they should not
ignore the relevant group with a pronounced religiousness.

In pilgrims, church actors on pilgrimage routes have an attractive target group of
people with above-average religious-spiritual resonances. At the same time, many of the
pilgrims are not church members—both nominally as non-members and by the form of
their religiosity. Pronounced interactive religiosity stands next to pronounced participatory
religiosity, highly religious next to less religious pilgrims. A differentiated understanding
of the target group of walking and cycling pilgrims and their internal structure helps in the
development of adequate offers.

It is essential for the church institutions to understand that a trend toward spiritual
patterns does not have to be at the expense of (church) religiosity. Rather, a “superimposi-
tion” of religious self-concept on spiritual one can be observed. For the church, it is not
advisable to wean itself off spirituality, because it can build its religiosity well on it.

The fact that many pilgrims with pronounced religiosity do not describe themselves
as religious should make the churches sit up and take notice. The current perception of
religion leads people to distance themselves from it rather than identify with it. If this
reticence is due to a distancing from outdated ecclesiastical pilgrimage practices such as
vows, relic, and indulgence piety, then it is advisable for churches to offer other accessible
and attractive practices that tap into the religious potential that pilgrims bring with them.

5.2. Outlook: Research Perspectives

A principal question for walking, cycling and other forms of pilgrimage research is
whether the strong orientation toward motives is sustainable. Apparently, self-designations
allow valid statements about pilgrims’ motives only to a limited extent. Therefore, the
present study—which has only evaluated a part of the data collected on the Way of St. James,
namely the one in German language—surveys the following different levels: demographic
data, accomplishment of pilgrimage, motives for pilgrimage, experiences during pilgrimage
and R/S of pilgrims. This informs the examination from different points of view and allow
a broader look on the phenomenon. A multidimensional view on the phenomenon seems
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to find corroboration in the evidence of the present examination. This aligns with the
common understanding of R/S as multidimensional.

By concentrating on the R/S of pilgrims in the analysis, correlations between the facets
should come into view, e.g., how does religiosity shape motivation for pilgrimage? Do
people expect pilgrimage to renew their religiosity and spirituality or rather reinforce their
existing attitudes?

The following is another question for future research, one which might be related to
the actual experiences made during pilgrimage: (how) does religiosity shape experiences
along the way? Does an interactive or participatory religiosity match a corresponding
experience on the road, or are the two rather independent? Additionally, the association
with the type of pilgrimage as a factor (stage length, type of co-pilgrims) could help to
deepen the insight between religiosity and pilgrimage practice.

The presented examination referred solely to the German-language subsample. A
comparative evaluation of the other sub-samples with the languages English, French and
Spanish can tie in more closely with the international discussion and enable an international
comparison.
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Appendix A

Table A1. t-tests of the mean differences between the pilgrim sample and the weighted sample of
German speakers from Germany, Austria, and Switzerland.

Core dimension Test Results for the Difference of Sample and Population Data

Ideology ∆Mean = 0.79, 95% CI[0.67; 0.92], t(545.49) = 13.39, p < 0.001,
Cohen′ s d = 0.52, 95%CI[0.42; 0.63]

Intellect ∆Mean = 0.40, 95% CI[0.28; 0.51], t(3271.89) = 6.65, p < 0.001,
Cohen′s d = 0.35, 95%CI[0.25; 0.45]

Interactive Experience ∆Mean = 0.63, 95% CI[0.52; 0.74], t(536.56) = 11.55, p < 0.001,
Cohen′ s d = 0.58, 95%CI[0.48; 0.69]

Participatory Experience ∆Mean = 0.79, 95% CI[0.67; 0.92], t(3222.66) = 12.20, p < 0.001,
Cohen′ s d = 0.65, 95%CI[0.55; 0.76]

Prayer ∆Mean = 0.39, 95% CI[0.25; 0.53], t(556.20) = 5.36, p < 0.001,
Cohen′ s d = 0.27, 95%CI[0.16; 0.37]

Meditation ∆Mean = 0.66, 95%CI[0.54; 0.79], t(3252.71) = 10.30, p < 0.001,
Cohen′ s d = 0.54, 95%CI[0.44; 0.65]

Public Practice ∆Mean = 0.36, 95%CI[0.23; 0.48], t(3269.26) = 5.59, p < 0.001,
Cohen′ s d = 0.30, 95%CI[0.19; 0.40]

Religious Self-concept ∆Mean = 0.50, 95%CI[0.38; 0.63], t(3222.33) = 7.86, p < 0.001,
Cohen′ s d = 0.43, 95%CI[0.32; 0.53]

Spiritual Self-concept ∆Mean = 1.27, 95%CI[1.15; 1.39], t(3201.05) = 20.88, p < 0.001,
Cohen′ s d = 1.12, 95%CI[1.01; 1.23]
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Table A2. Correlations of the nine indicators of religiosity and spirituality.

Ideology Intellect Interactive
Experience

Participatory
Experience Prayer Meditation Public

Practice
Religious

Self-Concept

Intellect 0.53
Interactive Experience 0.69 0.52

Participatory Experience 0.17 0.26 0.41
Prayer 0.66 0.51 0.60 0.27

Meditation 0.23 0.29 0.28 0.28 0.35
Public Practice 0.49 0.45 0.38 0.15 0.70 0.21

Religious Self-concept 0.69 0.60 0.60 0.20 0.73 0.22 0.69
Spiritual Self-concept 0.42 0.42 0.40 0.26 0.31 0.39 0.26 0.39

Note. All correlations listed are significant at the α < 0.05 level, two-sided.

Note
1 When speaking of pilgrimage in the following, it refers exclusively to contemporary pilgrimage on foot (or by bike), which has

spread from the Camino Francés to Camino de Santiago and other pilgrimage routes in Europe—and still prototypically and
frequently takes place on the great Camino de Santiago to Santiago de Compostela. Knowing that there are many other forms of
pilgrimage, here, for the sake of ease of reading, the term pilgrimage is used in the text.
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