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Trend 13: Transformative Experiences Become a Focus  
of Experience Design  
 
A deepening understanding of the motivations for adventure travelers supported by research is 

helping to bring the science of experience design more intentionally to adventure travel 

product development. Milena Nikolova, ATTA AdventureEDU director, notes, “Experience 

design involves knowledge about the importance not only of different elements in an itinerary, 

but also the sequencing of activities, the time spent in different activities, balancing effort with 

the sense of achievement, and the emotions surrounding challenge.” 

 

Recent research by ATTA, East Carolina University, and Outside magazine found that 

adventure travelers crave transformative experiences. In fact, rather than accepting 

transformation as a happy by-product of their quest for fun and thrills, adventure travelers are 

actively motivated by this desire for personal growth and change. This finding, combined with 

the widespread appreciation of the benefits of transformational travel, is encouraging more 

tour operators to focus more intently on the way elements of a trip come together to deliver on 

the motivating factors of personal growth, learning, and ultimately transformation. 

 
Taking this goal of delivering their guests’ desires for personal growth and transformation to a 

dramatic level is a new company formed by industry veterans Explorer X. Explorer X cofounder 

Jake Haupert says, “We found that when travelers are not privy to the destination until they 

arrive at the airport, the suspense draws out the dormant explorer inside of them, forcing them 

to set intentions, be mindful, and be prepared for everything. Our hope is that by releasing the 

expectations of place, we’re able to inspire them to take the journey within, harken back to the 

roots of travel, slow it down, open it up for unplanned exploration so they can recalibrate their 

inner compass.” 

 

Not only is the tours and activities sector focusing more on experience design, but other 

aspects of the travel supply chain are as well. Airports are one area seeking to provide 

meaningful experiences, instead of simply being transit points. Casey Hanisko, president of 

ATTA, notes, “We see airports and other transportation providers thinking more carefully about 

their role in the overall traveler experience. This includes more trees, natural spaces, spas, 
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running tracks, and even yoga rooms. These soft infrastructure additions mean that tour 

operators can include the experiences as a specific component of their itinerary, instead of just 

a requirement of travel.” 

 

Jennine Cohen, Geographic Expeditions’ managing director for the Americas, observes, “When 

it comes to luxury travelers who are looking for transformational experience, exclusive access 

is often more important than the accommodations themselves. For these kinds of trips, we’re 

weaving together remote destinations that are difficult to get to on one’s own by leveraging 

private jets and/or boat charters. 

  
 “Far from daily distractions, technology, obligations, and worries about what’s next on their 
trip, our travelers are able to slow down, become present, and fully drop into the experience. 
They often experience a deep sense of connection with the people, landscape, wildlife, and 
ultimately themselves. The experience has the power to open their hearts and minds and 
allows for the possibility of a shift in perspective along with a sense of renewal.” 
 

The Transformational Travel Collaborative has even created a suite of tools, including the TTC 

Guiding Principles and a Hero’s Guidebook, to facilitate the inclusion of transformative 

experiences into an itinerary. Several operators have adopted innovative ways to ensure their 

clients experience a transformation on tours. 

 
 

Trend 14: Increase in Trail Tourism  
From Jordan to Japan, destinations are actively marketing trails to keep tourists in the 

destination longer, and tourists are happy to stay.  

 

Trail tourism has many benefits to destinations: it increases the length of stay of low-impact 

tourists, it can promote repeat visitation by tourists who do one section of a trail at a time, and 

it drives tourism dollars to local businesses.  

 

Investing in trails is typically easy for cities, because they are features that greatly appeal to 

local residents as well as to tourists. According to the National Association of Homebuilders, 

living near a walking or biking trail is one of the top three most attractive feature to home 

buyers.xxvii 


