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RELIGIOUS TOURISM: focus on the 
destination

• The destination holds religious 
significance = through its external 
remains, one seeks to attain the 
spirituality they embody. 

• It responds to a desire for knowledge 
and prayer.

• It enables visitors to encounter a 
religious faith and enter into a religious 
dimension.

• Knowledge and contemplation of 
historical and artistic works. 







PILGRIMAGE: focus on the route

• The journey has a cathartic function.

• It fulfils an ascetic need; it is a ‘mobile expression of devotion’.

• Contemplation of creation and an understanding of local traditions. 





SPIRITUAL TOURISM: focus on the inner search

• It is not necessarily linked to a religious belief.

• The traveler is driven by a need to find meaning, but often does not know exactly 
what s/he is looking for. 





https://arrow.tudublin.ie/ijrtp/vol4/iss3/3/
https://arrow.tudublin.ie/ijrtp/vol4/iss3/3/


What role do digital media play in the tourist experience at sites of 

religious heritage and pilgrimage destinations?

[Photo credits: https://armageddonandbeyond.files.wordpress.com]
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The ABCDE framework
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Enjoying the beauty to experience the sacred

RQ: What do visitors share online about the place they 

have visited? What topics do they discuss? Are there 

signs of a via pulchritudinis experience? 

METHODOLOGY AND SAMPLE: 

➢ Identification and classification of the topics raised by 
visitors regarding the location and their experience

➢ 800 online travel reviews published on TripAdvisor: 400 in 
Italian and 400 in English, starting from the first review 
published (2 May 2007) 

Bühren, R. van, Ascaniis, S. D., & Cantoni, L. (2018). Special issue on tourism, religious identity and 
cultural heritage. Church, Communication and Culture, 3(3), 195–198. 
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“It is as though everything is a piece of fine art!” 
(Betty L, 21.02.2013)

“rare and marvelous windows made in alabaster, 
astonishing colonnades made of marble” 
(Ondina_2011, 10.05.2013)

“we were especially impressed with the 
portraits of every pope” 
(rehavia6, 9.02.2013)
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“This is a wonderful place even if you are not religious” 
(M C, 6.08.2012)

“From the moments you set foot on the grounds, you are met with 
overwhelming beauty, art and spiritual inspiration.”
(scrapbookmarie, 29.09.2012) 
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“First and most importantly, it is the resting place of St. Paul. 
One may pray in front of his tomb” 
(twerner, 17.01.2013) 

“Rarely am I moved by a religious location or building, 
but this basilica was different. It was deeply moving” 
(lewisstruppi, 24.08.2012) 

“we loved […] the confessor waiting for penitents” 
(valuewise1, 3.04.2012)
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Secular knowledge in sacred spaces

https://www.inclusiveteaching.it/index.php/inclusiveteaching/article/view/464
https://www.unescochair.usi.ch/itinerant-interactive-exhibition-mortar-science-and-history-in-fragments








De Ascaniis, S., & Landone, C. (forthcoming). The dual identity of the Saint James way: ancient pilgrimage route and progenitor of the Council of Europe’s 
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From pilgrimage routes to cultural routes

https://www.unescochair.usi.ch/university-network-for-cultural-routes-2026-conference
https://www.unescochair.usi.ch/university-network-for-cultural-routes-2026-conference
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https://www.unescochair.usi.ch/university-network-for-cultural-routes-2026-conference
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On the web:

• The Way of Saint James 

• Agencia de Turismo de Galicia 

• Santiago de Compostela Turismo 

• European Federation of Saint James Way 

• Turespaña

• Spanish Federation of Associations of Friends of the Camino de 
Santiago

• Confraternity of Saint James (UK)

Focus on religious aspects

Focus on tourism aspects

https://www.coe.int/en/web/cultural-routes/by-theme


Providing a “space” for intangible religious heritage



Phygital: between physical and digital

Offline staging:
• Physical exhibition (clothings, perfumes, 

processional objects, documents, people)
• Book 
• Brochure 
• QR codes

Digitalization:
• Website (https://habitusfidei.art/) 
• Videos (drones and fish-eye videos) 
• 3D scanning of clothings 
• Digital exhibition 
• Immersive virtual reality
• Photo archive (Flickr)
• AI brother 

https://habitusfidei.art/
https://habitusfidei.art/habitus-video/
https://habitusfidei.art/habitus-video/
https://habitusfidei.art/habitus-video/
https://habitusfidei.art/gli-abiti/
https://habitusfidei.art/gli-abiti/
https://habitusfidei.art/gli-abiti/
https://habitusfidei.art/gli-abiti/
https://artsandculture.google.com/story/EAWxaXBJADInIw
https://artsandculture.google.com/story/EAWxaXBJADInIw
https://artsandculture.google.com/story/EAWxaXBJADInIw
https://artsandculture.google.com/story/EAWxaXBJADInIw
https://www.flickr.com/photos/193857153@N03/albums/72177720330553712






• Data included: 

• Self report survey (n=107)

• structured observations

• interaction transcripts

• Visitors who reported higher perceived anthropomorphism showed significantly greater trust in the agent. 
Higher perceived anthropomorphism was also associated with increased interest in the exhibition topic, 
better understanding, and higher self-reported learning. 

• Observations indicated that visitors engaged with the agent in socially oriented ways and remained attentive 
to its responses, while interactional constraints limited the experience for some users.

• The findings indicate that the contribution of ECAs to cultural heritage dissemination depends on visitors’ 
social perceptions and the trust established during interactions, highlighting the importance of relational and 
credible design for museum applications.

Stachel, C., Lorandi, M., De Ascaniis, S., & Cantoni, L. (forthcoming). Embodied Conversational Agents as Cultural Mediators: Social Perception and 
Education in Exhibitions. Museum Management and Curatorship. 

The AI brother
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