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With a landmark 1 billion tourists crossing 
international borders in 2012 alone, never 
before have so many travelled so widely, 
nor come into contact with such diverse 
expressions of spirituality, faith and culture. 

The interaction spurred by such encounters 
has the potential to evoke profound spiritual 
experiences and transformational spiritual 
growth. Moreover, the cultural exchange and 
dialogue evoked by spiritual tourism are the 
very cornerstones of mutual understanding, 
tolerance and respect, the fundamental 
building blocks of sustainability.

The responsible and sustainable use of natural 
and cultural assets in the development of 
spiritual tourism can create employment 
opportunities, generate income, alleviate 
poverty, curb rural flight migration, prompt 
product diversification, and nurture a sense of 
pride among communities and destinations.

Above all, attaining sustainability requires 
that the local traditions, spiritual values and 
rich cultural heritage of visited destinations 
are understood and respected, and that host 
communities can directly reap the benefits of 
tourism development. 

As a specialised agency of the United Nations 
charged with promoting responsible and 
sustainable tourism, UNWTO is fully committed 
to enhancing the positive impact of tourism 
development on people’s lives. 

Hand in hand with economic and 
environmental concerns, it is essential that 
the social and cultural dimensions of tourism 
– including spiritual tourism – receive ever 
more consideration from decision makers and 
business leaders. Only in this way can we 
hope to achieve a truly sustainable tourism 
sector the world over. 

  Why is “Spiritual Tourism” important?  



understanding and safeguarding 
spiritual, religious and cultural values 
and assets in the context of tourism;

the interpretation, development, 
management and promotion of 
spiritual tourism products; and

the socio-economic inclusion and 
empowerment of host communities, 
in particular of vulnerable groups, 
through spiritual tourism.
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Jointly organised with the Ministry of Culture and Tourism of the Socialist Republic of Viet Nam, the 
first ever UNWTO event on Spiritual Tourism for Sustainable Development will explore the ways in 
which living culture, traditions and beliefs can be integrated into tourism while respecting the four 
pillars of sustainability: environmental, economic, social and cultural.

With a view towards enhancing the positive effects of spiritual tourism on the economic and social 
advancement of communities and societies worldwide, in line with the principles of the UNWTO 
Global Code of Ethics for Tourism, the Conference will draw particular attention to: 

NGOs and Civil Society 

Spiritual Leaders

Academic Institutions

Dynamic meanings of spiritual tourism. From religious 
tourism to secular and new age spiritualism

Cultural exchange and responsible tourism. Strengthening 
human interaction through spiritual travel

Sustainability of spiritual tourism destinations. Inclusive 
development and responsible management

Spiritual tourism products and cultural routes. Matching 
destinations’ offer to existing and potential demand
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  About the International Conference

  Which are the target groups?
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For more information, please contact: ethics@unwto.org



  Examples of Good Practices in Spiritual Tourism 

The World Tourism Organization, a United Nations 
specialized agency, is the leading international organization 
with the decisive and central role in promoting the 
development of responsible, sustainable and universally 
accessible tourism. It serves as a global forum for tourism 
policy issues and a practical source of tourism know-how. 
Its membership includes 156 countries, 6 territories, 2 
permanent observers and over 400 Affiliate Members.

Capitán Haya 42, 28020 Madrid, Spain
Tel: (34) 91 567 81 00 / Fax: (34) 91 571 37 33 
omt@UNWTO.org / www.UNWTO.org

World Tourism Organization

The Patachitra artists of West Bengal, India, 
have used scroll paintings and accompanying 
songs to narrate stories – including tales of the 
Hindu deity Krishna – for generations. By 2004, 
however, this ancient tradition was all but lost, 
with only 8 artists remaining in the village of 
Pingla. Through the dedicated efforts of the 
local community and the social enterprise 
banglanatak.com, the Making Art for Livelihood 
project has helped to revive scroll painting and 
instigate responsible tourism development. 
Today, 65 families are involved in the art form, 
perpetuating the narrative transmission of 
sacred and secular tales to both national and 
international audiences, and thereby ensuring 
the continuity of this unique facet of their 
spiritual heritage.*  

In Bali, Indonesia, the annual Tri Hita Karana 
Tourism Awards honour tourism enterprises 
which incorporate principles in line with 
the Balinese community’s concept of Tri 
Hita Karana into their business practices. 
This life concept concerns accomplishing 
integral secular and spiritual unity through the 
harmonisation of the relationships between 
humans and God (parhyangan), between 
human beings themselves (pawongan), 
and between humanity and the environment 
(palemahan). Several businesses have 

received the prestigious award not only for 
their adherence to sustainable environmental 
practices, but also for their preservation of 
local values and contribution to the well-being 
of local communities. 

At Australlia’s Uluru – Kata Tjuta National 
Park, the Anangu Aboriginal community invites 
tourists to learn about their customs and 
spiritual values through walking tracks and 
a specially designed tourist centre. Taking 
travellers into the world of traditional Tjukurpa 
law, which guides the Anangu’s protection 
and management of the land, and seeking to 
communicate its meaning has helped to create 
greater visitor sensitivity to local traditions 
and beliefs. So too has this helped tourists 
understand why their responsible behavior is 
so critical to the survival of the National Park 
and the values of the Anangu people.*

*Source: UNWTO Study on Tourism and Intangible 

Cultural Heritage (2012)


