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Caminho de Santiago: Perspetivas através das lentes da autorregulação 

 

Resumo 

O crescente número de peregrinos no Caminho de Santiago tem levado a um maior interesse por parte de 

investigadores nesta temática. Contudo, é sentida uma carência de estudos na área psicológica. Esta investigação 

tem como objetivo compreender o processo que organiza a experiência dos peregrinos no Caminho de Santiago nas 

suas etapas: planificação, execução e avaliação, através do Modelo da Autorregulação. Foram analisadas 32 

entrevistas de peregrinos e os resultados revelaram um particular destaque ao interesse e valor da peregrinação, ao 

planeamento estratégico, às estratégias utilizadas, à monitorização metacognitiva, à autoavaliação e, por fim, à 

autossatisfação. Espera-se que o aumento do conhecimento sobre o processo possa contribuir para incrementar a 

qualidade desta peregrinação, ajudando peregrinos e organizadores de peregrinações. 

Palavras-chave:  Autorregulação, Caminho de Santiago, Peregrinação, Will and Skill 
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The Way of St. James: Perspectives on the Walk through the lens of Self-Regulation 
 

Abstract 

The growing number of pilgrims on the Way of St. James leads to a greater study interest by researchers. 

However, studies in the psychological domain are limited. Using the self-regulated learning framework, 

this research aims to understand the process of the Way of St. James stressing the three components: 

planning, execution and evaluation of the experience. The interviews of 32 pilgrims were analyzed, and 

the results show a particular emphasis on the interest and value of the pilgrimage, the strategic planning, 

the strategies used, the metacognitive monitoring, the self-assessment and, finally, self-satisfaction. 

Increasing knowledge of these complex process is expected to increase the quality of this pilgrimage by 

helping pilgrims and pilgrim organizers. 

Keywords:  Camino de Santiago, Pilgrimage, Self-regulation, Way of St. James, Will and Skill  
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The Way of St. James: Perspectives on The Walk Through the Lens of Self-Regulation 

Each year thousands of men and women from more than sixty countries (e.g., Japan, USA, 

Australia, Brazil, Germany) make a long journey by foot or by bicycle at least of 100 kilometers across 

northern Spain, following the medieval pilgrimage road known as the Camino de Santiago (also known as 

El Camino, The Way of St. James or Saint James’ Way). Their final destination is the Cathedral of Santiago 

de Compostela, where can be found the remains of the apostle James (Frey, 1998). To reach this goal, 

pilgrims walk about 20 to 40 kilometers per day for several consecutive days under temperatures that in 

winter can be of -4 °C and in summer can reach 45 °C. Achieving the final destination walking in these 

harsh weather conditions requires pilgrims’ motivation, but also, robust self-regulation skills. To the 

authors knowledge the psychological aspects of this pilgrimage process have been receiving limited 

attention by researchers (e.g., Amaro, Antunes, & Henriques, 2018); still, we believe that it would be 

helpful to understand the self-regulatory processes that occur prior, during and at the end of the path; 

this knowledge is expected to deep our comprehension on this pilgrimage process using psychological 

lens and hopefully help pilgrims and pilgrimage organizers on their journey. 

Pilgrimage 

Pilgrimage is probably as old as religion itself and is consequently the oldest type of tourism 

(Vázquez de la Torre, Naranjo, & Carranza, 2012). It is still a concept closely linked to religion so, 

according to the Document of the Holy See on ‘Pilgrimage of 2000’ (Rebic, 2002), a pilgrimage is defined  

as “a journey undertaken for religious reasons to a place that is considered sacred (locus sacre) for acting 

there in a special way God or other deities, to perform there certain religious acts, devotion and penance”. 

More recently, Fernandes (2018), referred that "more than a physical path, pilgrimage is a journey to the 

depths of our being, sacred space where we can rediscover who we are. It can be a path of solitude or 

community; (…) We learn to put in the backpack only what is essential for life” (p. 44).  

In the literature, there are as many definitions of “pilgrimage” as of pilgrims, but it is interesting 

to learn the root of the word that comes from Latin: peregrinus (pelegrinus in the Middle Ages), or per-

ager which means "to walk through the fields" or "beyond borders," invoking someone who comes from 

abroad. This sense was in vogue until the eleventh century: the peregrinus was someone who had no 

"city right". Later the word evolved to describe the journey to a sacred place, which may also be related 

to an inner and spiritual walk (Fernandes, 2018). 

Saint James’ Way: The Scenario  

The Way of St. James exists since 813 AD and the path leads to the tomb of St. James the Greater 

located in the furthest north-western corner of Europe at the Galician city of Santiago de Compostela. It 
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is one of the most important Christian pilgrimage centers since the Middle Ages along with Rome and 

Jerusalem. There are ten different pilgrimage routes to Santiago de Compostela, seven of which can be 

travelled by bicycle, on horseback or on foot, two by sea; and finally, “the inner route or interior pathway” 

representing the changes that every pilgrim is likely to experience along the Way. “The Saint James’ Way 

(…) is not just a pilgrimage route. (…) In fact, it is said that the Way brings you back to your roots.” 

(Pedrotti, 2012). This quote illustrates the reason why the tradition says that every route begins at home 

and ends at the Plaza del Obradoiro, where the Cathedral of Saint James is located (Pedrotti, 2012; 

Perrín, 2017). Another particularity is that the authorities at Santiago give a certificate, the Compostela, 

to those who have travelled at least 100 kilometers to Santiago on foot or by horse, or 200 kilometers by 

bicycle (Reader, 2007).  

Due to the importance and popularity of the Way of St. James, this topic merited the attention of 

researchers from various disciplines such as geography, anthropology, sociology, theology (Lois-González 

& Santos, 2015; Warfield & Hetherington, 2018) and medicine (Felkai, 2019).  

Why is walking the Way of St. James a unique experience? 

There are several features that may help explain the uniqueness of this pilgrimage. First, the 

importance of the Way of St. James over the last decades is an unquestionable fact (Frey, 1998; Tilson, 

2005; Gusmán, Lopez, Lois-González, & Santos, 2017). For example, for the last two decades, there has 

been a substantial growth in the number of pilgrims in the Way (Lois-González & Santos, 2015), from 

less than 3, 000 in 1987 to over 300, 000 in 2018 (Oficina de Acogida al Peregrino de Santiago de 

Compostela, 2018). Second, this pilgrimage is open with no restrictions of, for example, gender, 

nationality, social status or economic level. While walking the Way, there is no difference between a 

general manager and a blue-collar worker of the same office; they are all pilgrims, all walking the same 

path (Pedrotti, 2012; Damari & Mansfeld, 2016). Third, regarding the nature of the this pilgrimage, 

literature refers that the Way of St. James is not exclusively a religious path with deep significance to 

Catholics, but an experience that may be relevant for non-Catholics as well as for non-religious believers 

(Graham & Murray, 1997; Lois-González & Santos, 2015; Nilsson & Tesfahuney, 2016; Amaro et al., 

2018). Fourth, it’s unanimous that this pilgrimage challenges walkers in a physical, spiritual and a 

psychological way (Havard, 2017). Pedrotti (2012) found that pilgrims search for something undefined 

but reported as positive, invigorating and somehow revolutionary. The experience of the Way of St. James 

poses psychological challenges to pilgrims (e.g., setting goals, managing volition and emotion to attain 

goals) likely to merit the attention of researchers.  
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Pilgrimage and Self-Regulation  

The pilgrims have a common general goal: to reach the sanctuary. To attain goals in life, Winne 

(1997) refers that every person needs to self-regulate their behaviors. Self-regulation (SR) may be defined 

as efforts made to manage one's thoughts, emotions, and behaviors in the pursuit of long-term goals 

(Pina, Rosário, & Tejada, 2010). In this sense, we may say that pilgrims self-regulating their behaviors 

analyze the demands of the task, select the resources to face them and seek support whenever necessary 

to achieve their goals. What may help distinguishing effective from ineffective forms of SR is the quality 

and quantity of one's self-regulatory processes (Zimmerman, 2000). For this reason, it is crucial to 

understand how these processes are structurally interrelated and cyclically sustained. Zimmerman’s 

model of SR (2008) provides a relevant theoretical framework for this study (see Figure 1). Zimmerman's 

model of cyclical SR describes how individuals set goals, monitor their progress and reflect on their 

performance following an interactivity loop. Cyclic feedback from previous performance is used to make 

personal, behavioral, and contextual adjustments in subsequent performance; in other words, each of the 

phases is influenced by the one that immediately precedes, and influences the following (Zimmerman, 

2000). 

From a social cognitive perspective, self-regulatory processes and associated beliefs fall into three 

cyclical phases termed by Zimmerman (2000) as: forethought, performance or volitional control, and self-

reflection processes. According to this cyclical model, the forethought phase refers to the processes that 

precede the efforts to act and prepare the next, that is the execution of the task. There are two linked 

categories of forethought: (1) task analysis and (2) self-motivational beliefs (Zimmerman, 2000). Task 

analysis involves the a) setting of goals and b) strategic planning which refer to select or create methods 

that are appropriate for the task and its setting (Zimmerman & Campillo, 2003). In this phase there are 

also several associated self-motivational beliefs: a) self-efficacy, which refers to personal beliefs about 

having the means to learn or perform effectively (Bandura, 1997), b) outcome expectations, which refer 

to beliefs about the ultimate ends of performance (Bandura, 1997), c) task interest/value, refers to 

consider the task important and d) goal orientation that stresses whether the focus is on the process or 

in the product (i.e. output). Forethought phase influences the performance phase that integrates the 

processes that occur during task execution, subsuming (1) self-control and (2) self-observation 

(Zimmerman, 2000). Self-control processes, such as a) self-instruction, b) imagery, c) attention focusing, 

and d) task strategies, help learners and performers to focus on the task and optimize their effort. Self-

observation refers to a person's tracking of specific aspects of their own performance, the conditions that 

surround it, and the effects produced (Zimmerman & Paulsen, 1995). Performance phase influences self-
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reflection phase, encompassing the processes that occur in the end of the action: (1) self- judgment and 

(2) self-reaction. Self-judgment involves a) self-evaluating one's performance based on a criterion (i.e., 

standards, past performance) and b) attributing causal significance to the results that are linked closely 

to two key forms of self-reactions: i) self-satisfaction and ii) adaptive reactions. In fact, when facing 

outputs, too improve results individuals can make adjustments to their behavior or rather display 

defensive reactions and avoid making any changes (Zimmerman, 2000). 

 

 

Figure 1. Phases and subprocesses of self-regulation (Zimmerman, 2008, p. 178).  

 

Understanding the structure and functioning of this cycle of phases and subprocesses of SR 

(Zimmerman, 2008) is fundamental to the definition of the role of pilgrims and to the assignment of their 

active role in the process. Self-regulatory processes integrate the concepts of motivation and cognition, 

emphasizing their interrelation. This idea is expressed in the literature as Will & Skill (motivation and 

competence), understood as the two faces of the same coin (Pintrich & Schunk, 2002; Zimmerman, 

2000). McCombs and Marzano (1990) defined will as an “‘self-actualized’ state of motivation, an internal 
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self-generated desire resulting in an intentional choice that is a) based on self-system awareness and 

values, b) motivated by personal self-development and self-determination goal, and c) integrally related 

to affect and mood.” (p. 52). These authors also defined skill in the domain of self-regulation as an 

acquired cognitive or metacognitive competency that develops with training and/or practice and effort. 

Pilgrims must realize that they are creative agents, responsible for and capable of achieving the goals. 

This will component is needed to enhance self-regulation, but it is not enough. Pilgrims, need, despite 

will, the skill to attain self-set goals (McCombs & Marzano, 1990). 

Purpose of the Study  

Despite limited, prior research on the Way of Saint James has been focused on one side of the 

coin (will) (e.g., Amaro et al., 2018); the current study aims to explore the whole process of self-regulation 

during the pilgrimage by examining the will and skill facets of self-regulation. Extant research is focused 

on trying to understand the motivation that leads the pilgrim to pilgrimage (e.g., Amaro et al., 2018), the 

analysis of the pilgrims experience against that of tourists (e.g., Lois-González & Santos, 2015), and, 

lastly, Damari and Mansfeld (2016) investigated several types of pilgrims (ranging from traditional pilgrims 

to ‘post-postmodern’ ones) in order to get an understanding of their shared experiences. Still, there is 

limited information linking the concept of pilgrimage to the psychological area (Warfield & Hetherington, 

2018). Furthermore, previous research under the self-regulation framework has been mostly focused on 

the educational area such as the application of this theory to schools and universities (Rosário et al., 

2018; Rosário, Fuentes, Beuchat, & Ramaciotti, 2016; Zimmerman, 2002); and to our knowledge there 

is no research on pilgrimage grounded on a psychological framework to understand this phenomenon. 

This study addresses this gap in the literature by analyzing the experience of pilgrims on the Way of St. 

James using a SR framework. 

Our purpose is to understand the process of pilgrimage on the Way of St. James in their three 

stages: preparation, execution and finalization. These three phases were analyzed against the three 

cyclical phases of the SR model. The following research questions were grounded on the latter (i.e. 

forethought, performance, and self-reflection) and guided the current study:  

1. How pilgrims of The Way of St. James prepare themselves for this journey? 

2. What leads people to remain moving on to reach their goal? 

3. How pilgrims evaluate their journey? 
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Method 

Participants 

The present study is part of a larger investigation about the perspectives of pilgrims and people 

who were responsible to assist these pilgrims on the Way of St. James. Given the purposes of the current 

study only pilgrims data were analyzed. Initially, the sample consisted of 37 participants but three were 

excluded from the study for not having traveled at least 100 kilometers (minimum to receive the 

Compostela certificate; see Reader, 2007) and two for not having reported their personal experience as 

pilgrims but as pilgrimage organizers. In this way, the final sample comprised 32 individuals, who travelled 

at least 100 kilometers, beginning at distinct starting point (e.g., Porto, Valença, Sarria). All pilgrims made 

the pilgrimage by foot at least once in their(s) pilgrimages and all made the pilgrimage at least once in a 

group. At the time of the interview, pilgrims had completed the pilgrimage at different years/months ago 

(e.g., two years ago, three months ago). The average number of times pilgrims had walked the Way of St. 

James was 2.41, ranging from once to 12 times. The pilgrims were portuguese and aged between 16 

and 52 years (M = 32.03, DP = 10.00) and from this pool, 21 were women (65.6%). Regarding their 

education, 71.9% participants had at least a bachelor degree and 25.0% were students.  

Data Collection 

Considering the qualitative nature of the goals of this investigation, data was collected using a 

semi-structured interview. The interviewer met the interviewee at the time and location of the latter's 

convenience as in the facilities of a University in the north of Portugal in a quiet room. The interviewer 

informed participants on the steps of the interview and all filled in the informed consent, in accordance 

with the Declaration of Helsinki. Confidentiality issues were also addressed as well as the possibility to 

give up in any time of the interview.  

A semi-structured interview with a set of socio-demographic and five open questions was 

conducted in order to collect data and answer our research questions. The first part of the interview 

provided information about the gender, age, education, occupation, as well as information regarding how 

many times, if any they had completed this pilgrimage.  

How was the preparation (physical, spiritual, psychological, logistics) to take the journey? 

What strategies/guidelines have you followed in your preparation for this pilgrimage? 

What does help you going through the Way of St. James?   

Tell me about a situation that has been very positive for you during the journey. 

Tell me about a situation that has been very negative for you during the journey. 
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Data Analysis 

Participants’ answers were transcribed verbatim to digital format for later coding, and the analysis 

was performed with the assistance of the software NVivo. A thematic analysis was carried out following 

the steps indicated by Braun and Clarke (2006). The answers were coded based on a codebook purposely 

adapted for this study. This codebook was built following a deductive process at a semantic level (Braun 

& Clarke, 2006). Themes (i.e., Forethought Phase, Performance Phase, Self-Reflection Phase), 

subthemes (e.g., Task Analysis, Self-observation, Self-Judgment) and sub-sub-themes (e.g., Strategic 

Planning, Task strategies, Self-evaluation) were based on the model by Zimmerman (2008).  

The criterion used to identify the themes was the frequency of participants that mentioned certain 

ideas related to the various themes. Categories were reported using Consensual Qualitative Research 

(CQR) analysis following the criteria by Hill et al. (2005, p. 12), using labels of general and typical 

outcomes. A general outcome means the theme is present in responses from 31 (96.9%) or 32 (100%) 

participants. A typical outcome means the theme emerged in responses from at least 16 (50.0%) but no 

more than 30 (93.8%) out of the 32 participants. Our goal was to found patterns among pilgrims’ 

speeches, so variant outcomes (between 2 and 15 cases) and rare categories (2 or 3 cases) were not 

reported. In sum, the themes and subthemes described in the results section are those that were 

mentioned by at least half of the participants. 

Two researchers with experience in self-regulation coded the transcripts independently. 

Afterwards, both met to discuss any discrepancies found in the coding process and reach an agreement 

(e.g., one researcher coded “It was not stop to eat, it was stop to pray (…). It helped a lot to calm down.” 

(P11) as Task Strategies and the other one did not). Researchers reread all transcripts following the 

common codification process to check all the coded material for a final time (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

Finally, Cohen’s κ coefficient showed an interrater agreement of 0.87, which is considered “almost 

perfect” according to Landis and Koch (1977, p. 165).  

Results 

Interviews provided data that helped researchers answer the research questions grounded on the 

three phases of the self-regulatory process: forethought phase, performance phase, and self-reflection 

phase. A summary of the themes, including descriptions and exemplar quotes from the participants 

interviews, is provided below. 

Theme 1: Forethought Phase | How pilgrims of The Way of St. James prepare themselves 

for this journey?  
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The pilgrims walking the Way of St. James reported their preparatory processes prior to engage 

in the pilgrimage, and two themes were identified in their answers: task interest/value and strategic 

planning. The majority of pilgrims stressed the interest and value of the pilgrimage: “When I was invited 

it was something I had been looking forward to for years and I had never done it before” (P17). 

Participants reported the idea of travelling The Way of St. James as an old and dreamed wish, and they 

just needed the occasion to do it. The following quotation illustrates this idea “I was totally thrilled, I felt 

an immense urge to take the path. I already knew what to expect, and I was truly needing it.” (P39) which 

shows that even those who had already done the journey previously, felt a strong desire and a renewed 

interest in repeating the experience. 

While describing the type of preparation they had done, aspects were stressed as follows. Some 

pilgrims (n =19) reported their low engagement while preparing their journey focusing particular aspects. 

Their explanations addressed distinct aspects of preparation such as the physical “I think it is not a 

physical preparation that is required.” (P38), the psychological, “I didn't know that the path was 

psychologically demanding.” (P21), or the spiritual aspect, “I didn't need to prepare myself spiritually.” 

(P6). 

About half of the pilgrims mentioned have done a general preparation such as searching the 

internet for what they needed to take in the journey, what precautions they should take before leaving or 

during and after the walk, getting advice from other pilgrims who had already made the way, exploring 

hostels along the way, strategic stopping points and shopping, among other behaviors to collect general 

information instrumental for the journey. Some of those pilgrims reported having only focused their 

physical preparation (n =13) (e.g., walking for long distances a few weeks before the pilgrimage) not 

mentioning any preparation of a distinct nature (e.g., psychological or spiritual). Finally, other pilgrims 

focused their preparation report on logistics (n =13); these participants mentioned aspects such as 

packing, collecting detailed information on what materials they should take in the bag pack, on the 

number of kilometers to walk each day or their efforts to look for hostel locations or spots to pause and 

rest.  

Theme 2: Performance Phase | What leads people to remain moving on to reach their goal?  

When pilgrims spoke about their experience along the way, almost all of them reported behaviors 

that could be understood under the label of self-controlling strategies. For example, pilgrims mentioned 

strategies that helped them throughout the path and allowed to reach the Santiago cathedral (the ultimate 

goal), such as being in a group of pilgrims: "[In general, it helped] the people around me (P13)", "The 

others… helped a lot!" (P17); keeping the group of fellow travelers with high spirits: "the strategy is 
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basically this, we always try to keep the group animated." (P18); praying and reflecting: "and it was not 

a stop to eat, it was stop to pray, to say our prayers. It helped a lot to calm down". (P11), "’never miss 

the moments of reflection’, we always said to each other." (P22); trying to keep the step at the right pace: 

“as walking strategies we tried not to stop too long.” (P3), getting up early to start the way with a cooler 

weather: "leave [the hostels] too early to avoid the highest heat hours." (P3); being focused on the 

following and on the final goal: "[it helps] set a goal and every day just think about reaching it." (P1); 

having the goals clearly outlined in your head: "we had to try to get out on time, arrive on time, and 

organize our time to achieve that." (P1).  

Participants reported that these strategies were fundamental so that the experience of the path 

would not be “just walking”, but rather an opportunity to take advantage of other dimensions of the 

experience of the pilgrimage, such as: the partnership of the pilgrim group, the beautiful landscape, the 

inner growth, and thus to have a more complete experience of the Way of St. James. 

Moreover, several pilgrims mentioned to have engaged in brief on-task reflections focused on 

what they were experiencing. For example, reflections on the challenges and instantaneous needs that 

they had along the Way, the opportunity to be in silent and to be available to reflect on the distinct 

challenges of the experience such as physical or logistics ones. To cope with the challenges of the tasks 

at hand, pilgrims displayed metacognitive monitoring: “If we’re going at this rate, I can do it today, but I 

can't do it tomorrow, I can't keep this mentality of fast-moving for a long time, I have to go comfortable.” 

(P11). Another pilgrim reported a mental exercise used to help him accomplish everyday goals. The focus 

of the exercise was on reflecting on the impact of his actions at every moment: “On this day, where could 

I have improved, when did I help others, when was I a real pilgrim?” (P22). 

Theme 3: Self-reflection Phase | How pilgrims evaluate their journey? 

 Concerning the efforts made to evaluate the experience, all pilgrims made comments and 

considerations, showing self-reflection about their pilgrimage. Participants stressed the importance of the 

group to help them complete the path “above all, I think it [the group] helps the person or people with 

whom we walk the Way” (P1).  

Several participants said that despite walking the St. James Way is a personal journey, the peers 

play an important role for them to achieve proximal and the final goal: "The motivation and joy we can 

get with the people who walk with us is essential because, this joy, this desire to arrive, to share all the 

things of the Way, I think it is a great motivation." (P1). The role of the pilgrim group was mentioned to 

be of a various nature: help balance the difficulties and challenges throughout the path; encourage each 

other to keep in the track and avoid giving up by using support messages: "[we were saying to each other] 
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look, there is little time left" (P210); talking to each other to distract from the suffering and pain resulting 

from the journey: "if we talk to someone else, it is better" (P30) or even by making silence at the right 

time. Participants also noted the importance of engaging on a spiritual and psychological preparation, 

indicating that these modes of preparation served as a shield to the physical challenges they faced along 

the way: "if I had done this spiritual preparation I would still have started this journey more strong " (P1), 

“I think, therefore, it is not a matter of physical preparation or whatever, I think it is really a mental matter 

(…) what we are or are not able to do mentally (…) and I think this is the greatest help to get there, the 

greatest thing we need to make the Way to Santiago: having in mind, what I want to achieve regardless 

of all…” (P38).  Most pilgrims expressed surprised at how resilient they had been even though their 

physically harsh experience on the pilgrimage: "the first day was something I don't even know how we 

could do it, but then we learn we did it, our legs hurt, our feet hurt, but we got it!" (P14), and another “I 

was a bit amazed with my resilience." (P22). 

While analyzing their experience, pilgrims reported to have changed as a person in result of their 

experience during the Way: “I have become a different person and feel even stronger as an individual 

person (P22); they also stressed the inward nature of this process “It is very important, because in terms 

of inner strength there is a rediscovery of ourselves” (P23).  

Several answers of the pilgrims were identified as belonging to the sub-theme self-

satisfaction/affect. Participants mentioned that the experience of the St. James journey had been very 

positive; moreover, they also referred that even the negative aspects were turned into positive ones. The 

physical limitations or the lack of comfort were mentioned as examples by participants, “the pain in the 

legs and on the foot is positive because not everything in life is perfect and we suffer, so I think it’s good 

to have a lit bit of that pain in this context.” (P28). However, many pilgrims stressed the physical pain 

they felt along the journey as uncomfortable and as a source of disaffection. Finally, the interest and 

willingness to repeat the experience was shared by all pilgrims: “I always say, next year I'm here again, 

God willing!” (P2).  

Discussion 

Prior research about the Way of St. James had mainly focused on pilgrims’ motivations (Lois-

González & Santos, 2015; Amaro et al., 2018) and on differences between pilgrims and tourists (Cazaux, 

2011; Lois-González & Santos, 2015). There is lack of literature about the process of the Way of St. 

James stressing the three components: planning, execution and evaluation of the journey. To the authors’ 

knowledge, the current study was the first to explore these three phases of the Way of St. James. Thus, 
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this study adds to the literature by examining the perspectives of pilgrims about the preparation, the 

execution and the evaluation of the pilgrimage.  

All pilgrims mentioned to value the pilgrimage experience by itself and some reported that walk 

the Way as “an old dream”. These findings are consistent with the literature on SR stressing the relevance 

of considering a task for its intrinsic properties rather than of its instrumental qualities (Deci & Ryan, 

1985; Lepper & Hodell, 1989). Current data is also consistent with most studies about pilgrimage 

showing a revived interest in the pilgrimage experience and the steady growth of pilgrims (Reader, 2007; 

Schnell & Pali, 2013; Shinde, 2007), namely those walking the Way of St. James (Nilsson & Tesfahuney, 

2016). Still, and interestingly only some participants reported to have engaged in a strategical preparation 

plan. Despite Havard (2007) alert that “a lack of preparedness can lead to discomfort, injury and even 

the premature termination of a pilgrimage” (p. 9), pilgrims whose answers did not indicate displaying 

efforts to plan the pilgrimage in detail, tend not to reveal any kind of regret.  

The reasons that may help explain the lack of preparation of the current pilgrimage are threefold 

as follows. For example, Yates (2013) suggests that pilgrims may be over confident to meet the challenges 

of the journey because they rely on the aggressive and sophisticated marketing campaigns offering 

equipment to meet physical challenges of pilgrimage. Another aspect that may help explain this finding 

is related to the fact that participants did their pilgrimage in a group. These pilgrims might have 

underestimated the importance of the forethought phase because they were relying on the organizers of 

the pilgrimage, that would take care of the planning for them. In fact, when traveling in a group, one or 

two organizers are responsible for the preparatory phase, setting a plan which is likely to include, for 

example, best routes and detailed maps, reservations of accommodations for each night, timetables and 

spots to rest and restaurants to have meals. This pack of information is presented to pilgrims and may 

discourage their efforts to prepare the walking journey. This is consistent with the fact that the majority 

of participants mentioned to have made general planning actions by looking on internet for general tips 

and suggestions on things to pack. In addition, our participants reported to have experience of the St. 

James Way; in fact, the average number of times they did the Way was 2,41. Pilgrims with a vast 

experience may devalue preparation of the following pilgrimages. Participants may rely on their experience 

developing a sense of self-efficacy that could prevent further planning. Literature indicates that previous 

experience of success leads people to believe in their ability to perform a similar task in the future 

(Zimmerman, 2000).  

Globally, pilgrims reported behaviors indicate a lack of agency focused on the preparation of the 

journey. Effective planning involves selecting strategies that are appropriate for a particular task and 
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setting (Zimmerman & Cleary, 2009); however, some answers of our pool indicated purposive personal 

efforts and actions directed at displaying pilgrims’ skills to attain their self-goals (see Zimmerman, 2000). 

These findings related to lack of personal agency to set effective plans may call the attention of 

researchers and of the organizers of pilgrimages to the need of promoting pilgrims’ personal agency and 

engagement on the first phase of the SR process. 

Regarding the experience of the path itself, many pilgrims mentioned behaviors and sequences 

of activities purposely displayed to attain goals (Zimmerman & Rocha, 1987). Moreover, pilgrims answers 

also evidenced the use of metacognitive monitoring to improve their performance. Metacognitive 

monitoring refers to a person’s mental tracking which involves aspects of their own performance, 

conditions that surround it, and effects that it produces (Zimmerman & Paulsen, 1995). Our findings are 

consistent with the work by Zimmerman and Cleary (2009), positing that robust metacognitive monitoring 

facilitates the adoption of strategies responsive to the on-going challenges. Moreover, as Pressley, 

Woloshyn and Associates (1995) alert, appropriate strategies enhance performance by aiding cognition, 

controlling affect, and directing motoric execution. Pilgrims mentioned an array of strategies varying in 

nature and frequency of use to cope with the challenges of the pilgrimage (e.g., waking up early, drinking 

plenty of fluids, wearing comfortable clothing, and praying in silent). This diversity of task strategies to 

cope with similar challenges is consistent with literature posing that no self-regulatory strategy will work 

equally well for all persons (Zimmerman, 2000). Finally, after answering the questions regarding 

preparation and execution, pilgrims mentioned their efforts to evaluate the pilgrimage. Participants 

answers are consistent with self-evaluation strategies in the sense that their reports compared the actual 

outputs of the experience with the goal set (Zimmerman, 2000).  

While addressing the final phase of the SR process, participants referred to have learned skills 

that they were not aware of. Weinstein, Acee, and Jung (2011) define skills as knowledge about something 

and knowing how to use strategies and other thinking skills including knowing about the performance 

demands of different types of tasks; for example, knowing about one’s own personal strengths and 

weaknesses. Participants mentioned to have improved their social skills: “What have I improved? My 

relationships with others” (P21); their cognitive skills: “I found out things about myself that I never thought 

to find, so it was a way of truly meeting myself” (P29); or their physical skills: “I thought I couldn't make 

it; I had to stop, but eventually I did it.” (P30). These positive self-evaluations were likely to lead pilgrims 

to feel efficacious and motivated to continue to work actively because of their trust on their capability to 

make further progress and attain goals (Schunk, 1991). The latter may also help justify why the majority 

of the pilgrims in our study did the pilgrimage more than once. 
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Prior research indicates that self-evaluative moments may have a more powerful effect on 

activities that are highly valued by individuals (Simon, 1979). After a self-reflection period, most of the 

pilgrims mentioned to have changed as a person. The literature corroborates this idea. For example, 

Slavin (2003) says “such journeys, like the Camino (…) subtly change the person who makes them” (p. 

14); and Collins-Kreiner (2010) defends that pilgrims are “motivated to undergo an experience which will 

add more meaning to their lives” (p. 446). Nilsson and Tesfahuney (2016) explain that the idea of a 

renewal self may occur because the experience of holy places, in this case the Way of St. James, promotes 

the people touches inner-self and instigates the existential meaning.  

The relevant role of the group in helping pilgrims attain their final goal was shared by participants. 

Participants expressed the instrumentality of this mode of walking the Way (group) as a task strategy, but 

also reported satisfaction related to the positive impact of being in a group on their performance along 

the Way. This finding is consistent with literature stating that be enrolled in a group sharing interests, 

values, and emotions and setting common goals is likely to influence and foster the completion of the 

task (Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004; Elffers, Oort, & Karsten, 2012). Moreover, the “pilgrimage 

community” is said to provide solidarity, shelter, and a feeling of brotherhood among the pilgrims, and 

plays a central and supportive role in the whole experience (Damari & Mansfeld, 2016; Turner & Turner, 

1978).  

Interestingly, despite the relevance of the group for participants and the help provided in 

sustaining ones’ behaviors towards the self-set goals, participants stressed the personal and agent role 

of each of the travelers as a hallmark of this pilgrim experience “The path is always travelled only by us, 

but we are never alone” (P22). For example, participants mentioned reflections on their metacognitive 

efforts to elaborate on their dissatisfaction (e.g., back pain, walking wet under a rain shower) changing 

discomfort into a positive learning experience. These inner reflections were reported to be personal and 

intimate as outcomes of personal agency (McCombs & Marzano, 1990). Participants did not associate 

personal reflections as products of shared conclusions for the whole group. 

Another topic of interest that draw attention is the number of students doing the Way of St. James. 

Twenty-five per cent of the participants were students, and all of them enrolled in a pilgrimage organized 

by the school. Despite anecdotal and in need of further confirmation, we were informed by the managers 

of hostels for pilgrims that the number of pilgrimages organized by schools during summer is growing. 

Some schools are providing opportunities for students to develop skills while doing a demanding journey 

(Beeman, 2017; Bernay, 2019; Havard, 2017). Teachers and school administrators could consider this 

pilgrimage as an opportunity to work SR strategies in class and promote the transfer of this strategic 
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knowledge to the challenges students are likely to face of the Way; and vice versa, promote the transfer 

of the lessons learned along the way to their school work.  

Despite the strengths of the current study, some limitations should be acknowledged. The lack 

of knowledge about some topics: the starting point of every participant would have helped to compare 

longer distances, the time of the year they had travelled, how many kilometers they had done in one day 

and the fact of pilgrims making the way divided in different times. Future studies may consider these 

variables, specially this last one in order to compare this experience with pilgrims that make the pilgrimage 

at once, since they walk less days in a row. Other interesting variables such as perseverance in the whole 

experience, altruism and transference of what pilgrims learned to other fields of daily life could be 

interesting to study once that were ideas highlighted for these participants. 

In sum, the current study provides valuable information which may help deepen our 

understanding of these three phases and of the pilgrimage of the Way of St. James itself. Furthermore, 

findings are expected to inform pilgrims and pilgrimage organizers’ practices and, hopefully, improve the 

quality of pilgrimage. 
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