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The modern concept of tourism arises from the
traditions of wealthy nobles in the 17" century
Europe. Following this, advancements in technology
and sociopolitical changes allowed leisure travel to be
practised more widely, and it has since grown into a
multi-billion-euro industry, with millions of people
from every background travelling around the world
each year. Leisure travel has significant economic and
cultural implications as a result. COVID-19 arguably
represented the biggest disruption to travel in history,
and the resultant lockdowns and travel restrictions
have been associated with the adverse effects on
physical and mental health. Whilst the effects of
political responses to COVID-19 on health outcomes
is a complex area of ongoing study, it has exposed a
significant lack of insight into the benefits of travel
for mental health. This commentary will explore
how the mental health benefits of travel, such as
providing hope and enriching experiences, provide a
unique opportunity for developing innovative clinical

interventions.

There is a paucity of studies exploring the effects of
travel on mental health. A recent article proposed
the need for an integrated subspecialty of travel
psychiatry to address this area.' The authors explored
the challenges and risks of travel from a mental
health perspective and considered how travel-related
stress could precipitate acute decompensation of pre-
existing mental illness or provoke the first clinical
presentation of mental illness in an unfamiliar
environment. The authors suggested actions to
mitigate the potential hazards of travel for patients
with mental illnesses and also highlighted the lack of

research exploring the potential benefit of travel for
mental health.'

Early studies have shown encouraging results. Pols and
Kroon investigated the effect of holidays on patients
with chronic mental illness.” Specific arrangements
involving a specialist agency with accompanying
psychiatric nurses facilitated a safe and positive
travel experience for the patients. Participation in
a holiday promoted psychiatric rehabilitation by
enabling socialisation and relationship reinforcement
behaviours such as sending postcards; this enriched
self-esteem by providing unique and novel
experiences. The patients also reported that the
sense of adventure accompanying the holiday was a
refreshing and rejuvenating experience that taught
them new skills and provided them with a sense
of hope and excitement for the future.” Hope has
been shown to be an important factor in building
resilience, countering the effects of adverse factors
such as anxiety and stress, whilst promoting positive
outcomes such as post-traumatic recovery and well-

being.’

Travel may therefore, have significant positive

effects on mental health. If sufficient research
demonstrates this, travel could become a novel
clinical intervention. Indeed, studies are beginning
to highlight specific populations who may benefit
from a travel prescription. For example, among
members of the United Kingdom Armed Forces,
the travel component of rest and recuperation leave
from operational deployment was identified as a
component contributing to improved mental health

4 .o
outcomes.” The use of travel as a means of gaining
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respite can be extended beyond the military setting.
Indeed, there is a growing population of individuals
acting as primary carers for members of their family
who are undergoing palliative care or suffering from
chronic, debilitating illnesses. Research is focusing on
developing strategies to promote the mental health
of these individuals, and it would be interesting to
explore the efficacy of travel interventions in this
context. Business leisure travel is also a growing field
and illustrates how a travel prescription could be

useful for broader populations.’

Elderly people may also benefit from travel.
Restorative activities such as travel have been shown
to improve concentration, cognitive functioning and
overall wellbeing.® Jansen and von Sadovszky used
qualitative methods of content analysis to explore
how travel, as well as nature-based activities, physical
exercise and social events, could have potential utility
in optimising the daily functioning of frail elderly
patients.” Future studies should use quantitative
methodology to objectively and precisely characterise
this effect. In a separate study, Wen et al, reviewed the
literature to explore how leisure travel could represent
a novel adjunctive non-pharmacological treatment
for patients with dementia.” They proposed that the
therapeutic benefit of travel may in part be mediated
by positive psychology factors such as promoting hope

and happiness.’

Travel also offers indirect benefits for mental
health that are mediated by associated activities.
For example, immersion in natural environments
is understood to have beneficial effects on mental
health and nature tourism has been recognised as
a potentially useful public health intervention.

Similarly, travel-associated physical activities, such as
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hiking and swimming, have beneficial effects on both
mental and physical health. Furthermore, the concept
of digital-free tourism is an emerging area of interest
wherein travellers abstain from using digital devices;
this is thought to enhance wellbeing, though research
is still investigating how this affects patients.® Travel
affords greater opportunities for people to participate
in these activities. As such, as well as being a tool of
health intervention, travel may be seen as a tool of

health promotion.

The mental health benefits of international travel have
been a neglected subject in the medical literature.”
We recommend multi-disciplinary approaches to
original research to determine the effects of travel on
protective psychological factors, including hope and
resilience; its therapeutic effects on specific mental
illnesses; identifying patient cohorts who could
benefit from a psychological travel prescription; and
characterising the determinants of any therapeutic

effect to optimise outcomes.

In conclusion, there is emerging interest in exploring
the therapeutic potential of leisure travel. Early
studies have found that travel facilitates psychiatric
rehabilitation and increased self-esteem by providing
novel and exciting experiences. Moreover, studies
have shown that travel can enhance psychological
wellbeing in a military setting, whilst it also enables
participation in numerous activities which have
intrinsic benefit for mental health. In addition to
exploring the benefits of leisure travel for mental
health, should the

determinants of this putative effect. This could

future research investigate
ultimately facilitate the development of a so-
called travel prescription to optimise psychological

wellbeing.
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