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Background: Tourism, with its individual (recreation and experience), economic, social, and
political functions, holds a multidimensional position in the development of societies and has always
been of interest to policymakers and researchers. In recent years, the role of tourism—especially in
the form of nature-based tourism and cultural interactions—has gone beyond its traditional benefits
and is now recognized as an effective intervention for promoting mental health and individual and
social well-being, becoming a central concern in sustainable development.

Aims: The present study aimed to systematically review the role of tourism in promoting mental
health and psychological well-being.

Methods: In this systematic review, research findings published between 2020 and 2025 were
examined by searching the databases SID, Magiran, Springer, Scopus, PubMed, ScienceDirect, and
Google Scholar using keywords such as tourism, travel, holidays, leisure, tourist, traveler, tour,
mental health, psychological well-being, well-being, quality of life, stress, anxiety, depression, mood,
happiness, life satisfaction, psychological effects, and psychological benefits. Ultimately, based on
inclusion and exclusion criteria, 30 articles were selected for the study, and their results were
categorized, summarized, and reported using Excel software.

Results: The findings of this systematic review indicate that tourism—especially nature-based
tourism and meaningful experiences—plays a significant role in enhancing mental health, reducing
depression, anxiety, and stress, and increasing happiness, life satisfaction, and the quality of social
relationships. These effects have been observed across different groups, including students, the
elderly, tourists, and local residents, and have been confirmed in various studies. Additionally,
tourism can reduce the risk of cognitive disorders in the elderly and is recommended as a preventive
and non-pharmacological intervention for improving individual and social health and well-being.
According to the evidence, the continuation and repetition of tourism activities, attention to the design
of meaningful experiences, as well as evidence-based policymaking and support for vulnerable
groups, are of particular importance for promoting mental health and sustainable development.
Conclusion: Based on the findings of this study, it can be concluded that tourism, as a comprehensive
and non-pharmacological intervention, has considerable potential to promote mental health and well-
being at both individual and societal levels. Tourism can effectively reduce negative psychological
symptoms and improve the quality of life for diverse populations. The evidence underscores the need
for policymakers and planners in the health and tourism sectors to develop evidence-based strategies,
facilitate universal access to tourism experiences, and design multidimensional programs to enhance
physical, psychological, and social well-being.
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Introduction

In recent decades, scientific approaches to human
health have shifted from a sole focus on
psychopathology and illness towards the promotion
of human strengths, virtues, and psychological
flourishing (Reynolds et al., 2022; Magomedova &
Fatima, 2025). Positive psychology, with its
emphasis on constructs such as happiness, life
satisfaction, hope, and resilience, plays a crucial role
in mental health and quality of life (Gautam et al.,
2024). However, the rising prevalence of mental
disorders and the decline in general well-being—
particularly following the COVID-19 pandemic—
have underscored the urgent need for innovative and
sustainable strategies to promote mental health,
positioning non-pharmacological interventions based
on positive life experiences, such as tourism, as
promising solutions (Menchury et al., 2022; Chen et
al., 2025).

The perspective on tourism and health initially
centered on physical aspects and the restoration of
bodily strength, but with advances in psychology and
the emergence of positive psychology, the
psychological and social dimensions of tourism have
gained increasing importance (Zhang et al., 2021;
Chua et al., 2025). Recent studies have demonstrated
that tourism experiences can significantly reduce
stress, anxiety, and depression while enhancing
positive emotions, life satisfaction, and social
interactions (Avilas-Torres et al., 2025; Baroi, 2024;
Spisel, 2021; Li et al., 2023). Moreover, tourism,
through creating social and cultural opportunities as
well as economic and political impacts, can directly
and indirectly contribute to improving quality of life
and overall societal well-being (Han et al., 2023; De
Souza & Shetty, 2024).

Despite encouraging evidence regarding the positive
effects of tourism on mental health, significant gaps
and ambiguities remain in understanding the precise
mechanisms underlying these effects. Many previous
studies have methodological limitations, and there
has been a lack of comprehensive reviews on recent
evidence, especially over the past five years—a
period marked by major changes in travel patterns
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and increased attention to mental health.
Accordingly, the present study aims to address these
gaps by conducting a systematic and critical review
of recent empirical and theoretical research on the
role of tourism in promoting mental health and well-
being, offering practical guidance for researchers and
policymakers.

Method

This study was conducted as a systematic review,
following international guidelines such as PRISMA,
with the aim of examining the evidence and
mechanisms related to the role of tourism in
promoting mental health and well-being. A
comprehensive and systematic search was performed
in reputable scientific databases using relevant
keywords covering a wide range of tourism and
mental health concepts for articles published between
2020 and 2025. Inclusion criteria required appropriate
research design, a focus on the relationship between
tourism and mental health, publication in peer-
reviewed scientific journals in Persian or English, and
access to the full text.

Studies that lacked a direct focus on the main topic,
full-text availability, sufficient methodological
quality, or were published in non-scientific journals
were excluded from the review. The study selection
process involved the initial identification of 250
articles, removal of duplicates, screening of titles and
abstracts, full-text assessment, and exclusion based
on entry and exit criteria, resulting in 30 eligible
articles for final analysis. The methodological quality
of the selected studies was independently assessed by
two researchers using standard checklists to control
for risk of bias.

Results

According to this systematic review, the included
studies were highly diverse in terms of methodology,
study populations, and measurement tools,
encompassing quantitative, qualitative, survey-based,
and econometric research. The main focus of most
studies was on the role of tourism, especially nature-
based tourism, in promoting mental health, well-
being, and quality of life. Empirical evidence
demonstrates  that interaction  with  nature
significantly reduces depression, anxiety, and stress
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while increasing happiness and life satisfaction
(Avilas-Torres et al., 2025; Buckley, 2020). These
effects have been observed across various groups,
including students, the elderly, and tourists (Baroi,
2024; Konstantopoulou et al., 2024; Tian et al., 2024).
Additionally, active participation of older adults in
tourism can effectively prevent cognitive disorders
and improve their quality of life (Li et al., 2023; Hou
et al., 2023). Tourism experiences are inherently
multidimensional, encompassing personal,
emotional, social, and spiritual aspects of well-being
(Camara et al.,, 2023; Bagheri et al., 2023). To
enhance satisfaction and loyalty among tourists, it is
essential to focus on positive psychology,
mindfulness, and meaning in the design of
destinations and programs. Tourism policy and
management should be evidence-based and address
the needs of various stakeholders (Chen et al., 2025;
Sun et al., 2023). Furthermore, the development of
tourism can have positive economic and social
outcomes, such as increased investment, agricultural
and energy development, and poverty reduction
(Khan et al., 2020). Some studies have also
highlighted the negative impact of factors such as
discrimination and pandemic-related concerns,
emphasizing the protective role of social participation
(Yang & Wang, 2020). Therefore, attention to social
support and the reduction of risk factors is important
in tourism policy-making.

Conclusion

The main objective of this study was to systematically
review the role of tourism in enhancing mental health
and psychological well-being. The results of this
review indicate that tourism—particularly nature-
based tourism—can serve as an effective non-
pharmacological intervention for reducing symptoms
of depression, anxiety, and stress, while improving
mood and positive emotions (Avilas-Torres et al.,
2025; Buckley, 2020). These findings are consistent
with positive psychology theories and the concept of
psychological  restoration,  highlighting  the
importance of integrating tourism into public health
policies. The reviewed studies also demonstrated that
travel experiences and recreational activities
significantly increase happiness, life satisfaction, and
psychological, social, and spiritual well-being across
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various groups, especially the elderly and students
(Baroi, 2024; Tian et al., 2024; Camara et al., 2023;
Bagheri et al., 2023). Moreover, active participation
of older adults in tourism plays a crucial role in
preventing cognitive disorders and promoting healthy
aging (Li et al., 2023; Hou et al., 2023). Tourism
experiences are inherently multidimensional, and
attention to their individual, social, and spiritual
facets can enhance tourist loyalty and satisfaction,
thereby contributing to sustainable tourism
development.

Overall, tourism has considerable potential to
improve mental health, quality of life, and sustainable
development at both individual and societal levels,
and can be considered a cost-effective and efficient
strategy for policymakers (Chen et al., 2025; Sun et
al., 2023). Nevertheless, it is essential to address
negative factors such as discrimination and
pandemic-related concerns, and to strengthen social
support mechanisms (Yang & Wang, 2020). It is
recommended that policymakers utilize empirical
evidence to implement targeted health-oriented and
nature-based tourism development programs and
facilitate access for vulnerable groups. Additionally,
future research employing longitudinal and robust
methodologies is advised to gain a deeper
understanding of the mechanisms underlying the
effects of tourism on mental health and well-being.
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