
T he power of vacations and their role in shaping how people see them-
selves is evident in the ways individuals play with identity during 
their time off. When attending the Sturgis Motorcycle Rally held ev-

ery year in South Dakota, for example, one may temporarily become a 
motorcycle biker, whether he or she is one the rest of the year or not. At 
Calgary’s annual Stampede, visitors can wear cowboy boots and hats and 
participate in the rodeo. At fantasy camps, adults can pay to temporarily 
become a rock star, a New York Yankee, a figure skater, a race car driver, 
or a television star, among many others. Trends in the travel industry that 
emphasize playing up or leaving behind particular role requirements from 
everyday life similarly illustrate the appeal of vacations for voluntary 
identity changes. “Mancations” offer all-male bonding trips that can in-
clude poker, extreme sports, and golf. “Momcations” appeal to women to 
leave behind their children and husbands and relax with other mothers.1

These ideas are also reflected in popular media that depict vacations as 
a time to bond with family, learn something new, fall in love, or just relax 
and let loose. The family vacation as bonding experience is caricatured 
perhaps most popularly in National Lampoon’s Vacation as Chevy Chase at-
tempts to keep his family together and happy during a cross-country road 
trip to a theme park. In Dirty Dancing the diligent and naive main charac-
ter Baby learns to loosen up a little and fall in love with a man from a lower 
socioeconomic status at a family resort in the Catskills, while in Forgetting 
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Sarah Marshall a man travels to a Hawaiian resort to forget about his ex-
girlfriend. In The Hangover a group of men party to such excess in Las Ve-
gas that they completely forget what happened to them the night before.

There is great range in the types of vacations that people enjoy: a week 
at the beach with the family, a trip to Disney World, a whirlwind European 
tour, hiking in a national park, a relaxing weekend at a spa, golfing, a road 
trip, camping, and so on. The list is as long as peoples’ imaginations make 
it. The possibilities extend to the limits of interest and ability. Vacations 
signal class and economic standing, and they also reveal aspirations and 
goals. In this distinct time, set apart from the demands of everyday life, 
vacations reveal what people choose to do, rather than what they must 
do.2 They are opportunities for self-definition. Asking people about their 
ideal vacation experience is illustrative of the range of activities and de-
sires that people undertake.3 Some wishes seem to be unusual and sub-
stantial changes from everyday life. Others are more mundane, capturing 
a desire to expand some existing element of the self, work on relation-
ships, or just relax a bit:

Okay, no kids. First of all, no kids. I mean, maybe if they were 
older, it would be different. Someplace away, like far enough away. 
It doesn’t have to be on a plane but away. At least an hour away. So 
I don’t feel like I’m at home. Away, warm, nothing to do. (Jamie, 
midthirties, married, teacher, and graduate student)

Um, I want to travel. I want to see everything. Europe. I want to go 
to South America. Just go as far as possible and just see things, 
experience them. Doesn’t everyone? [Laughs.] (Selena, late twen-
ties, single, graduate student)

Ha! We’d live with the great-grandkids. We’d go where the great-
grandchildren are. (George, late sixties, married, retired)

Generally, for me it depends on what happens in my everyday life. 
If it’s very stressful, which it has been in the last few years, then 
my idea of vacation is somewhere in the woods, far away from 
civilization, with a campfire and a nice cold beer. (Jodie, late thir-
ties, single, physician)

My ideal vacation would be go to Alaska. Get on a Cessna 182 float 
plane, fly as deep as I could in the bloody wilderness of Alaska, 
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with my equipment, backpack, rifle, and knowledge, and just try to 
work it out for a month or two. (Mark, midfifties, married, shop 
manager)

The common idea in each of these personal aspirations and popular 
depictions is that on vacation people can do or be something or someone 
different from that of their day-to-day experience. One can change for a 
little while, try to strengthen bonds with family members or leave them 
behind altogether, or just relax and enjoy the days in ways that the limita-
tions of everyday life do not allow. In this way, while on vacation, people 
temporarily reorganize the identities and roles that make up the self. 
 Limited to a specific time and situated in a particular place, people may 
exercise self-definition. In this “time off” people can engage the multifac-
eted nature of self-identity by taking on new roles or fortifying or dimin-
ishing existing roles in a different context.

Vacations are fertile sites for analysis of these temporary identity 
shifts because they are distinctly bounded and structured to offer indi-
viduals an opportunity to put on hold selective features of day-to-day ex-
perience or adopt new, favored behaviors. They are specifically built into 
the structure of the year to allow people time off from select social obliga-
tions that constrict and regulate their actions. They are thus a period of 
enhanced personal freedom that can tell us much about how people 
choose to construct and enact an identity when social rules and proscrip-
tions are eased, removed, or shifted. This is what defines a vacation re-
gardless of financial, social, or psychological limitations. Individuals cre-
ate a temporary arrangement that allows for exploration, experimentation, 
and indulgence and also coheres with the ongoing self in a way that prob-
ably would not be sustainable in the long term. Vacations mean different 
things to different people and activities can range from a trip to the beach, 
cultural events, or adventure tourism. I argue their significance is not in 
the specific activity undertaken but is in the temporary relaxation of one’s 
experience of social structure. The vacation, then, is a discrete moment in 
time that we as a culture have agreed to isolate for mental flexibility about 
who we are and what we can be.

Vacations address the tension of freedom and constraint in the navi-
gation of identity by offering a socially and temporally bounded space that 
is disengaged from certain constraining elements of social structure. The 
people one interacts with on a daily basis, obligations of employment, and 
even the experience of one’s socioeconomic position4 may be temporarily 
altered. Since people have more flexibility in who they want to be and 
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what they want to do for this short time, vacations are a moment during 
which individuals have more agency in steering their identities. Jodie de-
scribes the freedom she experiences when she vacations by herself:

I like it because I like the freedom of the fact that you can just sort 
of do and be whatever you want to be, if you’ve got the actor’s skill 
to do that. But I think you can just sort of start with a clean slate. 
You’ve got no one with you that you think, “I better behave because 
that person knows me.” I think you do adjust if you’ve got someone 
with you that you know. . . . I like not knowing anyone because it 
gives you an enormous freedom, I think, to just talk to everyone 
and not feel responsible.

This agency comes from the possibility of opportunities for new, al-
tered, or reprioritized identities. Mona, a stay-at-home mother and wife, 
sums this up when she talks about one of her favorite vacations:

My dearest friend in San Antonio has a house in Miami, and we go 
for a weekend to Miami. And it’s just fun, because we can hang out, 
and, like, I still like rap music. I can go listen to rap music. I can’t 
do that with my kids. So that’s fun. But it’s a very different trip. 
Because I’m traveling as myself versus as a mother. You know? . . . 
I don’t have to watch out for somebody. They have to watch out 
for me.

Vacations, then, allow an examination of what people choose to be 
when certain limitations of their structured social world are eased and at 
the same time illuminate how individuals remain tied to identities, either 
voluntarily or not. Of course, most people cannot truly leave it all behind 
and escape all the factors that make up their everyday selves. Everyday 
role requirements and structural constraints intercede in the construc-
tion of identity. Income and wealth limit the ability to get away from it all, 
as do factors such as personal ties to family, especially children, or close 
friends. People, however, have the agency to moderate how components 
of everyday life intercede in their vacation time. In this sense mental 
methods of segmentation and integration5 become crucial to the negotia-
tion of identity during these breaks, because individuals manage the de-
gree to which their everyday identities and role requirements overlap into 
their time off, and vice versa. They manage self-identity in part in re-
sponse to what they let in to or keep out of their everyday experience.
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At the same time, connections to home can rarely be cut off entirely. 
Individuals construct identities that in some way contrast with what they 
do in everyday life while also negotiating connections to daily experience. 
Some facets have more pull over us, and we will not or cannot easily put 
them aside. Most parents cannot forget their responsibilities toward their 
children for a week or two and probably do not wish to, although many 
may joke otherwise. Someone very committed to a job similarly may have 
a hard time putting away the smartphone and not checking in with work, 
perhaps even planning for some designated work time during the vaca-
tion. Sociologists recognize that experiences of freedom and constraint 
are not the same for everyone and are instead relative.6 One person’s vaca-
tion may not be considered much of a change at all to someone else.

Income and wealth certainly aid an individual in successfully getting 
away from it all, whereas personal ties like family and friends keep us 
bound to home while away. A stay-at-home mom who goes on a family 
vacation may find that her day-to-day responsibilities have not changed 
much at all. People do, however, have the agency to moderate how compo-
nents of everyday life intervene in their vacation time.

The trade-offs between freedom and constraint and between auton-
omy and security are among the fundamental ways that people make 
choices about what they want and at what expense. People are looking for 
autonomy and freedom in many ways, but throughout the vacation they 
are voluntarily giving it up for security, comfort, and ease. If people want 
to be on their own, they must attend to time, closely watching the clock 
in order to be self-reliant and successful. Otherwise, they can have some-
one else attend to it for them and give up that freedom as they submit to 
shared schedules. Similarly, people wish to travel to new locations in space 
and experience a new place, but they also want escape routes if things go 
wrong and a comfortable environment to return to at the end of the day. 
Traveling with others offers support and company in sharing the experi-
ence but comes at the cost of using valuable time to do things one might 
not want to do. Traveling alone can be liberating, but it can also be danger-
ous, lonely, or boring.

The goal of this book is to understand more than just the identity 
shifts people make on vacation; it seeks to address how they use such 
pauses in everyday life to temporarily alter or shape identity and the self. 
This is a study of flexibility and individuality and the juncture at which 
self-definition meets social constraint. I examine the spatial and temporal 
environments in which identities are situated and constructed and how 
social interactions with others limit or facilitate identity shifts. I also 
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 examine how identities are cognitively bounded through the routines and 
rituals that mentally set this special time apart. Vacations are ideal for 
such inquiry because they are bounded in time and space, culturally de-
termined, and almost universal to contemporary experience.

They are an event that is central to everyday life. Too often sociology 
focuses on the unusual, the outliers, or the special cases that reveal the 
uncommon.7 These cases may be empirically interesting,8 but they are not 
representative of general experience and leave out much of what shapes 
everyday life. Vacations are not an outlier. As I show, they make up a pri-
mary location in which people balance who they want to be with who they 
are allowed to be.

Identities and the Flexible Self

Individuals today face more options for what and who they want to be 
than at any other time in history. For the average American, unthreatened 
by the constraints of absolute poverty, there can seem to be almost unlim-
ited options available, along with a lot of pressure to figure out who to be. 
The relative prosperity of American life has brought with it the freedom, 
and then the responsibility, of making choices about the self. In the past, 
identities were more ascribed. One was born into a particular life, and that 
shaped the choices available. Most were so burdened by the sheer amount 
of labor involved in getting through the day that choice or ambivalence 
over identity was an unavailable luxury. Long workdays on a farm or in a 
factory, multiple children to take care of, and no modern conveniences 
made life laborious and exhausting. A person did not really have a choice 
in who he or she was and probably had no desire to figure it out.9 There was 
just not enough time for existential ambiguity. This is no longer the case. 
The transition away from an agrarian and industrial society also meant a 
transformation of self. People now have the opportunity and the expecta-
tion to fashion a self from myriad options. While structural constraints 
remain, people make countless choices that shape who they are and how 
they want to exist in the world.

After World War II, large-scale social shifts began moving people into 
the middle class. Individuals who previously remained financially bound 
to certain activities began to experience a loosening of the constraints 
guiding their actions and identities. As people gradually gained more ex-
pendable income and more time, prescriptive mores holding identities in 
check were relaxed. It was at this time that vacations as we now know 
them became democratized as well, moving from being an indulgence of 
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the wealthy, who had extra time and money, to being a part of American 
life for everyone. As people acquired more disposable income, they took 
more vacations and experienced the ability to get away from the mun-
danities of everyday life. At the same time, this social upheaval presented 
a massive shift that restructured the nature of social relations. Life no 
longer was rooted in communities, long-term relationships became more 
fleeting, and what were once considered lifelong job opportunities became 
unstable or temporary.10 The rise in vacations coincided not just with the 
increasing prosperity of the country but also with a time when identities 
became destabilized and voluntary alteration of identity became an op-
tion. As people became separated from the ascriptive circumstances that 
channeled their activities and their attention, they were also provided 
with expanded opportunities for identity, through both work and play, 
such as the vacation.

These social changes created a tension between the desire to be a 
unique individual and the constraints on that desire. Even with the dis-
ruption of traditional social order, constraints always remain on who one 
can be, and at the same time there is great pressure to be oneself. Without 
strong ties to religion, kinship systems, or communities to define who they 
were, people were given the task of figuring out who they might be. Dis-
covering self-identity became an individualized project as the authority 
behind these ascriptive statuses declined and people were given more au-
tonomy to determine how they wanted to live.11 Selfhood came to be un-
derstood as being something essential inside oneself that may be hidden 
but could be uncovered gradually and selectively with self-exploration. By 
this belief the true self could potentially contain all kinds of things not 
being expressed, such as creative abilities, personality traits that run con-
trary to one’s everyday actions, or undiscovered abilities and potential.12

Although dating back much further than the present age, the popular 
trope of travel as self-discovery fits well within this late modern ideology. 
The link between identity and travel has long been established and is em-
ployed by the travel industry. A series of advertisements for the U.S. Vir-
gin Islands, for example, suggest a person could travel to the islands to 
find a “you unscripted.” The ads feature comparisons of what identity fac-
ets a person would lose while vacationing there and what they would find 
in their place. An image of a man exploring a castle is accompanied by the 
text “Lost: Cubicle Dweller, Found: Time Traveler,” another image shows 
a man on a boat who is “Lost: Sales Manager, Found: Captain of His Des-
tiny,” and a woman in a wedding dress is “Lost: Girl Next Door, Found: 
Goddess.”
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Tourism research has also looked to these ideas to fashion theories 
about travel and identity.13 Tourists are understood as being able to forge 
a sense of identity through interactions with an “exotic” other, or through 
a period of separation with the familiar, and in the challenges and oppor-
tunities of being in a new place. It is argued that by situating themselves 
in alternative narratives individuals create “identity claims” that com-
municate malleable, multifaceted identities. This takes place in a process 
of intersubjective identity construction occurring from before departure 
to after return. It would be too far to say, however, that in the present day 
people can be whoever they choose.

While there is considerable room for freedom in shaping and selecting 
identities, this process is still fundamentally structured by social location. 
Friends and family, socioeconomic status, religion, nationality, and so on, 
all guide who a person will be. From this location in social structure indi-
viduals develop a sense of who they are and a self that is defined by roles 
and responsibilities.14 Identities are not equivalent to self but are compo-
nents of it. They can be understood as parts of the self that reflect the roles 
individuals hold and where they are situated in social relations.15 Identity 
is formed by the links between the individual and society, the interplay of 
agency and structure in that society, and the shaping of the self within the 
social world.16

Self and identity have become highly theorized concepts with many 
meanings between and within academic traditions. Because of the com-
plex nature of identity and the individual’s relationship to society, there 
are multiple theories and definitions for self and identity and no agree-
ment on a single definition. For this reason it is necessary to briefly out-
line how I conceive of and use these concepts throughout this book. The 
interactionist tradition in sociology views the self to be flexible and mu-
table throughout the life course. Self and identity can change in different 
situations and over time.

In this book, I follow the interactionist tradition and therefore concep-
tualize identity in three ways: as situational, social, and personal. These 
three types make up the web of identities that constitute the self, and all 
are subject to change at some level.

Situational identities emerge on the basis of face-to-face interactions 
and mutually agreed-on meanings in a particular context. These identities 
tend to follow culturally defined role expectations and are therefore con-
strained by cultural norms. Situational identities can easily change be-
tween encounters as people move between different circumstances. Be-
cause of their superficial nature, these identities tend to be least associated 
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with an authentic or true self. Examples include a diner in a restaurant, a 
student, or a commuter.17

Social identities, on the other hand, result from membership in a par-
ticular group or category of people and are generally considered more last-
ing or stable. For example, female, working class, Presbyterian, or Ameri-
can could all be considered social identities. They define people in relation 
to others in their group through a set of shared characteristics and dif-
ferentiate them from others who do not share those characteristics, such 
as male and Jewish. Tending to constrain people in how they view them-
selves and how others view them, these identities are less flexible than 
situational identities. They tend to cross situations and contexts rather 
than be limited to particular times and places. Because they are more en-
during and often highly salient, they are usually considered essential fea-
tures of selves.18

Last, personal identities are the individualized narratives that people 
construct for themselves and tell about themselves. These include specific 
things done during their lives and the attributes that they consider impor-
tant. Personal identities are thus defined in terms of what makes an indi-
vidual different from others. Choice is easier to insert into the construc-
tion of these identities than in social identities and more meaningful than 
in situational ones. Because they are based on narratives of self, these 
identities can and do change over time and with audience, although their 
highly personal nature ensures they are usually considered an essential or 
authentic representation of self. Examples are rebel, conscientious stu-
dent, or activist.19

It is also important to disentangle social roles from social identities. 
Whereas roles are external expectations linked to positions within social 
structures, identities are more internal. They are composed of internal-
ized expectations and meanings that come from the role or set of roles 
that one occupies. Although a person will enact a role, he or she may or 
may not identify with it.20 Identity is about more than performing for oth-
ers or taking up an expected set of behaviors. It is about how a person 
conceives of him- or herself. Identities are formed by the roles that an 
individual adopts and the sum of the relevant social interactions in which 
they participate. Roles offer the opportunity to occupy an externally de-
fined part, and an identity comprises some set of roles or role opportuni-
ties that a situation presents.

Throughout this book I also refer to self-identity, something more 
broad than these three types of identities that can be understood as facets 
of self. Self-identity is the behavior, values, attitudes, and worldview of an 
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individual. It encompasses how a person perceives of him- or herself and 
performs that perception for others. Self-identity is multilayered and 
complex and reflects how the social and individual come together through 
a combination of shared, internal, and performed dimensions.21 The study 
of the self, then, entails examining the situations and contexts in which 
these forms of identity come forward. In this sense, it can be helpful to 
talk about identifications. People identify with certain situations and con-
texts, and different identifications are called on and performed in differ-
ent situations. Identifications do not determine behavior or allow predic-
tion of what a person will do. Rather, they serve as a map to the complex 
hierarchies people hold for who they are.22

In contemporary life, then, with its many commitments and changing 
circumstances, individuals juggle an array of identities that have varying 
intensity and different relationships to self and social context. Within 
this framework, adding, subtracting, shifting, and fluctuating identities 
are commonplace and to be expected. Identifications are never settled, 
and for most, these alterations to who they consider themselves to be are 
taken for granted as expected parts of moving through life. Whether be-
coming a parent, getting a divorce, graduating from college, moving to a 
new city, starting a new job, becoming vegan, or eating meat again, the 
self is always in flux.

Therefore, an essential temporal character structures identities. They 
have different beginnings, endings, and durations. Their length and char-
acter depend on the context of a life and the needs, desires, and interests 
placed on people by themselves and others. Some of these identities have 
specific and expected start and end points, either at a certain moment in 
the life course or at the end of a particular duration; others are expected 
to be ongoing; and still others transition into other identities. One gradu-
ates from high school at age eighteen, and college should then take about 
four years, transitioning one temporary student identity into another, 
and then the student identity is most conventionally replaced by a profes-
sional identity. If all goes well, being a boyfriend is replaced by being a 
fiancé—both temporary identities that might be replaced with the more 
permanent identity of husband, although that also could become a tem-
porary identity if it becomes divorcé. Identities, therefore, should be un-
derstood as not being static or fixed but as taking forms that fluctuate 
over time.

As identities are shaped through social interaction, they are also out-
wardly expressed through dress, behaviors, mannerisms, and language. 
People play up, or foreground, aspects of their self that match their social 
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environment, and at the same time they shift other facets of self to the 
background if they are not relevant to that particular time and place.23 In 
this reflexive process individuals communicate to others who they are and 
how they want to be seen and also reinforce for themselves personal iden-
tity and create personal mental distinctions between identities. People 
use differentiation in clothing, space, language, and timekeeping to create 
the cognitive distinctions that delineate and define identities.24

The flexible self offers the opportunity for and the ability to indi-
viduals to play with self-identity by taking on new identities, roles, and 
personas, leaving others behind, or otherwise reordering, replacing, or 
scrambling a set of identities. This flexible self is the backdrop on which 
identities shift or rearrange and submerge or come forward, depending 
on context. These changes can be abrupt or transition over time. They 
can be very different or have some overlapping commonalities. The iden-
tities that individuals hold will necessarily overlap and compete with 
each other as people move between the numerous demands and obliga-
tions of their everyday lives. Because they intersect and occasionally con-
flict, identities must be cognitively organized, hierarchized, and negoti-
ated by the individual. People must decide when and to what degree they 
will embrace a particular identity and everything that comes along with 
it. Some of this work is done voluntarily, as with a shift to a leisure iden-
tity, and some is mandatory, as with a shift from home to work. Identi-
ties are organized according to level of salience for the corresponding 
situation.25

Of course, some identities are more persistent than others, and indi-
viduals have varying levels of comfort with the degree to which they may 
overlap. Christena Nippert-Eng identifies two ideal types to better delin-
eate how identities are managed in different situations.26 “Segmentors” 
strive to keep certain facets of self separate, setting rigid cognitive bound-
aries that reduce the opportunity for overlap of one into the other. Seg-
mentors mentally enforce distinctions between identities—for example, 
keeping separate key chains for home and work. With such a practice, 
associations of the two would not intermingle. On the other hand, “inte-
grators” allow more fluidity and intermingling of roles and responsibili-
ties. For example, keeping one planner that includes both work and social 
appointments would combine the two and invite more integration of iden-
tities. For either type, this cognitive management of identities is rein-
forced through daily practices, by organizing one’s day-to-day belongings, 
activities, and social relations so that they reflect and reinforce the de-
sired comfort level in partitioning or combining identities.
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Identity can be conceptualized as an accomplishment. Identities are 
not simply something that someone has; they are things that someone 
works on.27 Because an identity is something that is created in interaction, 
it is the result of effort or intentionality on the part of the individual to 
craft. In this sense dimensions to identity are manipulated by the indi-
vidual in different social situations. They do not have a uniform character 
in all situations. Instead, they have characteristics such as duration, den-
sity, volume, and dominance that change in different environments. Peo-
ple spend different amounts of time presenting different facets of identity 
in different social situations. They put more or less emphasis on aspects 
of self in a context, and they prioritize an identity in certain circum-
stances. Time and place, then, are important variables that modify what 
an individual will identify with, how strongly, and for how long. People 
play up, or foreground, aspects of their self that match their social envi-
ronment and shift other facets of self to the background if those facets are 
not relevant to that time and place. They also raise the relative concentra-
tion or dilution of the expression of identity facets at different points in 
time.28

This perspective shows how even essential or enduring identities can 
change and shift across contexts. A person may choose to present him- or 
herself as 100 percent of an identity in a situation in which it is fitting to 
do so. Other identities then fall to the background. For example, someone 
may be 100 percent Christian in one circumstance, such as at church or on 
a religious holiday, and dial back on that identity in another context, 
such as work. Other settings promote the dilution or concealment of iden-
tities. The typical office is usually organized as an environment that does 
not encourage strong displays of personal identity. The work identity is 
prioritized and others are pushed to the background.29

This cognitive effort comes to the fore in shaping identities while on 
vacation. The voluntary nature of time off means that people may contour 
the experience to meet their own desires but must negotiate limitations. 
Despite the adage, most people cannot truly leave it all behind on vacation 
and break from the factors that make up their everyday selves, but they 
can selectively moderate how and to what extent components of everyday 
life will overlap with their vacation. People have the agency to create 
breaks for themselves by integrating, segmenting, foregrounding, back-
grounding, diluting, and intensifying identities during their time off.

The switches and inversions that can be made by anyone on vacation 
are tempered by external limitations. Socioeconomic position is one of the 
key limits that shape the experiences one can have and the opportunities 
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to work with for shifting identity on vacation. More resources make it 
easier to temporarily shift some obligations to the background and fore-
ground others. The larger the shift, the more likely that it will require 
more resources, such as leaving one’s kids at home. The argument of this 
book is that everyone can create breaks for themselves to some extent, 
and it is this capacity to introduce change and contrast that allows tem-
porary alterations. Cognitive change makes these shifts possible, and op-
portunity is not limited to one socioeconomic group.

The examples throughout this book show people making shifts to 
their identities in two ways: they engage in either identity work or identity 
play. While “identity work” as a form of identity change or adaptation has 
been well documented,30 largely missing from this literature are concep-
tions of identity as playful or experimental.31 In identity play, people are 
altering identity for fun by taking advantage of opportunities that they 
do not usually have but would not necessarily want to do in day-to-day 
life. They are doing things for the fun of doing them, not to better them-
selves or strengthen relationships or get something done but for the sake 
of doing the thing itself, and in doing so introducing something to their 
personal experience of self that they otherwise might not encounter or 
that might have remained underdeveloped.

On the other hand, to work at an identity is to make the effort to 
achieve some shared expectation of what an identity or role should be and 
thus gain acceptance or stability. This type of identity shift is often about 
complying with existing roles and the established rules for enacting and 
displaying them.32 Adult behavior during leisure isn’t limited to nonseri-
ous or frivolous action. The flexibility of this time can also make it an 
opportunity to work on or build existing identities and relationships. Lei-
sure time may be used to build identities related to significant relation-
ships, such as a parent, spouse, or partner, and therefore comes with ex-
pectations for it. For others, a period of sustained leisure can rebuild a 
relationship and its concomitant identity. One’s behavior is then inte-
grated with the overall self, and these types of vacations cannot be 
thought of as independent of everyday life. The work being done on these 
trips is more about building or developing aspects of self. It is about self-
actualization rather than self-indulgence.

In this book I talk about identity shifts, a concept that encompasses 
both work and play. People alter identities for various reasons. Sometimes 
they want to build on an existing identity, develop it into something 
deeper or stronger, and take that with them into their future self. Other 
times people just want to experience something for the sake of doing it. 
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They want to tap into a part of themselves that may go underused or is not 
practical for everyday life and then put it away again. Vacations allow both 
types of identity change.

As a set of expectations or responsibilities that come along with a po-
sition in social structure, such as mother, teacher, or friend, identities and 
roles guide social interaction. Everyone has a set that they perform regu-
larly, but this relatively stable grouping does not always meet the needs 
and interests of the individual. People thus temporarily add to or subtract 
from their role set. Ephemeral roles are voluntarily chosen and short lived 
and satisfy needs not met by one’s everyday role set.33 They range from the 
short to the long term and can include significant change and commit-
ment, such as adultery, playing poker and gambling, doing drugs, or doing 
“whatever is intense and intermittent and defined in contrast to everyday 
life.”34 Ephemeral roles provide a temporary release or contrast with the 
constraints of day-to-day experience. A key aspect is that they are volun-
tary. A person switches into them because he or she chooses to. Other 
roles are not so ephemeral. People such as volunteer firefighters, rescue 
workers, or military members on reserve who leave for one weekend a 
month to return to training temporarily reorganize their priorities in a 
way that draws on professional skills and interests but that is not part of 
their everyday work obligations. The role becomes highly salient for a 
time, and everyday responsibilities get pushed into the background.

Ephemeral roles offer the opportunity to occupy an externally defined 
role. Identity shifts, then, often encompass a new set of roles that a situ-
ation presents. They are a reflexive expression of internalized roles not 
expressed within the course of everyday life. In identity shifts people are 
not just adding new roles that are temporarily accessible; they are also 
playing with, or working with, existing identities by strategically empha-
sizing and deemphasizing and by strengthening and weakening them. 
They are building and changing or adding and subtracting.

The Cultural Construction of Vacations

As I began to conceptualize this study and started talking with people 
about their trips, I quickly realized that defining the concept of vacation 
was more difficult than it seemed. The notion covers many expectations, 
activities, and motivations. They are experiences as varied as the people 
who take vacations. While this may make them difficult to define, it is also 
what makes such breaks excellent sites for the study of voluntary identity 
shifts. Vacations are what we want them to be. They hold an idealized 
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place in our collective consciousness about what we can do and who we can 
be. In their removal of some limitations of everyday life, they introduce 
the possibility for something new. The contemporary word “vacation” de-
rives from the Latin vaccarre, meaning “empty” or “lacking.” The time set 
aside for a vacation tends to be thought of as more lax, an empty time, 
when certain rules and norms that structure and delimit everyday life are 
eased.35 Today, the Oxford English Dictionary defines “vacation” as “free-
dom, release or rest from some occupation, business or activity.”36 Other 
vacation researchers have defined vacations as “a cessation of work, a time 
when a person is not actively participating in his or her job.”37 These defi-
nitions do not refer to duration, location, or activities, only that a vacation 
is a period of freedom, a respite from something.

When asked what a vacation means to them peoples’ definitions have 
two central dimensions. For some a vacation is about which everyday 
identifications can be taken away; for others it is about which can be 
added. Emily summarizes the first view: “Usually vacations are to get 
away from your job, or away from your family, or something back home.” 
Blake shares this view: “For me a vacation is just getting away from your 
stresses. A vacation could be in your own backyard for all you care about. 
As long as I don’t have to deal with the day-to-day activities that I would 
normally do.” Blake and Emily define vacations by the absence of some-
thing they identity with in their everyday lives, usually something that 
introduces stress or responsibility. In contrast, Jodie defines her vacations 
in terms of the opportunities they give her to engage in desirable experi-
ences and do something new:

I do very different types of vacations. Depends on where the next 
whim takes me. It’ll be camping, backpacking, driving a thirty-
foot RV, doing volunteer work, run a marathon, doing a hiking 
trip. Just going away for a chill-out weekend. Girly weekends with 
friends. It’s very, very different depending on what’s the next thing 
I want to discover or do.

Vacations are both freedom from and freedom to—freedom from the 
strictures of daily routine and freedom to do new things. Contrasts to 
everyday life are achieved through both these means. People selectively 
eliminate some kind of obligation that ties them to everyday responsi-
bilities. Often this responsibility is work, but it can also be family rela-
tions, a particular space or environment, or a rigid daily routine. Alterna-
tively, they also create difference by bringing in novelty. Trying new 
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activities, going to new places, and indulging oneself create contrasts with 
routine. It is in these contrasts that vacations are defined.38 What is im-
portant about the experience, what ties them all together, is the select 
release from the everyday social structures that define, order, and delimit 
the identities individuals hold. For this reason a vacation can be very far 
away, in a city, in the countryside, or literally in one’s own backyard. What 
is important is how people introduce breaks into experience.

A culturally based structure of social forces mediates ideals and de-
sires even during time off and leads people toward particular destinations 
and activities based in contrast with everyday life. Popular vacation ac-
tivities follow a cultural logic in making desirable certain types of break 
from modern life. For example, in the American context of postindustrial, 
work-intensive urban life, the camper going back to nature is a contrast 
with a person in the industrialized city,39 the paradise a beach vacationer 
visits contrasts with modernity and overdevelopment,40 and road trips 
promise a feeling of adventure, autonomy, and spontaneity that contrasts 
with the proscribed monotony of settled life.41 The “vivid scenarios”42 for 
what a desirable vacation should be seem to be the result of individual 
desires but are instead the well-defined product of socially and historically 
contingent meanings that have developed over time.

A brief examination of the history of vacationing in the West, primar-
ily the United States, shows how people have come to conceive of particu-
lar notions of vacations and how they can provide opportunities for ma-
nipulating self-identity. It also shows how vacationing and travel, an 
important component of a “good” vacation, have long been linked with 
ideas of selfhood. Over time, vacationing has been established as a means 
of self-improvement and traveling as a method of self-development. 
While elites have always made use of their time and wealth to enjoy time 
off and recreation, it was not until the late nineteenth century, when this 
luxury was extended to the middle and working classes, that the practice 
became an institutionalized part of American and European life and a 
popular way to explore the possibilities of identity.

The concept of vacation in the United States and Europe grew out of a 
distrust of leisure. In the United States, the Puritan influence of valuing 
work as the key to success led people to see work as a blessing and play as 
a threat. In a social order whose main division was between the few of the 
wealthy aristocrats and the many of the working class, the majority of 
people did not have the time or resources to enjoy extended periods of 
leisure anyway. Gradually, as the spoils of hard work and rewards of mar-
ket capitalism began to pool into a nascent middle class, the number of 
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people with the material security and the aspirational motivation to take 
time off for extended periods of leisure increased. Opportunities for travel 
and time off broadened, and the capacity to signal status through leisure 
activities spread.43

While work was still valued, the advantages of play in providing relief 
and respite were increasingly acknowledged. Leisure came to be seen as 
necessary for the well-being of individuals and of society as a whole. Both 
doctors and ministers advised taking time off from the rigors of work to 
replenish one’s energies. This led to a dilemma for the new middle classes 
of how to enjoy their leisure without compromising their commitment to 
work or giving in to the temptations of idleness that were not in keeping 
with religious sensibilities.44 Too much time off was not just unproductive; 
it was seen as potentially dangerous. In the United Kingdom this tension 
between the benefits of leisure and its potentially corrupting influence 
was met by “rational recreation.” Starting in the first decades of the 1900s 
and employed as a form of social regulation by wealthier classes, con-
trolled time off for personal enrichment and relaxation was seen as a 
source of “moral improvement” for the working classes.45 Guided by this 
philosophy, people pursued pleasure as a reward for hard work and only as 
it could contribute to their well-being and growth. On one hand, leisure 
was associated with setting an example that encouraged personal respon-
sibility and improvement, moral regulation, and education for the public 
about health and nature. On the other, the possibility of too much leisure 
time caused a fear of idleness, drug and alcohol abuse, and potentially 
subversive thoughts and antisocial behavior. People needed to have some 
free time, but if they had too much they would get up to no good. It was 
believed that too much free time would lead to free thought and then 
questioning of the unequal distribution of society. Properly sanctioned 
uses of time off had to be encouraged to keep that in check.46

In the United States and England vacationing thus became tied with 
using leisure time for self-improvement. The pursuit of pleasure was en-
couraged primarily as a reward for labor but only as it could contribute to 
the well-being and edification of the individual. Time off was necessary 
for relaxation, especially so that one could return refreshed and ready for 
more hard work, but it could still have a utilitarian purpose. Methodist 
campgrounds in the United States turned into religious resorts where 
people could relax without the lures of drinking, smoking, and sexual 
temptations present at the lax beach resorts available to the more wealthy. 
Other self-improvement vacations that combined recreation with per-
sonal enrichment became a popular way to fill the time. Educational 
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camps like Chautauqua, where people could attend lectures and classes as 
well as participate in vigorous recreation, were successful.47

Resorts and retreats were not new, however, having long existed as 
hideaways for wealthier classes to challenge and subvert restrictive 
norms. The opportunities of vacation time to play at and challenge norms 
and structures can be seen here. At secular resorts bathing suits became 
increasingly revealing, sexual norms could be tested, young men and 
women flirted beyond parental controls, and vices like alcohol and gam-
bling were indulged. What made such places so threatening to middle-
class respectability and religious regulation was also what made them 
popular among people looking for a break from restrictive social life. The 
resort culture of the early nineteenth century gradually spread to the 
middle class as vacation time became democratized, which helped loosen 
Victorian propriety in the society as a whole.48

Although it was considered appropriate to challenge social limitations 
at resorts and similar vacation spaces, they still mirrored many structural 
aspects of society, including discrimination and prejudice. Non-Christian 
and nonwhite clientele were often excluded and formed their own vaca-
tion destinations and cultures. Jewish residents of New York, for example, 
created a “resortland” throughout the Catskill Mountains that was shaped 
by their urban culture, including imported music, humor, vaudeville revue 
style, culinary customs, language, and worldviews.49 These accommoda-
tions ranged from the elite, like Grossinger’s, to low-cost bungalow colo-
nies. The Catskill resorts were easily accessible by train and automobile 
from New York City and offered a respite from crowded, hurried urban 
life. Beyond being a family escape, they also functioned in finding part-
ners for unmarried youths who traveled to the mountains with their fam-
ilies for the summer and flirted and experimented with relationships and 
sex.50 Not only young people challenged social norms on sexuality. As 
with other resorts and summer colonies where women stayed through the 
season and men left during the workweek and returned on weekends, the 
relaxed atmosphere offered the opportunity for flirtations and challenges 
to conventions for adults as well.51

In addition to religion, vacation destinations were also sharply sepa-
rated by race. Segregation and discrimination made travel difficult for 
African Americans well into the twentieth century. Black travelers in both 
the north and the south had to negotiate de jure segregation, intimidation 
and violence, inflated fees, and long distances to access recreation areas. 
Especially before desegregation, African Americans faced impediments to 
free mobility while en route to recreation areas not typically encountered 
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by the white motorist. Hostile neighborhoods and lack of amenities often 
meant not being able to make routine stops. Segregated gas stations, mo-
tels, hotels, restrooms, and restaurants eliminated much spontaneity or 
freedom during travel because routes had to be planned and scheduled in 
advance. If something went wrong or off schedule, black travelers could be 
left without a place to stay or a source of assistance.52

The establishment of black-owned businesses and travel guides helped 
circumvent such obstacles. In states that had large black populations, Af-
rican Americans created thriving resort communities like Idlewild, Mich-
igan; Oak Bluffs, Massachusetts; and Atlantic City and Belmar in New 
Jersey.53 Other black institutions, like the summer hotel at the Tuskegee 
Institute, offered self-improvement-style vacations where people could at-
tend edifying courses and lectures during their time off.54

Into the twentieth century leisure increasingly came to be seen as nec-
essary for the well-being of individuals and of society as a whole. While 
work was still valued, the advantages of play in providing relief and respite 
from the challenges of day-to-day life and work were increasingly ac-
knowledged. A rested and relaxed worker was a more productive one, and 
business owners realized that allowing a limited amount of time off for em-
ployees could improve their performance. Employers thus led the way to 
the institutionalization of the vacation as they started to voluntarily give 
their workers paid time off, following the rationale that allowing more 
leisure time would increase productivity and efficiency. They later contin-
ued this trend when they offered vacation time to nonunion workers as an 
incentive against organizing.55

It was not until the period of post–World War II affluence that the 
family vacation became institutionalized as a widespread practice among 
the American middle class. In a consumption-oriented postwar America 
this served several purposes.56 A regularly scheduled vacation communi-
cated to others that one could afford to spend the time and money re-
quired for a trip away from home that was taken only for leisure. It also 
appealed to middle-class values as a way to educate children through the 
opportunities provided by travel. Camping, a road trip, or visits to cul-
tural-heritage sites were seen as a way to educate children in life skills and 
in how to be good citizens. At the same time, vacations were idealized as 
strengthening family togetherness. A week or two spent only with family 
and away from other obligations was considered an effective way to rein-
force family bonds and thus an acceptable, beneficial use of time off.

Camping was also considered an effective means for people to get away 
from the hustle of city life and to avoid idleness during their vacation.57 
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Campers left behind the pressures of civilization and urbanized living and 
enjoyed the benefits of fresh air and outdoor living, although also possibly 
filling leisure time with a significant amount of effort and discomfort. 
Camping also became established as a ritual of American masculinity, es-
pecially for fathers and sons, with its associated hunting, fishing, boating, 
and outdoor sports.58

Camping gained popularity in the United States before the rest of the 
world primarily because of the widespread ownership of automobiles in 
this country. Cars made taking vacations much easier for the middle and 
working classes and expanded opportunities for what people could do and 
where they could go during their time off. An automobile-based infra-
structure of motels, rest stops, and trailer camps soon developed in re-
sponse to and to encourage car travel.59 Before cars, the primary mode of 
long-distance transport was trains, which were expensive and limited to 
particular routes. Automobiles expanded not only the destinations avail-
able but also the distance that could be traveled. With access to an auto-
mobile a family could travel farther from home during limited time off 
and then sleep in the car or at a campsite. Cars thus offered expanded 
opportunities for travel and exploration during leisure time to those who, 
in the past, could not go far.

Modern vacations, for the most part, rest on the ideal of the benefits 
and opportunities of travel—not just tourism in a narrow sense of the 
word but movement to other places more generally. In an American my-
thology that links mobility with freedom,60 vacations and travel fit to-
gether as a means of achieving autonomy. Travel on vacation is not just a 
trip to Europe but also a family trip to Washington, D.C., a camping trip 
to Yellowstone, or a road trip to explore the country. Travel is viewed as a 
source of cultural capital and educational experience for those who under-
take it and has become a fundamental part of a vacation for many.

Initially, travel was limited to aristocrats and scholars. Although it 
could be unpleasant (the root of “travel” comes from the Latin for “tra-
vail,” to toil or labor), it was considered indispensable in the education of  
the elite.61 The Grand Tour, the progenitor of modern tourism, sent 
wealthy English youth through continental Europe to acquire experi-
ence and cultural knowledge. Between the fifteenth and eighteenth cen-
turies, the basics for how one should travel became stylized in ways that 
guide performance today. Travel was established as an art. Modes of 
traveling, conventions, and norms were created that determined what 
to visit, how to get there, how to look at it, and what to wear and carry 
while doing so.62
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This period is also when travel became associated with ideas of the self 
and self-making. It was believed to lead to an accumulation of wisdom and 
experience that broadened the mind and developed personality.63 This it-
self was a romanticization of the voyages of discovery that go back even 
further in antiquity. Self-making and learning have been intertwined 
with the notion of travel throughout history, from Homer and Gilgamesh 
to Captain Cook and Jack Kerouac.64 The Grand Tour also linked notions 
of travel and absence from home with indulgence. Wealthy English youths 
took advantage of the opportunities of being away from home and the 
potential for release this provided. Although idealized as being about edu-
cation and self-improvement, a good deal of their activity while away also 
centered on debauchery, drinking, sex, and consumption.

These ideas of self-improvement and development by seeing the world 
have carried over into modern travel and leisure. Studying abroad or a 
summer spent backpacking or traveling Eurail, in an echo of the grand 
tour, for young adults is considered an investment in middle-class youth 
to make them more cosmopolitan and self-confident.65 With Road Scholar 
or a package tour, older adults can achieve a dream of seeing the world or 
exploring their cultural heritage in a comfortable and relatively low-risk 
environment. Although modern travel, and especially the institutional-
ized tourist experience that has grown with the package tour, lacks much 
of the adventure and interaction with the unknown experienced in earlier 
times, it is still romanticized as an opportunity for self-discovery and ex-
ploration possible only outside the confines of everyday life.

Travel not only is used in the development of the self; it is also used as 
a signal to others to communicate something about self. Vacations and 
travel, particularly to faraway places, signals status. Over time, travel it-
self has come to be a “performed art” in which people act in stylized ways 
that reflect the norms, technologies, institutional arrangements, and my-
thologies of their social world.66 Travel is a skill, and people develop that 
skill and signal status to others through more travel. Tourism is highly 
valued for its snob appeal because destinations and practices signal to 
others one’s predispositions and preferences. Destinations with a conno-
tation of intellectual or cultural worth are popular for this purpose, espe-
cially locations perceived as less traveled or more authentic because they 
set one apart from the many.67 These differentiate the traveler from the 
tourist. Such practices amount to repertoires of high-status cultural 
 signals.68

As the number of people who travel continue to rise and as travel gets 
easier and more convenient, the definition of what is considered exotic or 
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interesting enough for self-development has changed. Destinations out-
side Europe are growing increasingly popular. Let’s Go, a popular budget-
travel guide aimed at college students, lists the top five study-abroad 
travel destinations for 2011 as China, India, South Africa, Chile, and New 
Zealand.69 As more Americans travel internationally, people must travel 
farther and wider to claim the same benefits for cultural capital accumula-
tion and self-development as in the past.

Such travel is also defined by the elusive search for the authentic.70 
Seeking out and achieving an authentic experience is a method of drawing 
distinctions.71 While a search for authentic experience can occur in some-
thing as seemingly mundane as the nightlife of one’s own city, others 
travel long distances to find authenticity in exotic cultures. In doing so 
they aim to find the typical, everyday worlds of other people delivered via 
a credible or sincere performance.72 In view of tourism as a commodity 
spreading across the globe and savvy travelers becoming more cynical 
about what they experience, authenticity becomes ever harder to find and 
forms of tourism change. Practices of experiencing authenticity have al-
tered with the expansion of travel. No longer content with just observing 
and sightseeing, tourists increasingly interact with their visited environ-
ment. Volunteer and ecotourism, bicycle tours, culinary tours, and wine 
tasting tours, in addition to activities like learning to speak a little bit of 
a new language, allow embodied interaction with a location, such as scen-
ery or local food or drink, through touch, taste, and smell to gain a more 
fully authentic experience.

Outline of the Book

To investigate vacations I broke them down into three typical experiences 
that follow this culturally and historically patterned use of time off. I fo-
cused on three sites for in-depth interviewing and observations. In the 
first half of the book, I examine the particularities of these three main 
research sites. I examine each as an exemplar of a particular form of vaca-
tioning and in how it undergirds identity shifts: rest and relaxation, tour-
ism and travel, and staying home. In the second half, I focus on the com-
monalities of form among these types and the similarities of how 
identities are shaped and rearranged across circumstances. That people 
employ similar mechanisms regardless of the type of vacation they under-
take underscores that these cognitive patterns of identity formation per-
sist across substantively different situations.73 Participating in established 
patterns before, during, and after the occasion affirms the experiential 
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foundation of constructing an internally coherent and externally discern-
ible identity. I also include a narrative analysis of vacation blogs to iden-
tify properties shared among a broader range of vacation sites and further 
expand the experiences and perspectives I found among my interviewees.

In choosing my research sites, I first made a distinction between peo-
ple who vacation for rest and relaxation and people who seek edification 
or to explore difference through travel. While many vacations combine at 
least some elements of the two, I treat these as ideal types. To capture the 
first group I spent four months of my research at a beach resort in Hawaii. 
I completed in-depth and key informant interviews with vacationers, and 
I augmented these self-reported accounts with ethnographic observations 
of behaviors. The resort and surrounding neighborhood attracted a di-
verse group of people, and I was able to speak with families, couples taking 
a break together, singles looking for fun, and people combining work 
travel with some time off. Chapter 1 discusses the work people do in es-
tablishing a vacation as a break from everyday life for release, relaxation, 
and play. As a part of this, staff members in hotels, resorts, and other 
vacation sites play a critical role in allowing and enabling others to inhabit 
the identity they desire. They both design and share the spaces in which 
identities are situated. They shape the experience as they help create the 
frame for the identity shift.

To capture the second group of vacationers who choose travel and 
tourism I spent three months of my research in China with volunteer 
tourists. Volunteer tourism is the most recent form of tourist inclination 
to achieve authenticity and self-enrichment through travel. I was able to 
live and explore with fellow tourists and experience their trip along with 
them. In addition to participant observation, I completed in-depth inter-
views with my cotravelers, who included college students looking for edi-
fying fun, parents looking for educational trips with their kids, and adults 
on their own looking for adventure with the security of a group. Chapter 
2 discusses these efforts at shaping identities in new environments, seek-
ing authenticity, and doing tourism correctly while also dealing with the 
challenges of travel such as homesickness and at times an overwhelming 
amount of new stimuli. The importance of travel as a learned skill emerges 
as people negotiate a challenging new environment and draw on personal 
resources to navigate the situation.

Not all vacations involve travel, however. Between 2008 and 2010, 
when I was collecting data for this book, the Great Recession brought 
popular attention to the idea of nontravel vacations, or “staycations.” 
While not an unusual experience, the idea of staying home had to be 
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 reintroduced to a middle-class American audience grown accustomed to 
equating “real” vacations with travel and consumption. This group pro-
vides an excellent example of people trying to shape identities based in 
difference without leaving the physical space of everyday life. Drawing 
from in-depth interviews with people who recently completed a stay-at-
home vacation, Chapter 3 examines how people negotiate mobility and 
stasis in their identity shifts. Reasons for staying home include not having 
the resources for an extended trip away, not wanting or feeling able to 
stop working and step away from everyday responsibilities, and not want-
ing to deal with the hassle and added effort that travel can introduce, es-
pecially with young children. These vacationers must tackle the compro-
mise made between the promise made of mobility and freedom and the 
practical advantages of staying put.

While each of these styles of vacationing can seem very different, for-
mal properties of the identity shifts bridge them. Chapters 1 through 3 
examine the differences between vacation styles, and Chapters 4 through 
6 explore the similarities among them. In addition to interviews and par-
ticipant observation, I also use narratives drawn from vacation blogs to 
inform the remaining chapters, because I am looking for similarities 
across a range of experiences. Using the lenses of time, space, interper-
sonal experience, and boundary making, I demonstrate how individuals 
use breaks in social structure to alter identity. Examples are drawn from 
each group of vacationers to demonstrate how these patterns transcend 
content. I examine how components of environments shape identities and 
the organization of the self.

To set aside a break for identity shifts, a vacationer must first negotiate 
the mental boundaries within which the experience will be situated. Be-
cause these breaks exist as a disruption in a set of ongoing, shifting, and 
overlapping identities, they must be cognitively demarcated. The second 
half of this book explores the distinctions people make with respect to 
their vacation time that make it special or set it apart from the usual. It also 
explores how the realms of home and away may overlap, either voluntarily 
or involuntarily. Individuals manage connections to day-to-day experience 
to selectively include and exclude reminders, influences, and obligations 
from home. From before leaving until returning home, people engage in 
established routines and activities that create an experiential foundation 
for identities that are externally validated and internally coherent. Respon-
dents often find themselves both pleased and challenged by negotiating 
reminders of home, including contacting friends and family, receiving and 
returning emails and phone calls, and buying gifts and souvenirs.
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Chapter 4 examines the objects that surround vacationers and the 
ways these things help them craft an identity shaped in difference from 
everyday life, as well as maintain connections to home. The objects people 
interact with help construct and project identity. Clothes, equipment, sou-
venirs, cameras, maps, and guidebooks are intentionally brought on a va-
cation and often introduce an element of change, while the ephemera of 
everyday life that move with a person bring the everyday along. Together 
they facilitate identity shifts by propping up the performance of a par-
ticular facet of self.

When asked to define what a vacation means to them, people usually 
name two criteria: a change in place and a change in routine. This indi-
cates that such a break has a distinct spatial and temporal character. Peo-
ple interact with and make sense of their world through the arrangements 
of space and place. Settings, as well as the other people who occupy them, 
both channel and encourage the identities of the people in them. Chapter 
5 examines how people modify identities in response to space and place. 
The organization of environments hosts different experiences of identity, 
from exaggerated and specialized to diffuse and submerged, while solicit-
ing certain role performances and muting others. In the context of vaca-
tions, the introduction of the travel and tourism industry to a location 
changes meanings of place in ways that support or inhibit role perfor-
mance for the traveler. At the same time, the mental construction of dis-
tance from everyday life is used strategically by vacationers to create a 
sense of break whether they travel many miles or stay close to home.

Chapter 6 examines the complementary role of temporality in identity 
construction. Time, as a constructed and constitutive element of people’s 
social environment, shapes identity through the ordering of roles. Sched-
ules, routines, and timetables influence what roles are performed when 
and for how long. Definitions of duration and frequency are normative and 
determine how long and how often a person may inhabit a role or engage 
in an activity. The temporal orientations of different environments dem-
onstrate that social organizations of time are not universal and that even 
people in the same environment can have very different experiences of 
temporality depending on their standpoint. In some instances, structures 
of time can be altered by others to support identity shifts, and in others 
people must shape their experience to the dominant form of social time.

This book coincides with a time when vacations have a diminished role 
in American society. In 2017, 43 percent of Americans reported that they 
were not planning to take a summer vacation, most because they could 
not afford it or because they could not take the time off from work. In the 
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same poll, of the three-quarters of respondents who answered that they 
are given paid time off at their job, about half reported that they do not 
use all, or even most, of the vacation time they earn. Just 34 percent of 
full-time employees who receive paid leave reported that they used all 
their vacation time.74 In 2018, Americans collectively forfeited 212 mil-
lion unused vacation days, or the equivalent of $62.2 billion in lost bene-
fits.75 In some sense, these workers can be considered the lucky ones, since 
without any legally mandated paid time off in the United States, almost a 
quarter of all workers get no paid leave at all, particularly low-wage, part-
time, and small-business employees.76

Compared with Europeans, we vacation much less and work much 
more and seem to accept this as satisfactory. Whereas the United States 
does not legally require employers to offer paid time off, the European 
Union mandates that member countries provide a minimum of four weeks 
or twenty days of paid vacation time, and several European countries re-
quire even more.77 While as a culture we tend to value work and productiv-
ity, it is worth considering what we are losing with this emphasis. We are 
already aware of burnout, the exhaustion that comes from working 
steadily with little reprieve. But what do we lose when we do not discover, 
do not indulge, and do not take the time that we need to explore and de-
velop facets of our self? This is tied with the question of why this topic is 
worth pursuing in a book. What is the importance of vacations, and why 
should we advocate for them and make room for them in our lives? My 
intention in this book is to demonstrate that vacations are more than just 
taking time off to relax and rejuvenate, more than just having some time 
to do the things that people enjoy doing. They are also about who we are, 
who we want to be, and what we can be.
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