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Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to test a number of hypotheses concerning the differences be-
tween senior and non-senior travelers in the particular context of holiday rentals. A further aim is to
provide exploratory evidence for these differences.
Design/methodology/approach – A brief review of the extant literature leads into the formulation of
some hypotheses. The hypotheses are tested using survey data. Data from the same survey are used to
explore further data.
Findings – It was possible not only to find some evidence to support the hypotheses, but also to find
significant differences between the preferences of seniors and non-seniors, as well as between pre-se-
niors and seniors. Thus, pre-seniors exhibit a higher willingness to pay for holiday rentals than seniors,
whereas seniors have a higher preference for domestic travel. Seniors are less interested in technology
than other age groups.
Originality/value – This paper reports on survey findings for a segment of the tourism market that
has received practically no attention in the literature – the holiday rental market. The results pave the
way for further investigations within this segment.
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Senior and Non-Senior Traveller Behaviour: 
Some Exploratory Evidence from the Holiday Rental
Sector in Switzerland

K R I S T I A N  J .  S U N D  &  P H I L I P P  B O K S B E RG E R

Abstract

1 Introduction1 The aim of this paper is, in light of the pre-
dicted demographic ageing of the Swiss and
European populations, to examine and re-
assess a number of hypotheses related to
tourism consumption and age. This will be
done within the particular context of an of-
ten neglected and underestimated sub-sec-
tor of tourism and hospitality, namely the
holiday home rental sector. The vast major-
ity of theoretical and empirical research
within the hospitality sector has concerned
the hotel and restaurant industries. For in-
stance, a number of dedicated journals exist
covering both theory-building adapted to
the supply-side analysis of those sectors, as
well as demand-side issues such as customer
expectations, attitudes and so forth. Com-
paratively, the interest for theory and em-
piricism on holiday rentals in general is very
limited; this despite the fact that in the case
of a country like Switzerland, more beds are
available in holiday rentals than in hotels. In
2005 there were 274'035 beds available in
5'836 hotels in Switzerland. This compares

to an estimated 360'000 beds available for
rental in holiday and secondary homes2.

Over the past few years the baby
boomer generation has been reaching re-
tirement age with the consequent change in
the relative size of the senior market. The
term baby boomer refers to the generation
born roughly between 1945 and 1965 (Pat-
terson, 2006). During this period, fertility
rates shot up from 1.73 children per
woman in 1937, to 2.61 in 1946. After di-
minishing slightly, a second maximum was
attained in 1964 with 2.64 children per
woman (Wanner et al., 2005). A number of
factors explain the baby boom in Switzer-
land. These include an increased preference
for marriage after the Second World War,
earlier marriage and earlier birth of chil-
dren, strong economic growth and a higher
general economic well-being in the years
following the war. In many ways, there was
a return to normality after the war and a
general renewed optimism that con-
tributed to encouraging family life. The ba-
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by boom took place similarly in most de-
veloped countries throughout the world.

Since the beginning of the 20th Centu-
ry, the population of Switzerland has more
than doubled, from an estimated 3.3 mil-
lion in 1900 to around 7.5 million in 2005
(Milojevic, 2006). In the same period, the
life expectancy of women has gone from 50
to 84 years and that of men from 46 to 79
years. Although the average yearly popula-
tion growth rate has been around 0.8% over
the past century, a number of factors have
contributed to periodical accelerations of
this growth rate, or even to short periods
with negative population growth. The
main factor is migration; the others are
changes in fertility and life expectancy. As
can be seen in Figure 1, which shows the
evolution of the Swiss population from
1991 until 2050 using the “average” sce-
nario, the Swiss population is expected to
continue growing for another thirty years,
reaching a maximum of 8.16 million, be-
fore declining after this time. According to
this scenario, the population size of the cat-
egory of 65 years and above will continual-
ly grow, reaching an impressive 2.25 million
by the year 2050, or 27.9% of the popula-
tion. Today this proportion is less than
17%. Impressively, by 2020 over three mil-
lion Swiss residents will be aged fifty or
above (Kohli and Cotter, 2004).

This paper is divided into several sec-
tions as follows. In a first section we briefly
discuss theories of life course variation in
leisure and tourism, and travel life cycle
theory in particular. We then propose a

number of hypotheses derived from the
theory which we formulate for verification
within the particular sub-sector of holiday
rentals. Based on an extensive survey car-
ried out through a market leader in the Eu-
ropean holiday rental sector in 2005, we
provide evidence to support some of these
hypotheses. Finally, in the conclusion we
shortly discuss some weaknesses of our
analysis and avenues for further research.

2 Life course variation in travel
and leisure

The life cycle concept has been widely used
to study a variety of psychological and social
phenomena. One such phenomenon is the
life course variation in travel and leisure ac-
tivities. As countless studies have shown, age
and gender can be particularly useful pre-
dictors of leisure activity (Horna, 1994). The
life time of a person can thus be divided in-
to stages, characterized by specific preoccu-
pations, interests and activities (Rapoport
and Rapoport, 1978). This theory has often
been referred to as the family life cycle mod-
el, due to the traditionally strong link be-
tween family size and the aforementioned
preoccupations and activities. There ap-
pears to be no consensus in the literature on
the exact delimitation of the various stages
of the family life cycle model (Horna, 1994),
however, these stages are usually considered
to be the preparation stages of childhood
and adolescence, the establishment phase of
adulthood, and the culmination phase of

third age. Likewise, there is no consensus on
what exactly constitutes a senior traveller
(Horna, 1994; Littrell et al., 2004). Some
studies consider the age of 50 to be the di-
viding line between non-senior and senior
(Gassmann and Reepmeyer, 2006; Ylanne-
McEwen n.d.), others 55 , 60 (Lee and
Tideswell, 2005) or even 65. This lack of con-
sistency makes direct comparisons of differ-
ent studies somewhat difficult.

A number of studies have differentiated
between younger (typically 50-64 year-olds)
and older (typically 65 and older) seniors
(Javalgi et al., 1992). Some other studies
have divided the life time into many stages
related directly to the family situation of a
person. Thus it has been suggested that the
relevant life cycle stages are “Young Single”,
“Young Couples (with no children)”, “Full
Nest” (with children), “Empty Nest” (chil-
dren have left home), and “Solitary Sur-
vivor” (the widow) (Lawson, 1991). The rel-
evant stages for the study of senior tourists
would presumably in this case be “Empty
Nest I (still working)”, “Empty Nest II (re-
tired)” and “Solitary Survivor”. However, it
is also clear that in this family-oriented life
time segmentation, age only indirectly in-
fluences travel behaviour. A common diffi-
culty encountered by scholars making this
type of study is that not everyone fits into
standardized family life stage definitions.
For instance, Lawson (1991) found that out
of 3,426 responders of his survey, 40% were
not classifiable according to his life cycle
stages. This type of result obviously casts a
shadow of doubt on the method of seg-
mentation itself.

A separate and alternative method for
client segmentation has been used, based
on the concept of lifestyle. According to the
lifestyle method, it is possible to build
schematic clusters out of people's atti-
tudes, opinions, beliefs or preferences
(Gonzalez and Bello, 2002; Vyncke, 2002).
These clusters will inevitably be age-inde-
pendent. Thus, it is possible, for instance,
to be an “adventure-seeking” tourist both
at the age of 20 and at the age of 50. Al-
though it is of course possible to focus on
the specific lifestyle clusters encountered in
a particular age group, such as seniors
(Hawes, 1993; Lee and Tideswell, 2005;
Littrell et al., 2004; Oates et al., 1996), this
focussed approach does not easily allow for
a comparison between age groups, and thus
teaches us relatively little about senior ver-
sus non-senior travel and tourism behav-
iours.

Figure 1: The development of the Swiss population
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3 Age and generation effects

A common difficulty in all studies of life
course variations in travel and leisure be-
haviour is differentiating between behav-
ioural variance genuinely related to age,
and that related to a particular generation
or cohort. It has often been pointed out
that people's opinions, beliefs and even be-
haviours are deeply rooted in the particular
time and place that they grew up, such that
entire generations “think alike” and adhere
to particular principles and behaviours
which are different than those of the gener-
ation of their parents or that of their chil-
dren (Horna, 1994). For example, it has
been found that in 2004 in Germany, 70%
of seniors (defined as 60 years old or more)
make at least one trip with 5 nights or more
per year (Sonntag and Sierck, 2005). This
compares to a figure of 65.5%, for the same
age group, ten years earlier. Thus, the same
age group appears to have changed its be-
haviour over time. This makes it problem-
atic to use the results of life course varia-
tion studies for prediction purposes, espe-
cially for long-term predictions. If the par-
ticular research problem is to predict future
travel behaviour, then a hypothesis con-
cerning behaviour related to a particular
cohort must be emitted.

One such hypothesis is that if you mea-
sure, for example, travel intensity of a given
age group at a given time, for instance in
1994, one could expect to find that the
1994 cohort will exhibit a similar behaviour
ten years later (Lohmann and Danielsson,
2001). This hypothesis obviously contra-
dicts, at least to a certain degree, the basic
assumption that travel and leisure behav-
iour changes with age and in our opinion
therefore stands on somewhat shaky theo-
retical ground, despite the existence of
some empirical evidence to back up the hy-
pothesis. In accordance with findings in lit-
erature, we would suggest that one should
expect to find a host of different factors in-
fluencing travel behaviour, including some
related to generation cohort, and some of
which will indirectly influence this behav-
iour through age. Thus, it is only fair to as-
sume that a person of, say, 55 years of age
today, will have gone through some impor-
tant life changes by the time he is 65, possi-
bly involving retirement, changes in dispos-
able income, children leaving home, grand-
children being born, deterioration of
health or even the loss of a spouse. Further-
more, factors such as the cost and ease of

travel as well as travel and communication
technology will evolve in this time. All of
these are likely to influence the willingness
and frequency of travel.

As our discussion has illustrated, using
the results of studies of travel behaviour life
course variation for predictive purposes
must be done with care. Furthermore, giv-
en the significant differences in underlying
factors such as household income levels,
education levels, culture, travel history, and
general infrastructure and technological
levels of development between various
countries, the results of these studies are
often context-dependent, and cannot be di-
rectly compared internationally.

4 Hypotheses

Due to the complications mentioned in the
previous section, and given the specificities
of the survey on which we base our empiri-
cal evidence, we prefer, in this paper, to focus
on a particular type of tourism consump-
tion, which has enjoyed very little attention
in the literature, namely the market for hol-
iday rentals. In order to fix the context, we
also focus voluntarily on one country,
Switzerland. Furthermore, rather than
adopt a lifestyle or family stage type of seg-
mentation, we will take a more simple age-
related segmentation approach. Within the
particular context of the holiday rental mar-
ket we wish to verify a number of hypotheses
linked to the behaviour of seniors and non-
seniors. It is our fundamental research ques-
tion to study how the choice of destination,
willingness to pay, and preferences in terms
of characteristics change with age, within
the particular context and sector of holiday
rentals, and for Swiss customers only.

It is important to note again that age by
itself will not explain travel behaviour.
What is relevant for both the researcher and
the practitioner to understand, are the un-
derlying dimensions of a person's life
which change with age, thereby altering
travel behaviour. It has been shown that the
factors most commonly and strongly af-
fecting people's likelihood or propensity to
travel, as well as their total travel expendi-
ture, are those linked to time constraints,
budget constraints and health constraints
(Fleischer and Pizam, 2002; Hong et al.,
1999). In the case of older seniors, the time
constraint is usually no longer a factor
(Fleischer and Pizam, 2002). A common fal-
lacy is to consider either that elderly citi-

zens are particularly poorer, or particularly
richer than the rest of society. The reality is
somewhat more nuanced. Statistics show
that in fact pre-seniors (which we could de-
fine to be roughly those between the ages of
50 and 65), who most often are still work-
ing, tend to have relatively higher dispos-
able incomes than other age groups. The re-
al seniors (which we define as those over the
Swiss retirement age of 65) tend, however,
to have somewhat lower income levels
(Javalgi et al., 1992). Moreover, these people
often have higher health related expenses
(Fleischer and Pizam, 2002). It is not sur-
prising then that it was found in studies of
both senior British and US travellers that
these travellers put a great emphasis on val-
ue for money (Ananth et al., 1992; Callan
and Bowman, 2000).

Given that literature suggests income
to be an important determinant of willing-
ness to pay and that households of pre-se-
niors have a higher median income than
households of seniors, we might expect
that willingness to pay would be higher for
pre-seniors than seniors. An important lim-
itation of our study is that we do not have
disposable income data from the survey on
which our analysis is based. Therefore, we
will not directly be studying the effect of
household income level on holiday rental
expenditure. The link we will hypothesize
about is that between age group and expen-
diture. We therefore assume that expendi-
ture willingness will be directly linked to
disposable income. Since we believe that
high-income groups will, all else equal, be
willing to spend more for travel, and given
that income changes with age, we hypothe-
size a direct relationship between age and
willingness to pay for holiday rentals.

Hypothesis 1a:
Ceteris paribus, the declared willingness to
pay for holiday rentals will increase with
age until the age of retirement, after which
it will start to decrease.

Hypothesis 1b:
Ceteris paribus, the declared willingness to
pay for holiday rentals among pre-seniors
will be higher than among seniors.

As we have pointed out previously, the
limitations that have been identified in the
literature as significantly affecting a senior
person's travel intensity is disposable in-
come and health. Decreasing disposable in-
come and worsening health are both linked
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to age and directly influence mobility. One
would expect the choice of destination to
be affected. Thus studies tend to show that
destination preference differs according to
age group. It is, however, not at all clear that
one can simply assume that older tourists
prefer closer destinations. What does seem
to prevail in the literature, is an increase,
particularly among older seniors, for travel
within a person's own country (Romsa and
Blenman, 1989). In this context we hypoth-
esize that the interest for holiday rentals
within Switzerland will be higher among
both pre-seniors and seniors than among
other age groups. Furthermore, we hypoth-
esize that the interest for holiday rentals
within Switzerland will be higher among
seniors than among pre-seniors.

Hypothesis 2a:
The interest for domestic holiday rentals
will be higher among both pre-seniors and
seniors, than among other age groups.

Hypothesis 2b:
The interest for domestic holiday rentals
will be higher among  seniors than among
pre-seniors.

Our final research question concerns
the particular holiday rental home charac-
teristics preferred by seniors as compared to
non-seniors. Due to the lack of previous re-
search on this question we do not formulate
any specific hypotheses. Our approach to
this question is purely exploratory. Based on
results of studies in other tourism sectors,
we would expect a greater preference among
non-seniors for high-tech related equip-
ment, as well as for the availability or prox-
imity of various leisure activities (Ananth et
al., 1992; Callan and Bowman, 2000; Math-
ur et al., 1998).

5 Analysis

A survey was sent in October 2005 to 4,001
existing and potential customers in Switzer-
land of a leading holiday rental company, al-
so based in Switzerland. The sample can
therefore be considered non-random. The
over-all response rate was 26.7%, resulting in
1,069 usable questionnaires. Age groups
were defined in ten year groups. In this con-
text we defined pre-seniors to be roughly the
group of 50-59 year-olds and seniors to be
the respondents aged 60 or more.

In order to assess the willingness to pay,
responders were asked for their weekly

rental budget, or willingness to pay. The re-
sults are shown is Table I. A preliminary in-
spection of these results indicates that the
distribution of rental budget does indeed
show a tendency to increase with age until a
maximum reached by the 40-49 group. After
this the willingness to pay appears to drop
off. In order to confirm these results we per-
formed a one-way analysis of variance, the
data of which can be found in Table II. As
can be seen, the choice of declared willing-
ness to pay category differs between the dif-
ferent age groups surveyed. Furthermore
these differences are as expected and are sta-
tistically highly significant.

The willingness to pay appears to rise
and reach a maximum level among the 40-
49 year old age group. After this, it falls,
with pre-seniors basically willing to spend
more than older seniors. This lends some
support to our first hypothesis. Somewhat
surprisingly, the pre-senior group already
has a lower declared willingness to pay than
the previous age group.

The conclusion from our results is that
we have sound support for hypothesis 1b
but not for hypothesis 1a.

Our second hypothesis concerned the
preference of domestic holiday rentals over
foreign ones among elderly. We hypothe-
sized firstly that seniors would have a high-
er preference for holiday rentals in Switzer-
land than non-seniors, and secondly that
seniors would have a higher such prefer-
ence than pre-seniors. Again, in the context
of the survey used we define pre-seniors as
those aged 50-59 and seniors as those aged
60 or above. In the survey carried out, re-
spondents could choose their favourite des-
tinations for holiday rentals among a list of
23 countries (mainly in Europe) where the
holiday rental firm undertaking the survey
is present. These destinations included the
most common travel destinations of Swiss
travellers in general. The data confirmed
both hypothesis 2a and 2b. In the case of
non-seniors (up until the age of 49), 61.1%
of respondents chose Switzerland as a pre-
ferred destination, against 72.6% of respon-
dents aged 50 or above.

Furthermore, as can be seen in Table III,
there was a notable difference between pre-se-
niors and seniors, whereby the older ones
have an overwhelming preference for Switzer-

Table I: Declared rental budget

Table III: Destination preference for domestic travel

Table II: ANOVA for declared budget
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land as a destination. As anticipated, it is not
clear what happens among other age groups.

Finally, we wished to explore the holiday
rental characteristic preferences of various
age groups. This was done with a series of
questions designed to determine prefer-
ences for 24 characteristics or attributes of
holiday rentals, evaluated on a 5-point Lick-
ert scale, with 1 being labelled “very impor-
tant” and 5 being labelled “very unimpor-
tant”. The results are summarized in Table
4, with the attributes where inter-age group
differences are statistically significant at the
99% level indicated in bold characters.

As can be seen in Table IV, a number of
significant differences exist between age
groups in terms of preferences. As we antic-
ipated, there is a stronger preference
among younger generations for high-tech
attributes, such as internet connection and
hi-fi system, or even air conditioning. Hav-
ing said this, seniors have a very strong pref-
erence for television. In terms of amenities,
these elderly persons also want towels and
linen to be provided. This may be due to the
higher difficulty they experience in carry-
ing heavy luggage with them on holiday.

Confirming some of the findings of
previous studies, seniors seem to be less in-
terested in physical activities like swim-
ming, since they rate a pool or going to the
sea as less important than do other groups.
Proximity to shopping and to a town centre
does seem important, however, possibly

ket. Furthermore, we sought to explore the
particular preferences in terms of infra-
structure and attributes of holiday rentals
of seniors and non-seniors. We were able
not only to find some evidence to support
our hypotheses, but also to find significant
differences between the preferences of se-
niors and non-seniors, as well as between
pre-seniors and seniors.

We have shown with our study that
both pre-seniors and seniors tend to be will-
ing to spend less money on holiday rentals.
Furthermore, Swiss seniors appreciate the
convenience and safety of travel within
Switzerland. Of course, we hope that future
research, including cross-country compar-
isons, will shed further light on this inter-
esting and important market segment.

due to the possibilities such activities and
places offer for social interaction.

Finally a very interesting finding is the
preference for smaller holiday rentals, with a
significantly lower preference for detached
houses and large apartments and houses.
This is probably due to the older senior
group often not travelling with children.
Furthermore, there is of course a link be-
tween preferred size and willingness to pay.

6 Conclusions

In this paper we have tried to shed some ad-
ditional light on the travel behaviour of se-
niors within the context of a sector of
tourism which has often been ignored in
the literature, namely the holiday rental
sector. In view of the ageing population in
many industrial countries, it becomes of in-
creasing value to understand the particular
needs and expectation of an age group
which in a country like Switzerland will
make up a quarter of the population with-
in few years.

Based on existing literature, we formu-
lated a number of research questions and
hypotheses to test using a survey of existing
and potential Swiss holiday rental cus-
tomers. The hypotheses concerned the will-
ingness to pay and the destination prefer-
ences of senior versus non-senior travellers,
within the particular context of this mar-

Table IV: Rental characteristics preferences

Tourism Review 3+4/07  20.11.2007  10:55 Uhr  Seite 25



26 Tourism Review, Vol 62, No 3+4/2007

Refereed Section

References

- Ananth, M., DeMicco, F. J., Moreo, P. J., and
Howey, R. M. (1992). Marketplace Lodging Needs
of Mature Travelers. Cornell Hotel and Restau-
rant Administration Quarterly, 33(4), 12.

- Callan, R. J., and Bowman, L. (2000). Selecting a Ho-
tel and Determining Salient Quality Attributes: A
Preliminary Study of Mature British Travellers. The
International Journal of Tourism Research, 2(2).

- Fleischer, A., and Pizam, A. (2002). Tourism Con-
straints Among Israeli Seniors. Annals of
Tourism Research, 29(1).

- Gassmann, O., and Reepmeyer, G. (2006). Wachs-
tumsmarkt Alter: Innovationen für die Ziel-
gruppe 50+. München: Carl Hanser Verlag.

- Gonzalez, A. M., and Bello, L. (2002). The con-
struct “lifestyle” in market segmentation: The be-
haviour of tourist consumers. European Journal
of Marketing, 36(1/2), 51.

- Hawes, D. K. (1993). Travel-Related Lifestyle Profiles
of Older Women. Journal of Travel Research, 25(4).

- Hong, G. S., Kim, S. Y., and Lee, J. (1999). Travel
Expenditure Pattern of Elderly Households in the
US. Tourism Recreation Research, 24(1).

- Horna, J. (1994). The Study of Leisure: An Introduc-
tion. Don Mills, Ontario: Oxford University Press.

- Javalgi, R. G., Thomas, E. G., and Rao, S. R. (1992).
Consumer behavior in the U.S. pleasure travel
marketplace: An analysis of senior and nonsenior
travelers. Journal of Travel Research, 31(2), 14.

- Kohli, R., and Cotter, S. (2004). Demographische
Entwicklung in den Kantonen von 2002 bis 2040.
Neuchâtel: Bundesamt für Statistik.

- Lawson, R. (1991). Patterns of Tourist Expendi-
ture and Types of Vacation Across the Family Life
Cycle. Journal of Travel Research, 29(4).

- Lee, S. H., and Tideswell, C. (2005). Understand-
ing attitudes towards leisure travel and the con-
straints faced by senior Koreans. Journal of Vaca-
tion Marketing, 11(3), 249.

- Littrell, M. A., Paige, R. C., and Song, K. (2004). Se-
nior travellers: Tourism activities and shopping be-
haviours. Journal of Vacation Marketing, 10(4), 348.

- Lohmann, M., and Danielsson, J. (2001). Predict-
ing Travel Patterns of Senior Citizens: How the
Past May Provide a Key to the Future. Journal of
Vacation Marketing, 7(4).

- Mathur, A., Sherman, E., and Schiffman, L. G.
(1998). Opportunities for marketing travel ser-
vices to new-age elderly. The Journal of Services
Marketing, 12(4), 265.

- Milojevic, M. (2006). Demografisches Porträt der
Schweiz, Ausgabe 2006. Neuchâtel: Office Fédéral
de la Statistique.

- Oates, B., Schufeldt, L., and Vaught, B. (1996). A Psy-
chographic Study of the Elderly and Retail Store At-
tributes. The Journal of Consumer Marketing, 13(6).

- Patterson, I. (2006). Growing Older: Tourism and
Leisure Behaviour of Older Adults. Wallingford:
CABI.

- Rapoport, R., and Rapoport, R. N. (1978). Leisure
and the Family Life Cycle. London: Routledge
and Kegan Paul.

- Romsa, G., and Blenman, M. (1989). Vacation Pat-
terns of the Elderly German. Annals of Tourism
Research, 16, 178-188.

- Sonntag, U., and Sierck, A. (2005). Urlaubsreisen
der Senioren. Kiel: F.U.R.

- Vyncke, P. (2002). Lifestyle Segmentation. Euro-
pean Journal of Communication, 17(4).

- Wanner, P., Sauvain-Dugerdil, C., Guilley, E., and
Hussy, C. (2005). ges et Générations: La vie après
50 ans en Suisse. Neuchâtel: Office Fédéral de la
Statistique.

- Ylanne-McEwen, V. (n. d.) Golden times for gold-
en agers: Selling holidays as lifestyle for the over
50s. Journal of Communication, 50(3), 83.

Endnotes

1) The authors would like to thank Inter-
home AG for kindly providing the data
used in this paper. An earlier version of
this paper was presented at the 2007
Leisure Futures Conference at the Uni-
versity of St. Gallen. We wish to thank
two anonymous reviewers as well as the
conference organizers for comments.
This research was partially funded
through a grant by the Swiss Federal
Council for Innovation and Technology
(CTI grant number 8013.2).

2) Source: Swiss Federal Statistical Office
(BFS)

Tourism Review 3+4/07  20.11.2007  10:55 Uhr  Seite 26


