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Introduction
In demographic terms, markets are shifting towards an ageing 

population, particularly in developed countries, where the main 
tourist markets are located. This trend has resulted in a large segment 
that is quite attractive to providers of tourist services known as the 
“senior” or “grey” segment.6 Most researchers are in agreement that 
older adults will prefer to take leisure trips. Indeed Capella and Greco7 
found that 50% of those aged 65years and over took a vacation at least 
once a year, and Blazey8 pointed out that the number one thing that 
people wanted to do when they retired was to travel.9 The emergence 
of new tourist profiles is an ongoing process, resulting from the 
dynamics of changes in society.10

According to UN (2015), globally, in 2015 there were 901 million 
people aged 60 years or over. This was an increase of 48 % over the 
number of 607 million older persons who were living globally in 
2000. By 2030 the number of people in the world aged 60 years or 
over is projected to grow by 56%, to 1.4 billion, and by 2050 the 
global population of older persons is projected to more than double 
its size to reach nearly 2.1 billion.11 The world’s population is ageing 
with virtually every country in the world experiencing growth in 
the number and proportion of older people in the population. Never 
before has humanity seen such a development: a shrinking of younger 
populations in almost all developed countries and at the same time 
a considerable ageing of their residents.12 The age composition of 
the worlds population is altering as the median age rises and that a 
proportionate shift from younger to older people continues.13

Population ageing is poised to become one of the most significant 
social transformations of the 21st century, with implications for 
nearly all sectors of society. These sectors include labour and 
financial markets, housing, transportation and social protection, 
as well as changes in family structures and inter-generational ties 
(UN, 2015), and the tourism industry will not be an exception. The 
demand for leisure and tourism activities has grown steadily in our 
society, and these are now regarded as important aspects of life for 
enhancing psychological and physical well-being,14 and to assist in the 
achievement of a successful retirement.15

On average, seniors are healthier, wealthier, and better educated; 
they have richer life experiences and are more experienced travellers. 
They are also likely to be more active and independent and have 
more interests compared to older people in the past. It has also been 
proposed that they place tourism high in their priorities16,17 and that 
they have a relatively large share of discretionary money which they 
are willing to spend on travel.18 Greater discretionary income, the 
changing age patterns of consumers and more free time are seen as 
essential factors for an increase in the travel demand of this segment. 
As more and more people move into an advanced stage of their life, 
more people of this group will still want to travel.19

An important number of studies and researchers have confirmed 
that the senior market segment will be one of the largest in history 
and have a great impact to the tourism industry because of its size and 
the increasing amount of disposable money that seniors will spend 
on consumer industries. Nevertheless, until recently and despite the 
important academic interest in the older consumer segments mainly 
in the U.S.A., older consumers had been largely neglected or ignored 
by the marketing community, which mostly concentrated on younger 
markets.20‒22 While research has been conducted on tourism planning, 
development, and marketing, various aspects of seniors’ travel 
experiences still require investigation23 as the senior tourism market 
segment remains a relatively unexplored research theme.24

Furthermore and regarding leisure tourism linked to active 
ageing and wellbeing, tourism or leisure travel has not received 
sufficient attention in aging research.25,26 To this day, one of the 
biggest challenges that industries face is the lack of information 
or knowledge as to who their older customers are, and what 
their customers need.27 The aim of the current research is a deeper 
comprehension not only of the senior tourism segment from a market 
segment perspective but also the relevance of leisure travelling on an 
active ageing and well being. 

Summary of research findings
There is a need to explore what seniors want and need and the 

role that active ageing and health can have on tourism consumption 
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Abstract

The silver market is a driving force in the tourism and hospitality industry and one of its 
fastest growing and most evolving segments. The increased importance of the senior market 
is not only the result of demographic changes and a worldwide trend towards an ageing 
population1 but is also caused by behavioral shifts on the part of increasingly active older 
adults.2 According to Leeson,3 population structure and not just size is seen as critical for the 
impact our demographies around the world have on our environment.4

In this context, it is of paramount interest for the tourism industry to understand the travel 
behaviour of the elderly in order to effectively adjust existing tourism products to their 
needs.5 But beyond the lucrative benefits for tourism organizations, a step further towards a 
deeper comprehension on the benefits from leisure travelling linked to a active ageing and 
wellbeing is crucial. There is a gap on literature and academic research on the importance of 
travelling and its role on active and healthy ageing. A general overview on the importance 
of a better understanding on this link will be reported. 
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in the segment of seniors. The active ageing approach is based on 
the recognition of the human rights of older people and the United 
Nations Principles of independence, participation, dignity, care and 
self-fulfilment. It shifts strategic planning away from a “needs-based” 
approach (which assumes that older people are passive targets) to a 
“rights- based” approach that recognizes the rights of people to equality 
of opportunity and treatment in all aspects of life as they grow older. 
It supports their responsibility to exercise their participation in the 
political process and other aspects of community life. WHO (2003) 
standpoint is that advanced age is not necessarily a contraindication 
for travel if the general health status is good. Indeed, from a consumer 
perspective, holidays can provide many benefits to somebody with 
ill-health. Tourism is considered, in the World Tourism Organization 
WTO’s Global Code of Ethics for Responsible Tourism,28 as an 
important means for achieving personal and collective fulfillment 
as well as for having access to and enjoying the ‘planet’s resources’ 
(Article 2, Number 1; Article 7, Number 1).

According to Ferrer et al.25 it is generally accepted that holiday 
tourism is a positive and healthy pursuit to follow in leisure time,29 
providing many benefits to mental and psychical health. Across a 
range of contexts, the links between holiday taking and quality of life, 
health, stress reduction, active life and healthy lifestyle have been 
demonstrated. Travel has been positively correlated with physical 
health outcomes -specifically, risk of cardiovascular heart disease 
amongst middle-aged men.30 People often feel happier, healthier and 
more relaxed after a pleasure trip, although these effects are limited in 
strength and duration after the holiday.31

Following Nella et al.32 the continuous monitoring of market 
trends is one of the most important roles that marketing, scientists 
and practitioners should fulfill. As tourism is significantly affected by 
major demographic, cultural and economic trends, this responsibility 
becomes crucial not only for destination marketers and other tourism 
marketers but also for all stakeholders and practitioners linked to new 
venues towards wellbeing and healthy ageing. 

Practical implications and further research 
To cater to the diversity of needs of the seniors’ market, a more 

comprehensive understanding of travel behavior is necessary in order 
for tourism products and services to be tailored to match preferences 
for travel and gain market advantages.33‒36 Besides, according to our 
view, more emphasis should be put to gain understanding on the 
link between health and leisure travelling from the inner voices of 
senior travellers. In order to identify consumption patterns among 
senior tourists and how they affect their feelings, experiences, needs, 
preferences, ideas and interpretations, a qualitative research approach 
should be adopted. Quite apart from the quantitative characteristics of 
senior travelers, additional qualitative parameters should be carefully 
considered. The dominance of the quantitative approach is evident 
in previous research studies on senior tourism. However following 
Patterson,1 researchers should further develop and apply qualitative 
methods that will enable them, “to gain a better and more in-depth 
recollection and understanding of the actual trip experience’’ 
(2006: 40). He argued that relatively little research has sought to 
understand the meaning of tourism and leisure for older people, 
and that it is not possible to study older people’s behaviour through 
‘snapshot’ research, which isolates a single moment in time. 
Sedgley et al.26 also called for the application of more qualitative 
methods to examine the full breath of the subject but also for 

more cross-disciplinary enquiries –particularly in gerontology- to 
provide meaningful insight into lives of this population.37

Understanding what type of tourism that seniors want to do in 
the future, their future motivations and behaviour, matching their 
changing needs and accounting for these changes in a proactive way 
may: (1) provide lucrative benefits and exciting opportunities for 
research; (2) give relevant inputs for managing active and healthy 
ageing issues and (3) develop knowledge and expertise on social 
tourism programmes for seniors with less opportunities to participate 
in tourism and which may improve their quality of life in many 
ways.38 Furthermore, according to Hung et al.39–41 findings generated 
by this approach may help create innovative ways to address some 
of the gaps identified in the literature. Further studies should also 
be undertaken this kind of research and deepen into social tourism 
programmes for seniors “which is a field of research that has been 
widely neglected” Eusebio et al.38 
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