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Abstract 

The current tendency to undertake more trips, but of shorter duration, throughout the year, has meant 

that the tourist industry has started to show greater interest in attracting those market segments that opt 

for more prolonged stays, as they are especially profitable. One of these segments is that of seniors. 

Given the aging demographic of the population worldwide, which is particularly noticeable in Spain, 

the object of this study is to identify the variables that determine the length of stay of Spanish seniors 

at their destination. The determinant factors of the length of stay by Spanish seniors identified were: 

age, travel purpose, climate, type of accommodation, group size, trip type and the activities carried out 

at the destination. This study is a contribution to this field from an empirical point of view, given the 

scarcity of studies of this type and their eminently descriptive character; as well as from a practical 

level, with interesting implications for the sector. 

Keywords: length of stay, Spanish seniors, aging demographic 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Length of stay is a variable of special interest for any tourist destination, given its positive relationship 

to tourism income (Barros et al., 2010; Martínez-García and Raya, 2008). Tourists who stay at their 

destination longer visit more attractions and generate more business for the destination than those who 

stay for a shorter time (Barros and Machado, 2010; Martínez-García and Raya, 2008).  Hotels, for 

their part, maximise profits, reduce fixed costs and maintain high occupation rates as tourists increase 

the length of their stay (Barros and Machado, 2010; Peypoch et al, 2012). This is also one of the most 

important variables in a tourist’s decision-making process, and therefore it is one of the key aspects in 

destination planning and management (Alegre and Pou, 2006; Salmasi et al, 2012). However, despite 

the importance of this variable for tourist destinations, up until now there have been few studies 

related to the length of stay at the destination, notably: Alegre and Pou, 2003; 2006; Alegre et al, 

2011; Barros and Machado, 2010; Barros et al, 2010; Ferrer-Rosell et al, 2014; Fleischer et al, 2011; 

Gokovali et al, 2007; Grigolon et al, 2014; Martínez-García and Raya, 2008; Meng and Uysal, 2008; 
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Nicolau and Más 2006; 2009; Peypoch et al, 2012; Seaton and Palmer, 1997; Salmasi et al, 2012 and 

Wu and Carson, 2008.  

The reduction of the length of the stay at the destination in favour of shorter trips taken more often 

throughout the year, is one of the tendencies that has characterised the tourism industry in recent years 

(Alegre and Pou, 2003; Barros and Machado, 2010; Ferrer-Rosell et al, 2014; Fleischer et al, 2011; 

Gokovali et al, 2007; Salmasi et al, 2012). This tendency has been recently fostered by an increase in 

business trips and the appearance of low-cost airlines (VV.AA. in Barros and Machado, 2010). 

Martínez-García and Raya (2008) advised that the reduction in the duration of stay of tourists in Spain 

involves a reduction in tourist spending, the total expenditure only being offset by an increased flow of 

visitors. Given the importance for destinations to have long-stay tourism, it is necessary to undertake 

an in-depth analysis of this variable in order to identify exactly which factors affect the length of stay. 

This will provide the necessary tools to allow the relevant bodies involved in destination planning and 

management to attract those travellers who show a greater predisposition to more prolonged stays. 

One of the groups that show a greater tendency to make more prolonged stays at destinations are 

seniors. As they lack certain obligations (work, family) and have more free time to travel, as well as 

higher discretional income than other groups, they tend to enjoy more prolonged stays at their 

destinations than other travellers (Alegre and Pou, 2003; Blazey, 1992; Romsa and Blenman, 1989; 

Nicolau and Más, 2006). Interest in this group’s mobility patterns has increased in recent years as a 

consequence of the population aging process being experienced on a global scale (Moniruzzaman et 

al, 2013). 

If the population ages globally, in Europe it does so at a precipitous pace. Spain will be one of the 

countries with the oldest population in Europe in the next few years, to the extent that by 2050, one in 

every two people in Spain will be 50 years old or over (United Nations, 2013). The UNWTO has 

estimated that, by 2050, the population above 60 years old will make up more than 2 thousand million 

international journeys, as opposed to 593 million in 1999 (Patterson, 2006). In 2012 in Spain, 62.1% 

of homes comprised of people between 51 and 65 years old made some sort of trip, with foreign 

visitors older than 64 being those who spent the most on tourism in Spain (IET, 2012a; IET, 2012b). 

The demographic aging being experienced globally, basically in the more developed regions, will 

mean that senior tourism will be considered to be one of the most important markets with the fastest 

growth in the tourism industry, this segment becoming the ‘growth engine’ of tourism (Schröder and 

Widmann, 2007). Cooper et al. (2007), Glover and Prideaux (2009) and Ryan (1995) noted that the 

aging baby boom generation is one of the most relevant markets in the tourism sector. 

The purpose of this study is to identify those variables that influence Spanish senior citizens’ length of 

stay at the destination, given their importance for the tourism industry, since the predictions for the 
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next few years indicate that Spain will be one of the countries with the most aging population in the 

world (United Nations, 2013). 

This study intends to make an empirical contribution to the topic of length of stay in destination of the 

mature Spanish population, given the scant number of existing studies and their eminently descriptive 

character (Bai et al, 2001; Blazey, 1992; Fleischer and Pizam, 2002; Fleischer and Seiler, 2002; Jang 

et al, 2003; Lawson, 1991; Oppermann, 1995; Romsa and Blenman, 1989; Wang, 2005 and Wang et 

al, 2008). 

 

2. LENGTH OF STAY  

Length of stay, as well as being one of the most important variables of a tourist’s decision-making 

process (Salmasi et al., 2012), is strongly related to the rest of the variables that form part of the tourist 

experience, such as the type of accommodation used, the destination etc., characterised by their 

interdependence—in that decisions are not taken independently of other considerations—, and by their 

subordination, sometimes to barriers such as those related to financial resources, time, family, etc. 

(Dellaert et al, 1998). However, despite the fact that various authors have demonstrated the importance 

of length of stay for tourism-generated income at the destination, few have been interested in 

identifying the causal factors for this variable (Alegre et al, 2011). 

The existing studies have referred to four types of variables that determine travellers’ length of stay at 

destination, namely socio-demographic variables, those related to the life-cycle of the individual, 

travel motivation and variables related to the trip itself. 

Socio-demographic variables 

Age and sex are two recurrent socio-demographic variables in the studies dealing with length of stay at 

the destination. It is considered that age has a positive relationship with length of stay (Alegre and 

Pou, 2003; Blazey, 1992; Fleischer and Pizam, 2002; Fleischer and Seiler, 2002; Barros and Machado, 

2010; Barros et al, 2010; Martínez-García and Raya, 2008; Meng and Uysal, 2008; Nicolau and Más, 

2009; Romsa and Blenman, 1989; Salmasi et al, 2012); although it begins to have a negative 

relationship when it reaches a certain level, mainly for health reasons (Fleischer and Pizam, 2002; 

Fleischer and Seiler, 2002). Some of these authors connect the tendency in terms of length of stay 

amongst the elderly with the individual’s work situation. They consider that, once the individual enters 

retirement, the length of stay at the destination increases with respect to those individuals still active in 

the work market, given the greater amount of free time available to them (Blazey, 1992; Fleischer and 

Pizam, 2002; Fleischer and Seiler, 2002; Romsa and Blenman, 1989; Salmasi et al, 2012). As to the 
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sex variable, the studies agreed in finding that men tended to take longer trips than women, this trend 

also being maintained in adulthood (Barros and Machado, 2010; Meng and Uysal, 2008). The 

following hypotheses are therefore proposed: 

H1. Age has a positive relationship to length of stay. 

H2. Men tend to do trips with longer stays. 

Life cycle 

Cooper et al (2007) indicated that both the propensity to travel and the type of tourist experience are 

strictly related to the individual’s domestic age, which refers to the stage in the life cycle that has been 

reached. The individual’s domestic age explains the differences in terms of types of tourist demand 

and travel propensity, based on two fundamental factors: time and income available. These two factors 

are in turn influenced by other factors, such as household structure, the chronological age of the 

individual and their situation in the job market. Various studies have established a relationship 

between the individual’s life-cycle stage, and trip duration (Grigolon et al, 2014; Lawson, 1991; 

Oppermann, 1995; Seaton and Palmer, 1997). Therefore, taking into account that, as discussed by 

Cooper et al (2007), the individual’s domestic age is controlled by economic status and available time, 

and that these characteristics are subjective, the following hypotheses have been formed: 

H3. Self-perceived economic status influences the length of stay. 

H4. The self-perceived amount of time available influences the length of stay. 

Motivation 

The main area of research concerning travel and tourism is based around motivation (Alén et al, 2010). 

Certain authors have emphasised the presence of two main motivational components, push factors and 

pull factors. Crompton (1979) indicated that push factors explain the desire to travel, whilst pull 

factors explain the choice of destination. Dann (in Crompton, 1979) connected push factors to the need 

to travel, and argued that these factors are conducive to pull factors, which are linked to the choice of 

destination. Regarding push factors for seniors, despite the fact that trips for holiday purposes make up 

a large part of the trips taken by this group, other reasons for travel worth mentioning are to visit 

family and/or friends, and health and work, as travel types with a large potential for this segment of 

the population. Trips undertaken for visiting family and/or friends are, according to various authors, 

those preferred by the elderly population (VV.AA. in Lee, 2005). In addition, as mentioned by the 

UNWTO (2010), health tourism will be one of the most popular types, given the aging demographic, 

particularly in Europe. Trips taken for work reasons by seniors are also of special interest, taking into 
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account the high percentage of the elderly population who travel for this reason with respect to the rest 

(Blazey, 1992; Collins and Tisdell, 2002). 

Various authors agree that a relationship exists between the main motive or reason for the trip—push 

factors—and the length of stay at the destination (Jang et al, 2003; Lawson, 1991; Seaton and Palmer, 

1997; Wang, 2005; Wang et al, 2008). They have specifically noted that in trips made for the purpose 

of seeing family and/or friends, the average length of stay is higher. This result is basically due to the 

lack of accommodation costs, which allows the stay at the destination to be prolonged with the same 

available budget. Consequently, the following hypothesis is proposed: 

H5. The main purpose for the trip determines its length 

In terms of pull factors, or appealing attributes of the destination, the most important ones when 

choosing the destination for seniors have been noted as being: hygiene and cleanliness, security, 

climate, cost, events and attractions, ease of transport, shopping areas, medical coverage, places of 

historical/artistic interest, natural attractions/countryside and distance, according to the studies by 

Baloglu and Uysal (1996), Chen (2009), Huang and Tsai (2003), Jang and Wu (2006), Norman et al 

(2001), Prayag (2012), Sangpikul (2008), Wang (2005) and Wu (2003). 

In the same way as with the main purpose for the journey, it is considered that factors which operate as 

attributes of the destination determine the length of stay. Barros and Machado (2010) stated that length 

of stay is positively related to those destinations that are appealing because they are wine producers, 

have traditions, casinos or appealing natural features. Alegre and Pou (2003), Barros et al (2010) and 

Nicolau and Más (2009), for their part, found that climate has a positive effect on length of stay. 

Besides, the preference for economical destinations has been found to promote longer stays (Nicolau 

and Más, 2009). Therefore, it is considered that: 

H6. The appealing attributes of the destination determine the length of stay 

Travel characteristics 

The travel characteristics considered to be the most important when it comes to determining length of 

stay include: the (national/international) destination, type of accommodation, mode of trip 

(individual/group), type of trip and the activities carried out. 

With respect to the destination, it has been found that seniors travel as much nationally as 

internationally (Litrell et al, 2004; Wu, 2003), and that this is related to the length of stay. Wu and 

Carson (2008) noted that international trips have a positive relationship with length of stay with 

respect to national trips. It is therefore proposed that: 
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H7. The (national/international) destination determines the length of stay 

With regard to the type of accommodation used during the trip, the majority of seniors stay at a hotel, 

followed by a holiday apartment, family and/or friends’ houses, second residence, and, at a lesser rate, 

country house lodges (Bai et al., 1999; Batra, 2009; Lawson, 1991). Of these five types of tourist 

accommodation preferred by seniors, holiday apartments contribute to prolonging the length of stay at 

the destination, according to Martínez-García and Raya (2008) and Salmasi et al (2012). 

Accommodation at a second residence, as proposed by Nicolau and Más (2006), or in the house of 

family members and/or friends, according to Lawson (1991), or in free accommodation—either their 

own or belonging to family members and/or friends—according to Martínez-García and Raya (2008) 

and Salmasi et al (2012), involves a longer stay. However, staying in a hotel reduces the length of stay 

in comparison to accommodation in a holiday apartment (Alegre and Pou, 2006). Consequently, the 

following hypothesis has been formulated: 

H8. The type of accommodation determines the length of stay 

There is another variable of special relevance that influences length of stay, that is, the size of the 

travelling group. Alegre and Pou (2006) estimated that as group size increases, the duration of the trip 

is reduced, probably due to economic restrictions. Salmasi et al (2012) found that once a certain 

number of people in a group had been reached, length of stay tended to decrease. Lawson (1991) noted 

that the average stay at the destination of seniors who travelled alone was longer than the average stay 

of those who travelled as part of a group. The following is therefore proposed: 

H9. The mode of travel (alone/as part of a group) determines the length of stay 

Travel types may be classified as organised trips, commonly known as ‘package holidays’, escorted or 

‘guided tours’, and individual or ‘fully independent travel’ (Patterson, 2006). In the Spanish senior 

tourism market, the most popular are basically: independent travel, package holidays and the trips 

organised by a public organisation, basically the IMSERSO (Institute for the Elderly and Social 

Services). Javalgi et al (1992) indicated that package holidays are the seniors’ preferred modality as 

opposed to the non-seniors. According to Patterson (2006), this is due to questions of convenience and 

security, and they are an alternative to independent travel, especially for those elderly who are single, 

widowed or divorced. Bai et al (2001) established that a relationship exists between the travel type 

chosen by seniors and the length of their stay, with those who travel independently having a longer 

stay than those who choose a package holiday. Therefore, the following is proposed: 

H10. Travel type determines the length of stay 
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Finally, the following are the main activities carried out by seniors at their destination: shopping, 

organised day trips, visits to historical or artistic sights, physical and sports activities, going to the 

cinema or theatre and visiting museums (Bai et al, 2001; Batra, 2009; Lawson, 1991; Litrell et al, 

2004; Wang et al, 2008). In addition to the significant economic impact that these activities carried out 

in the tourist destination have on local economies, they also have a positive relationship to the length 

of stay. It is considered that the greater the number of activities performed, the longer the stay at the 

destination (Ferrer-Rosell et al, 2014; Lawson, 1991). The following is therefore proposed: 

H11. The activities carried out at the destination determine the length of stay 

 

3. METHODOLOGY 

To achieve the aims of this study a quantitative approach was chosen. The questionnaire used in this 

study was based on the theory discussed above and was divided into two parts. The first consisted of 

questions about socio-demographic variables—age, sex, employment situation, income and family 

structure and size, travel experience, education level and purchasing power (source of income and 

home ownership)—as well as self-perceived factors—health, economic status and time—, based on 

the studies by Blazey (1992), Cooper et al (2007), Fleischer and Pizam (2002), Fleischer and Seiler 

(2002), Meng and Uysal (2008), Romsa and Blenman (1989), Schröder and Widmann (2007), Wang 

(2005) and Wu (2003). The second part is comprised of issues related to travel purpose (push 

factors)—holidays, visits to family and/or friends, health and work—and those about the destination 

(pull factors) based on the studies of Bai et al (1999), Baloglu and Uysal (1996), Blazey (1992), Chen 

(2009), Huang and Tsai (2003), Jang et al (2003), Jang and Wu (2006), Lawson (1991), Norman et al 

(2001), Sangpikul (2008), Wang (2005), Wang et al (2008) and Wu (2003). Finally, issues to do with 

the trip’s characteristics—destination, type of accommodation used, mode (individual/group), type of 

trip, length of trip and activities carried out at the destination—are almost totally based on the studies 

by Bai et al (1999), Bai et al (2001), Batra (2009), Javalgi et al (1992), Lawson (1991), Patterson 

(2006), Wang et al (2008) and Wu (2003).  

In order to obtain the data, telephone interviews were conducted with Spanish residents over 55 years 

old. The cut-off age was basically decided upon for two reasons. The first was that it is the average 

age used in the studies that deal with the elderly and tourism, as has already been shown in the 

theoretical framework of this study. Secondly, as argued by Plog (2005), Prideaux et al (2001) and 

Ramos (2005), it is the baby-boom generation, made up in Spain by those currently aged around 55 

years old, which will bring profound changes to the market in general and, according to Cooper et al 

(2007), to the tourism market in particular. 
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In Spain adults over 55 years of age in 2010 made up 27.6% of the total population, 12,990,731 people 

(INE, 2010) and, of these, 44.19% made at least one journey with an overnight stay at the destination 

in the same year (IET, 2010). 

With the aim of obtaining the necessary data to verify the study’s hypotheses, a two-stage probability 

sample was chosen. In the first stage the target population was divided into sub-populations—

clusters—, depending on the geographic area of residence, specifically by province. Based on the 

number of adults over 55 years old by province, and the total number of travellers over 55 years old by 

Autonomous Community (regional subdivision in Spain), the total number of travellers by province 

was calculated. Later, the sample size by province proportional to the number of travellers was 

calculated. Finally, a total of 358 valid questionnaires were obtained, which were then used for the 

statistical analysis (see Table 1). 

Table 1 – Data Sheet 

Universe Spanish nationals aged 55 and over residing in Spain 

Geographic location Spain, 17 autonomous regions, excluding Ceuta and Melilla. 

Sample size 358 valid questionnaires 

Sample error ±5,2%. Relative maximum difference 11,7% 

Confidence level 95%          z=1,96      true proportion=0,44 

Sample design 2-stage cluster probability sampling 

 

Data analysis technique 

The method applied to examine the factors that have an influence on seniors’ length of stay is based on 

the estimation of a count model based on the Negative Binomial distribution. Following the general 

formulation of the Negative Binomial model, the probability of individual t choosing a number yt of 

holiday days is given by the expression: 
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verifying the validity of the Negative Binomial model as opposed to the Poisson model consists of 
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testing the null hypothesis α=0. Note that its acceptance would imply that E(yt)=V(yt), so that the 

Poisson model is a particular case of the Negative Binomial when α=0 (Gurmu and Trivedi, 1996). 

This approximation overcomes the bias problems of the regression analysis arising from the discrete 

character of the dependent variable (Hellerstein and Mendelsohn, 1993) and the inefficiency problems 

of the Multinomial Logit Model (Cameron and Trivedi, 1998) when analysing the number of days a 

tourist spends on holiday. The Multinomial Logit Model has serious disadvantages as a consequence 

of the consideration of a high number of alternatives (0,1,2,3,...days), which prevents the model from 

attaining efficient estimations. In fact, Cameron and Trivedi (1998) indicate that alternatives which are 

rarely chosen should be aggregated in order to obtain an efficient estimation of the Multinomial Logit. 

At any rate, the adaptation of the Negative Binomial model to the situation in question requires an 

additional modification, given that a zero value of the dependent variable has a qualitative meaning 

which is different from that of other values. Any value above zero indicates the number of days an 

individual has decided to go on holiday, bearing in mind that the decision to go has already been 

made; while a value of zero represents the qualitative decision not to go. In these types of situation, it 

makes sense to concentrate on those observations whose dependent variable is distinct from zero, 

therefore truncating the distribution of the variable (Greene, 2012). Accordingly, we apply the model 

based on the Negative Binomial distribution to the sample truncated at zero. Bearing these 

considerations in mind and following Cameron and Trivedi (1998), the expression which represents 

the probability of individual t choosing a number yt of days more than zero, takes the following form: 
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where βk is the parameter which indicates the effect of xtk on P(yt|yt>0). 

The estimation of θ(βk) is made by maximum likelihood from the function  
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4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

The average age of those surveyed was 67.2 years old. Of those, the majority were women (56.7%). 

Self-perceived health and available time were the greatest self-perceived factors, with an average of 

4.14 and 3.87 respectively, whilst available income obtained a lower score, with an average of 3.04. 

With regard to motivation, although holiday trips were the major option chosen by this group, it must 

be noted that they also travelled for other reasons, mainly to visit family and/or friends and, to a lesser 

degree, for health and work reasons. The majority of the trips were taken inside Spain. 

As can be seen in Table 2, the importance given to the destination’s attributes varied significantly. The 

most valued were places of historical or artistic interest, places in nature and climate, whilst those least 

valued were shopping areas and distance. 

With respect to the travel characteristics of the respondents, it was confirmed that there was a clear 

tendency to use hotel accommodation, and to travel with a partner in the majority of cases, or with 

family members and friends. There was also a tendency to travel independently, demystifying the 

relevance of package holidays and organised trips referred to by authors such as Javalgi et al (1992). It 

was also seen that most of the time was spent visiting places of historic/artistic interest and the least 

time was spent in doing physical activities. 

Table 2- Description of the sample  

Variables  ó % 
Age 67,2 

Gender  Male (reference alternative) 
Female 

43,3% 
56,7% 

Self-perceived health (1-5 Likert scale) 4,14 
Self-perceived economic status (1-5 Likert scale) 3,04 
Self-perceived time (1-5 Likert scale) 3,87 

National 80,6% Destination International (reference alternative) 19,4% 
Holiday 83,5% 
Visiting friends or relatives 30,7% 
Health 4,5% Motivation (% yes) 

Business (reference alternative)  4,7% 
Cleaning and hygiene 2,23 
Security 2,17 
Climate 2,34 
Total cost of the trip 2,28 
Events and attractions 1,79 
Transportation facilities 1,87 
Commercial areas  1,41 
Medical coverage 1,77 
Places of historical interest  2,52 
Natural landscapes 2,34 

Importance of the destination 
attributes (1-4) 

Distance  1,74 
Hotel 70,9% Accommodation typology  
Apartment 3,1% 
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Country house lodges 1,4% 
Family / friend’s house  (reference alternative) 17,4% 
Second residence  70,9% 
Alone 10,9% Traveling… Accompanied  (reference alternative)  89,1% 
Fully independent travel (reference alternative) 58,7% 
Package holidays 20,1% Trip typology 
IMSERSO  21,2% 
Shopping 1,88 
Organized day trips 1,75 
Visit to historical or artistic sights  2,46 
Physical activities 1,23 
Going to the theatre or cinema 1,32 

Time spent (1-3) 

Visiting museums  1,83 
 

The results of the determinant factors of the length of stay are presented in Table 3. They are globally 

significant according to the likelihood ratio (p<0.001), with an acceptable R-squared value for these 

types of models (Hensher and Johnson, 1981). However, it is interesting to note that the α parameter 

was significant at the 1 percent level, as its main implication is the invalidation of the basic 

assumption of equal mean and variance of the Poisson models, which favours the use of a Negative 

Binomial model (Cameron and Trivedi, 1998). 

 
 

Table 3- Results of the determinant factors of the length of stay 

Variables Coefficient Std. Error Statistic 
C 0.252 0.522 0.483 
Age  0.012b 0.005 2.559 
Gender: woman 0.032 0.069 0.472 
Self-perceived health 0.012 0.053 0.235 
Self-perceived economic status. -0.013 0.054 -0.243 
Self-perceived time 0.045 0.037 1.215 
Holiday 0.347 0.217 1.598 
VFR (Visiting friends or relatives) 0.625ª 0.216 2.894 
Health 0.333 0.278 1.197 
National destination -0.108 0.088 -1.227 
Cleaning and hygiene 0.026 0.054 0.471 
Security -0.055 0.058 -0.948 
Climate 0.073b 0.032 2.308 
Total cost of the trip -0.045 0.036 -1.265 
Events and attractions -0.006 0.043 -0.148 
Transportation facilities 0.009 0.042 0.217 
Commercial areas  -0.066 0.053 -1.246 
Medical coverage 0.041 0.046 0.891 
Places of historical interest  0.027 0.041 0.664 
Natural landscapes -0.050 0.037 -1.378 
Distance  -0.042 0.041 -1.033 
Hotel -0.159 0.126 -1.269 
Apartment 0.643ª 0.220 2.927 
Country house lodges 0.117 0.321 0.365 
Second residence  0.892ª 0.149 5.980 
Fully independent travel 0.286ª 0.108 2.657 
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Package holidays 0.169 0.106 1.598 
IMSERSO 0.302ª 0.112 2.699 
Shopping 0.128b 0.051 2.493 
Organized day trips 0.103b 0.047 2.204 
Visit to historical or artistic sights -0.046 0.052 -0.873 
Physical activities 0.203ª 0.062 3.292 
Going to the theatre or cinema 0.008 0.062 0.125 
Visiting  museums  0.040 0.048 0.829 
α -1.398a 0.104 -13.432 
R-squared 0.248a 
LR statistic (33 df) 1576.3a 

a=prob<1%; b=prob<5%. 
 

Regarding the results for each dimension Table 3, it can be concluded that the variables that determine 

the length of stay for Spanish seniors are age, ‘VFR’ motivation, the ‘climate’ attribute, 

accommodation in a holiday apartment and in a second residence, travelling alone, the ‘IMSERSO’ 

type of holiday, and certain activities carried out at the destination, such as shopping, organised day 

trips, and practising sports and physical activities. 

With respect to H1, the relationship between the age variable and length of stay is positive and 

statistically significant, which means that the hypothesis can be accepted. This indicates that the 

greater the age, the longer the stay at the destination by the Spanish seniors analysed, thus 

corroborating the findings of Alegre and Pou (2003), Blazey (1992) Fleischer and Pizam (2002), 

Fleischer and Seiler (2002), Barros and Machado (2010), Barros et al (2010), Martínez-García and 

Raya (2008), Meng and Uysal (2008), Nicolau and Más (2009), Romsa and Blenman (1989) and 

Salmasi et al (2012). This finding could be related to the absence of time barriers for those seniors 

who are already retired and who therefore tend to undertake longer trips than those who are still active 

in the job market, in line with the findings of Blazey (1992), Fleischer and Pizam (2002), Fleischer 

and Seiler (2002), Romsa and Blenman (1989) and Salmasi et al (2012). However, hypothesis H2 is 

rejected, given the lack of significance between the sex variable and length of trip. The sex variable is 

not considered to influence the number of days Spanish seniors spend travelling, which contradicts the 

arguments of Barros and Machado (2010) and Meng and Uysal (2008). 

With respect to the hypotheses related to the individual’s domestic age, H3 and H4, which referred to 

the individual’s life-cycle stage, the results obtained lead us to reject both hypotheses. Neither 

economic status, nor self-perceived available time, seem to be related to seniors’ length of stay at their 

destination. This lack of a relationship could be justified by the complexity that characterises these two 

subjective variables, which are influenced, as noted by Cooper et al (2007), by others such as 

chronological age, the individual’s employment situation and household type. 

With respect to the two motivational dimensions, the reason for the trip (push factors) and the 

attributes of the destination (pull factors), the results obtained lead to the confirmation of the proposed 
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hypotheses. So, regarding H5, the results show that the trips carried out by Spanish seniors in order to 

visit family members and/or friends had a significantly stronger effect on length of stay than the other 

proposed reasons for travelling (holidays, health and work), thus confirming previous findings by Jang 

et al (2003), Lawson (1991), Seaton and Palmer (1997), Wang (2005) and Wang et al (2008). The 

longer duration of these types of trips with respect to the others could be related to the type of 

accommodation used.  Individuals who travel for this reason often stay overnight in family members’ 

and/or friends’ houses, and in this way keep available a larger budget for prolonging the stay at the 

destination. As for H6, the results only partially confirm it, since of the attributes preferred by seniors 

when choosing their destination, only one, climate, was found to significantly influence the duration of 

the trip. The relationship of the attribute ‘climate’ to length of stay is positive, and therefore matches 

the results obtained in this respect by Alegre and Pou (2003), Barros et al (2010) and Nicolau and Más 

(2009). This shows that those seniors who choose their destination based on the climate tend to enjoy 

longer stays. The lack of significance of the rest of the variables that comprise the appeal of the 

destination indicates that the number of days that Spanish seniors choose to spend at the destination is 

independent of the availability of basic services such as the hygiene and cleanliness of the place, its 

security, ease of transport, medical coverage or the availability of shopping centres; of resources 

related to nature and leisure events and attractions, places of historical/artistic interest, and natural 

landscapes; the distance from the individual’s place of origin; and even the total cost of the trip. 

Regarding the first hypothesis related to the trips’s characteristics, which refers to the fact that the 

destination influences the length of stay, no relationship was found between both variables, which 

leads to H7 being rejected, against the conclusions by Wu and Carson (2008). Wu and Carson (2008) 

referred to the fact that foreign stays, in which a greater distance is usually covered, are longer. This is 

so because, as shown by Nicolau and Más (2009), tourists show greater predisposition to undertake 

longer journeys if they stay at the destination for a minimum number of days in order to compensate 

for the extra effort made in the journey, and to amortise the fixed costs associated with this type of 

journey. However, as shown above, distance does not have any effect on the length of stay. This could 

indicate that seniors are less sensitive to the distance to their destination than other groups when it 

comes to length of stay.  

With regard to accommodation, H8  is confirmed, as both staying in a tourist apartment and at a 

second residence have a significant positive effect on length of stay, in agreement with the findings by 

Martínez-García and Raya (2008), Nicolau and Más (2006) and Salmasi et al (2012). These types of 

accommodation contribute to increase the number of vacation days spent by seniors at their 

destination. This is mainly for economic reasons, given the lower per capita daily cost involved in 

staying in an apartment. Amortising the holiday home in the case of a second home is also a relevant 

factor (Nicolau and Más, 2006).  
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Similarly, the results obtained confirm H9, given that, as indicated by Alegre and Pou (2006), Lawson 

(1991) and Salmasi et al (2012), the size of group affects the length of stay. Specifically, it was found 

that those seniors who travel alone tend to have more extended stays at their destination than those 

who travelled with a companion, according to the results by Lawson (1991).  

The type of trip also determined its length, which confirmed H10. Specifically, it was found that 

Spanish seniors who used IMSERSO for their trips stayed longer at their destination than those who 

travelled independently, or used any other type of organised trip. This was in contradiction with the 

findings of Bai et al (2001), who assured that seniors who travelled alone had longer stays than those 

who opted for a package holiday. However, it needs to be taken into account that the implementation 

of these types of trips, of which Spain was a pioneer, is still rare in other countries, and therefore it is 

not thought of as an alternative for many. Moreover, the longer duration of these types of trips in 

Spain, as opposed to those taken independently, and even compared with other types of organised 

trips, could be a result from the lack of flexibility that characterises IMSERSO programmes in terms 

of destination, time of year, and duration, which are established in advance. One of the aims of these 

programmes is to adjust seasonal tourism demand in those destinations which are overcrowded in high 

season, in order to maintain jobs and ensure the profitability of hotel infrastructures throughout the 

year. These infrastructures are then offered to groups that can travel at any time of the year and for a 

relatively extended period, as is the case for the majority of seniors. 

Finally, the last of the hypotheses, H11, is accepted. It refers to the fact that, the larger the number of 

activities carried out at the destination, the longer the stay, which corroborates the findings by Ferrer-

Rosell et al (2014) and Lawson (1991). Specifically, it was found that the activities which contributed 

to increasing the length of stay at the destination of the Spanish seniors analysed were shopping, 

organised day trips and physical/sports activities. 

5. CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

In this study an analysis of the determinant factors of the length of Spanish seniors’ trips has been 

conducted, given their potential to have longer stays than other individuals, and the importance this 

has for the tourism industry. The results obtained from the analysis allow the acceptance of the 

majority of the proposed hypotheses. In particular, it was concluded that the length of stay at the 

destination is positively related to age, ‘VFR’ motivation, the ‘climate’ attribute of the destination, 

staying in a holiday apartment, staying in a second home, travelling alone, travelling with IMSERSO, 

and carrying out activities at the destination such as shopping, organised day trips, and physical/sports 

activities. The heterogeneity of seniors’ behaviour in their role as consumers of goods and services 

was thus confirmed, as noted by Javalgi et al (1992), Schröder and Widmann (2007) and Wu (2003). 
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Further, this heterogeneity of senior tourists’ preferences has a theoretical implication when it comes 

to modelling their behaviour. The estimation of the Negative Binomial model made it possible to test 

the basic assumption of the equal mean and variance of the Poisson models. The results showed that 

the assumption was not fulfilled, making the Negative Binominal model more suitable than the 

Poisson model, as it avoids the potential bias of the estimates (Gurmu and Trivedi, 1996). In general 

terms, this result is further proof of the need to incorporate the existence of—not only explicit but also 

implicit—heterogeneity into the models that deal with tourist behaviour. 

Additionally, these results have a number of implications for the sector. With respect to age, the fact 

that the length of stay increases as the individual ages implies that, based on the population projections 

referred to earlier, in the near future there will be a larger group of tourists who will contribute to the 

lengthening of stays at destinations. In this way, as posed by Alegre and Pou (2003), the aging of the 

population could halt the current trend towards shorter stays.  The tourism industry therefore should 

promote longer trips amongst those segments of the elderly population who are probably already 

retired, given the fewer time restrictions that they have to face. The IMSERSO trips are an opportunity 

for the Spanish tourism industry, and the updating and improving of this type of programmes should 

be one of the main priorities of the Spanish public sector. As well as contributing to extending seniors’ 

stay at their destination and adjusting seasonal tourism demand, the IMSERSO trips generate 

important profits for the State, as the income thus obtained is higher than the investment made, 

according to data from the study carried out by Price Waterhouse et al (1997). 

In line with the above, it must also be noted that trips mainly motivated by visiting friends and/or 

family have an important impact to mitigate tourism seasonality (Seaton and Palmer, 1997). Taking 

into account that this type of trips tend to involve prolonged stays at the destination, special attention 

should be paid to those seniors who travel for this reason. In terms of the second motivational 

dimension, the attributes of the destination, it is deemed appropriate when promoting a destination to 

highlight the ‘climate’ attribute in those situations with agreeable climate, due to its positive effect on 

seniors’ length of stay, rather than concentrating on other attributes such as price, distance, etc., which 

apparently have little effect on this group’s the length of stay. 

With regard to accommodation type, the sector should especially promote holiday apartments amongst 

the elderly population, as well as fomenting leisure activities aimed at this population group in those 

places with a large concentration of holiday homes and second residences, given the positive 

relationship that exists between these two types of accommodation and the length of stay by seniors. It 

needs to be noted that Spain does not only lead the ranking of primary home ownership, but is also one 

of the European countries with the largest percentage of holiday home ownership. This should be 

taken advantage of to try to promote longer stays by seniors who have this type of holiday home 

available. With respect to the size of the travelling group, there should be special emphasis on the 
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design of trips for seniors who travel alone if the intention is to extend their stay at the destination. 

Finally, the length of stay by seniors will be increased if there is a wide and varied range of activities 

aimed specifically at this group, such as shopping, organised day trips, and physical/sports activities. 

Limitations of the study and future research lines  

The limitations of this study include, on the one hand, the limited predictive capacity of cross-

sectional studies, such as this one, as indicated by Wooldridge (2006); nevertheless, Wooldridge also 

noted that cross-sectional data are the most used in economics and other social sciences. With the aim 

of overcoming this limitation, a longitudinal study is proposed here. This type of focus has already 

been recommended by other authors (Huh, 2006; Wang, 2005) in the area of senior tourist behaviour 

due to its capacity to capture the changes related to travel behaviour over time when they are 

produced. 

Additionally, our analysed sample does not allow the extrapolation of the results to seniors in other 

countries who, as has been demonstrated, may show a different behaviour in terms of length of stay 

according to the behavioural variables analysed, as shown in the study by Bai et al (2001) regarding 

the type of trip undertaken. It is considered to be appropriate to undertake an analysis of seniors from 

Spain’s main client markets, such as the United Kingdom and Germany, countries which, along with 

Spain, have a high rate of aging population. 

Finally, it would be advisable to focus on specific destinations to ascertain whether the effect of the 

analysed variables on the length of stay varies depending on the destination being considered. 
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