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Abstract: Global trends highlight the growing tourist interest in authentic and sustainable 

holiday experiences. Designing strategies that enable destinations to catch this tourist segment 

is, therefore, becoming more and more important for competitiveness. A long-term outlook 

calls into question the “next generation” of actual and potential tourists, i.e., young people: 

understanding their attitude towards sustainability is paramount to drive tourism development 

in a direction which is coherent to the forthcoming demand. Drawing from an ad hoc survey 

of 1156 members of the largest Italian association of student and youth tourism, this 

contribution (a) discusses youth attitudes towards sustainability, their travel motivations and 

behavior (b) identifies different profiles of young tourists with reference to sustainability. By 

using characteristics and dimensions linked with “harder ecotourists” we identify hard path 

young tourists (HPYT) and soft path young tourists (SPYT). The findings confirm young 

people’s interest in certain dimensions of sustainability and the influence this interest has on 

their decision-making processes, motivations, and behaviors. HPYT and SPYT are profiles 

which should be considered in destination strategies: the strong sensitivity of HPYT to 

sustainability suggests the possibility of creating offers that optimize the unique features of 

a territory.  

Keywords: sustainable tourism; destination strategy; young tourists; youth attitudes;  

youth behaviors; tourist profile; sustainability 

 

1. Introduction 

The influence of megatrends on the tourism sector highlights how important it is that destinations and 

enterprises understand these changes and the consequences that they can have on both tourist values and 
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attitudes and on tourism forecasts [1]. The data on certain trends related to social drivers are particularly 

meaningful. Among them, individualism, the search for a variety of experiences, self-improvement, 

experimental, and increased social and environmental awareness are trends which show a growing 

demand for authentic holiday experiences [1]. Tourists seek involvement and interaction with local 

people and the opportunity to discover a destination’s unique features and to acquire new knowledge. 

Increased authenticity [2–7] can boost tourist satisfaction and improve the tourism experience [8–12] 

and attract new demand segments, as has been shown in studies carried out in mature destinations [13]. 

From a managerial point of view, destinations evaluating their own competitiveness need to take into 

account the existence and effects of both megatrends and tourists’ motivations and behavior. In accordance 

with the main principles of destination management (see the review in [14]) and with the current debate 

on the role of DMOs in the definition of tourist offers [15], it is clear that destinations should follow 

proactive strategies that create new tourist products adapted to current trends. It should, thus, be possible 

to overcome the limitations of the “impersonal, non-interactive system of mass tourism” [1] (p. 67). 

The implications of these megatrends for tourist demand also indicate the extent to which strategies for 

sustainability can become drivers for destination competitiveness [16–19], lending weight to the thesis 

of the inseparability of sustainability and competitiveness which is amply illustrated in Ritchie and 

Crouch [20] and subsequent studies. 

Sustainable tourism and related issues are vastly debated and sometimes questioned: the actual 

possibility to promote sustainable local development and improve local quality of life through tourism 

is alternatively supported or doubted [21,22], while feasible strategies and best practices are still under 

discussion [22,23]. Researchers call for noteworthy efforts to promote key elements of sustainability and 

educate actual and future generations [24], the latter being crucial for the destination’s development in 

the long run [25]. Understanding holiday motivations and behaviors of this segment are, therefore, key 

factors to design proper, effective, and long-term destination strategies. 

In the light of these considerations, this paper focuses on tourist demand, identifying the travel behaviors 

and motivations of a specific segment: young tourists. The aim of the research is two-fold. First, to analyze 

the sensitivity of young tourists to sustainability. The behavior and motivations of young tourists is a 

topic of current interest for both international organizations and the scientific community. Young people 

are one of the main targets of the EU “Europe 2020 strategy”, aimed at increasing their opportunities to 

study and/or work abroad (see the initiative Youth on the move). Internationally, young travellers’ mobility 

is encouraged by the World Youth Student and Educational (WYSE) Travel Confederation, an affiliate 

of UNWTO (www.wysetc.org/unwto). Data from the UNWTO [26], the UNWTO and WYSE Travel 

Confederation [27], and the WYSE Travel Confederation [28,29] highlight the current and future 

importance of young tourists—both in quantitative terms (the size of the segment and the growth of tourist 

flows) and with regard to spending power. The growing importance of this market is also underlined by 

the strategic partnership formed in June 2014 between the UNWTO and the WYSE Travel Confederation, 

intended to enable collaboration on projects that will increase understanding of the youth, student, and 

educational travel sector. Notwithstanding the importance of this segment, in fact, a knowledge gap does 

exist, with regard to travel motivations and behaviors [30]. In addition, little research has been done to date 

into young tourists’ interest in, and sensitivity to, sustainability and sustainable tourism offers [30–36]. 

The second aim of the research is to examine whether the young tourist segment includes profiles 

with different degrees of sensitivity to sustainability. Based on previous research on the links between 
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sustainable tourism, tourist demand, and young tourists, our study identifies two different profiles. The 

characteristics and dimensions linked to “harder ecotourists” described by Weaver and Lawton [37] 

allow for the identification of “hard path young tourists” and “soft path young tourists” and highlight 

differences in their organizational, motivational, and behavioral profiles. From a strategic point of view 

these results allow us to reflect on the relevance of values and needs of this tourists segment for destinations 

in the (re)definition of tourism products. 

2. Literature Review 

2.1. Sustainable Tourism and Tourist Demand 

Following the publication of “The Brundtland Report” [38] and the debate it ignited on the subject of 

sustainable development, since the late 1980s academics in the field of tourism have also been considering 

the necessity/opportunity of striking the right balance between the consumption of resources involved in 

tourism and local development within a territory [39,40]. Inskeep [41] and Swarbrooke [42] welcome such 

stimuli and draw attention to the links between the use of resources for tourism and the sustainability of 

tourist development, highlighting the need to find a balance between resource use and the three pillars of 

sustainability: the economic, the environmental, and the social. Starting from these considerations, many 

scholars have investigated the main topics of sustainable tourism, focusing on its particular characteristics, 

criticalities, and implications in relation to: 

• the planning, governance, management, and competitiveness of tourism destinations [20,43–52]. 

• the analysis of the behavior and motivations of the segments of demand that are interested in 

sustainable tourism offers [37,53–60]. 

Some authors are of the opinion that the sheer quantity of research that has been done in this area  

has led to confusion around the terminology used in discussions of sustainable tourism [39,61–65]. This 

phenomenon is especially evident in the research on tourist demand, and particularly that into “new 

travellers” interested in new/alternative forms of tourism [66]. In fact, there has been considerable interest 

in the study of these segments, most notably in relation to ecotourism. Numerous studies have analyzed 

the motivational and behavioral factors involved and have identified four main segments: 

• ecotourists [67–77] 

• nature-based tourists [78–85] 

• responsible tourists [86–90] 

• green tourists [91,92] 

One of the first points revealed by these researches is that there is now widespread concern about the 

issues of sustainability, across different segments of demand [93], and, furthermore, a growing trend in 

this direction [66,77] which, it has been predicted, may even result in its becoming a megatrend in the 

tourism sector [1]. 

In contrast to the consensus on a growing interest in sustainable tourism, it is much more difficult to 

identify the actual motivations and behaviors that distinguish these segments. As has been noted in the 

various definitions of sustainable tourism and ecotourism (see in particular [22,23,75,94]), even analyses 

of segments of demand and their related characteristics are not easily made. These difficulties are increased 
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by the fact that there are socio-demographic, motivational, attitudinal, and behavioral perspectives  

that cross segments [71,76,77,91,95] making the identification of the “so-called true ecotourist”, and 

distinguishing from other segments, difficult [96]. 

The general observation can be made, however, that these segments (in particular ecotourists  

and nature-based tourists) are older, better educated, and better off than general travellers and mass  

tourists [71,72,74]. Various studies have produced conflicting data on tourist gender: some show a prevalence 

of male/female tourists, in others there is no significant difference between the genders (see particularly 

the review in [72] (p. 260)). 

Regarding motivation and behavior, on the other hand, the main similarity between the segments  

is tourist interest in products and holiday experiences consistent with sustainable principles. What 

differentiates them is their levels of sensitivity to various aspects of sustainability. In fact, although it 

differs in intensity, a focus on the environment and natural resources is the main characteristic shared by 

ecotourists, nature-based tourists, and green tourists. However, the first group also expresses particular 

interest in the educational and learning aspects of tourism, while the second focuses on the environment, 

identifying the contemplation of nature as their main motivation [95,97–100]. Lastly, green tourists are 

often identified as being interested in rural destinations [91,92]. The social dimension of sustainability, 

on the other hand, is more significant for responsible tourists, who are particularly sensitive to the relations 

between tourists and host communities and the socio-cultural impact of tourism on a destination. 

Due to the difficulty of discriminating between these segments, Weaver and Lawton’s reflections [75] 

on Laarman and Durst [101] acquire great significance. Indeed, through an understanding of the varying 

levels of interest in the ecotourism offer expressed by different sectors of the demand, Laarman and Durst 

highlight its “soft” and “hard” dimensions: segments are not only differentiated by their motivations but 

also by the strength of these motivations. Following this approach, other researchers have highlighted 

this aspect and defined “weaker (lighter green) and stronger (darker green) interpretations of sustainable 

tourism” [102] (p. 10); the “soft” and “hard” behavior of the ecotourist demand [68,103,104]; “hard path” 

and “soft path” ecotourism [105], “hard”, “medium” and “soft” ecotourism [80]; rather than the “harder”, 

“structured” and “softer” ecotourists as ideal types positioned on an ecotourism spectrum [37]. Weaver and 

Lawton [37] describe the behaviors, motivations, and opinions revealed in the statements of 1180 tourists 

at two eco-lodges in Lamington National Park (Australia). The research identifies and describes “harder” 

ecotourists as being strongly committed to the environment, interested in enhancing sustainability, physically 

active, expecting few or no services, placing emphasis on personal experience, preferring specialized 

trips, long trips, small groups and being willing “to donate extra money to support ecotourism sites” [37] 

(pp. 274, 279). 

These researchers introduce elements of particular relevance to the study of tourist demand. The new 

tourists are distinguished by different levels of sensitivity; their behavior and motivation is not necessarily 

compatible with sustainable tourism. “Soft” tourists, in fact, although interested in nature and the beauty 

of landscapes, may require levels of service and facilities that mean they choose offers/destinations 

which do not necessarily focus on sustainability. As Weaver and Lawton [66] point out “soft ecotourism 

activity often occurs on a large scale within certain accessible protected areas, leading to the observation 

that ecotourism can and often does also occur as a form of mass tourism” (p. 363). Weaver [106] also 

points out that mass tourism does not have to be unsustainable; nevertheless it is clear that the 

management of “hard” or “soft” segments can require very different strategies on the part of destinations 
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which do not necessarily imply the creation of sustainable tourism offers. Softer ecotourists favor  

multi-purpose trips, short trips, and larger groups, are moderately committed to the environment and to 

steady state sustainability, are physically passive, expect services to be available, and give emphasis on 

interpretation [37] (p. 279). 

2.2. Sustainable Tourism and Young Tourists 

The complexity of tourist behavior has been frequently stressed in numerous sociological, psychological, 

and managerial studies, dating back to the 1970s. A wide variety of analytical models and variables have 

been used (socio-economic, demographic, psychographic) to identify different tourist profiles and their 

particular choice mechanisms, motivations, and behaviors [107–115]. The complexity of this process is 

clearly revealed in the large body of work already mentioned on the analysis of sustainable tourism, in 

which the similarities and differences between various segments are not always easily understood. 

In recent years, the scientific community has increasingly turned its attention to an examination  

of one particular segment of tourist demand—the young. Youth are “the new visitors in the tourism 

market” [35] (p. 5). “The importance of this market segment lies in the fact not only that it is becoming 

larger but also that it represents the market of the future” [116] (p. 1). The study of this section of the 

market requires, first of all, that the criteria and variables used to define an individual as a member of 

the “young” be identified so that their decisional processes, motivations, and behavior can subsequently 

be observed and described. The socio-demographic identification of this segment gives us objective 

information, but does not resolve the question of what age an individual ceases to be “young”. As 

Pendergast [35] points out, generational theory, which takes into account the demographic aspects, 

makes an important contribution to population analysis through the identification of generations by linking 

each birth year to its relative age range. Such an analysis reveals that the generation which currently 

includes the young is Generation Y (Gen Y)—people born between 1982 and 2002. Although the actual 

age range and, consequently, also the socio-demographic characteristics, associated with Gen Y, are still 

debated [117], it is possible to connect this cohort with events (notably the birth of the new technologies 

and the 9/11 terrorist attacks) and with social phenomena (i.e., greater independence, better education, 

changing roles within the family, and changing family structures, etc.) with which particular habits and 

attitudes are associated (i.e., frequency of Internet use, access to social networks, concerns about security 

and crime, leaving home later, more working mothers). Certain inconsistencies emerge, however [30,35] 

(for in-depth analysis of the social characteristics and consumer patterns of Gen Y see the review in [33]; 

for detailed research on the online behavior of Gen Y see [34] and cited works). 

Little research has been done to date on Gen Y and tourism [30], but it is a particularly interesting area 

of study given that Gen Y is “one of the largest consumer cohorts today with some of the highest levels of 

discretionary spend at their disposal” [33] (p. 5). Most of the data on the motivations and behaviors of 

the young in regard to holidays come from the studies done on a sub-cohort of Gen Y, youth, and student 

travellers. Chhabra [31] emphasizes the importance of understanding their consumer black box because 

“it is important for marketers to understand what happens inside the black box and how various stimuli 

are transformed into responses that reflect in the travel choices of tourists” (p. 345). The UNWTO [26] 

underlined the growing importance of the young tourist segment (compared to other market segments), 

in terms of both tourist flow and spending power. The WYSE Travel Confederation [28] underlines the fact 
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that, in comparison with the past, this segment includes a wider population range: people aged 15–30+, 

rather than 18–24. From the behavioral point of view, it underlines the fact that youth and student travellers 

are keen to discover and learn about different cultures and to be able to interact with local populations. 

These factors open up the possibility of promoting, through this segment of tourist demand, behaviors 

that are more responsible and more aware of the various aspects of sustainability. Data from the UNTWO 

and WYSE Travel Confederation [27] supports these findings, describing youth and student travellers 

as “paving the way for responsible tourism”. Other studies provide a detailed analysis of students’ 

environmental attitudes and ecological beliefs, highlighting a general interest among the young in these 

questions (see particularly [118] and their bibliography). 

The young traveller segment is also examined in studies of backpacker motivations and behaviors, 

but here too there are gaps in our knowledge of young peoples’ sensitivity to issues of sustainability. This 

may be explained by the following factors: 

• Demographics: many, but not all, backpackers are young. In Loker-Murphy and Pearce’s [119] 

conceptual framework, age (along with budget and degree of organization) is one of the factors 

that distinguishes backpackers from other segments: the authors are referring to the youth tourist 

segment, but older tourists may also fall into this category. Cohen [120] makes it clear that while most 

backpackers are young (between 20 and 30), older backpackers certainly exist, and their motivations 

and journey lengths tend to differ from those of the young. Larsen, Øgaard, and Brun [121] point out 

that backpackers do not fall within a clearly defined age range; in support of their argument they cite 

the research carried out by Elsrud [122] on backpackers aged between 18 and 71. 

• Territorial context: backpacking, although practiced in Europe (particularly in Scandinavia, the UK, 

and Germany), is much more common elsewhere (Australia, New Zealand, North America, and 

South East Asia in particular) [119,121,123–125]. 

• Motivations and behaviors: backpackers’ motivations and behaviors are influenced by their  

socio-cultural backgrounds [126,127] which are also reflected during their holidays “in the scope of 

their interactions with other backpackers” [120] (p. 99). Analysis of their motivations and behaviors 

is often clouded by a stereotypical view of backpackers and by the motivations which originally 

gave rise to backpacking as a “rite of passage” between youth and adulthood [120,128], referring 

back to the educational meaning of travel typical of the days of the Grand Tour (for details on the 

origin of backpacking, see [119,125,126]). 

Loker-Murphy and Pearce [119] define backpackers as “travellers who exhibit a preference for budget 

accommodation; an emphasis on meeting other people (locals and travellers); an independently organized 

and flexible travel schedule, longer rather than brief holidays; and an emphasis on informal and 

participatory recreation activities”. An overall picture emerges of people who distance themselves from 

mass tourism, favor locally-produced goods and services [123], sporting activities and contact with nature, 

are interested in environmentally-oriented activities, the educational side of travelling and having authentic 

holiday experiences [119,129] and are less interested in luxury, comfort and relaxing [121]. 

Backpackers, however, are very heterogeneous: the above profile cannot be generalized to the whole 

segment, elements of which are strongly effected by their social and national backgrounds [127,130,131] and 

lifestyles [132]. Larsen et al. [121] also point out that some characteristics, a desire to discover new 

cultures, for example, are not peculiar to backpackers, but rather are shared by other segments of demand. 
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So, we see that this strand of research investigates the motivations and behaviors which also engage 

the young more generally, but some specific characteristics of backpackers (including their sensitivity 

to certain dimensions of sustainability) [129] cannot also be attributed to the wider segment of youth and 

student travellers. 

In the light of these observations, we consider that the investigation of young tourists’ motivations 

for travel and behavior while travelling and of their sensitivity to sustainability, thus, appears to be an 

interesting area of study which could contribute, on the one hand, to increasing our knowledge of this 

segment and, on the other, to suggesting destinations how to improve and/or redefine their tourist offer. 

This seems to be particularly the case given the limited attention paid, until now, by researchers in the 

area of sustainable tourism to this segment of demand [32]. 

3. Methodology 

3.1. The Population 

Our field research analyses the holiday behavior and motivations of young tourists in Italy. We have 

enjoyed the cooperation of the Centro Turistico Studentesco e Giovanile (student and youth tourism centre) 

(CTS). This association, founded in 1974, is the largest Italian organization involved in the promotion, 

development, and organization of youth tourism. CTS sees travel as a means of spreading knowledge, 

preserving natural habitats and historic, artistic and cultural heritage and enriching young people’s leisure 

time. Among its objectives are the promotion and diffusion of forms of responsible tourism coherent with 

the principles of sustainable development and environmental protection, and respectful of the rights of 

local communities (http://associazione.cts.it/). 

Given the above, we began with the hypothesis that CTS tourists were an interesting subject for a 

case-study investigating the motivations and behaviors of young tourists interested in the aspects of 

sustainable tourism. 

3.2. The Questionnaire 

Our collaboration with CTS gave us access to the mailing list of its 20,140 registered users. CTS sent 

an email to its registered members in which it explained the research objectives and gave a link to our 

online questionnaire. The questionnaire contains 28 questions in four sections. These sections cover the 

social and personal data of tourists and go into greater detail on the following topics: 

• Organizational factors: analysis of factors such as the size of the tourist group (also revealing 

connections with “do-it-yourself” rather than intermediated tourism), their destination, and type of 

accommodation. With regard to information sources (the Internet, word of mouth, tourist guides, 

documentaries and TV programs, specialized magazines/journals, travel agents, tour operators’ 

catalogues, radio, advertising), particular attention is paid to how regularly specialized magazines, 

dealing with issues such as environment, ecology, culture, and social responsibility, are read. 

• Factors influencing the decision-making process: analysis of how the environmental, economic, and 

social factors influenced choices of destination, accommodation, and tour operator. With regard to 

destinations, particular attention is paid to the analysis of how important tourists felt the discovery 

of new cultures and landscapes, the contemplation of a destination’s artistic and natural heritage, 
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and contact with nature and local community to be. Regarding choice of accommodation, our 

research reveals the importance of the outcome of tourism for the local community, through the 

use of local products and local staff. Lastly, in the choice of tour operator, we focus on the importance 

attributed to the ethical aspects of the journey and the company, and the extent to which tour 

operators supported a destination’s development projects and environmental protection strategies 

and hired local guides. Our analysis of these factors used reply options which required respondents 

to give a score to each item, grading their attribution of importance on a four point scale (to avoid 

respondent’s fatigue on a longer scale but at the same time have them take a position) from “very 

important” to “not at all important”. 

• Behavioral factors: analysis of statements about behaviors adopted during the holiday and factors 

which may have influenced the purchase of locally-produced products. Particular attention is paid 

to respondents’ willingness to integrate with the local community and to be involved in events 

organized by it and to commitments to learning about the local environment, culture, and history 

in order to minimize the negative impact of tourism upon the host community. For the analysis of 

behaviors, we also asked definite questions, using a projective technique (the third-person technique) 

in order to reveal less biased opinions than those stated by the respondents. Projective techniques 

were introduced in psychology but are regularly deployed also in marketing research. One of the 

most common is the “third-person test”. In this technique the respondent is required to describe 

how s/he would tackle a task or a situation by identifying him/herself in a hypothetical subject, 

i.e., a third person. This allows researchers to address potentially sensitive issues, and enable the 

respondent to analyze situations from a certain distance, thus expressing his/her opinions/evaluations 

on specific topics more objectively (for further information see [133]). The questionnaire developed 

for this research included the question “How much does Daisy look like you?” with reference to 

issues related to sustainable tourism behavior. Possible answers ranged from “a lot” to “not at all”. 

Our research also investigated people’s willingness to pay a premium (on the next holiday) in order 

to protect the local environment, support the culture and the local community, limit the negative impact 

of tourism, and guarantee decent wages and good working conditions to local workers. The willingness 

to pay was evaluated by giving four reply options: paying a premium “of more than 20%”, “between 

10%–20%”, “less than 10%” or “no premium at all”. 

3.3. Statistics and Data Analysis 

The research is based on 2020 online replies to our questionnaire. Most respondents (57.2%) were 

between 19 and 29 years old, 25.9% were between 30 and 39, 9.4% between 40 and 49, and 7.5% were 

over 50. As the focus of research was young tourists, and in the light of the points highlighted in the 

literature review regarding socio-demographic characteristics, the decision making-process, motivations 

and behaviors of the 1156 respondents aged between 19 and 29 were analyzed. Although the exploratory 

nature of the research does not permit us to extend the results to the entire population observed, we consider 

that the high number of questionnaire responses, consistent with other international research (see [37]) 

makes it possible to identify characteristics which contribute to the analysis of the young tourist profile. 

The elaboration of the data involves two steps. The first uses descriptive statistical tools and analyses 

aggregate data on young tourists to map their main organizational, motivational, and behavioral 
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characteristics and their sensitivity to sustainability (see Section 4.1). This step allows us to achieve the 

first research goal. 

The second step identifies “hard path young tourists” (HPYT) and “soft path young tourists” (SPYT), 

measures the composition of the two profiles and analyses the personal, organizational, motivational, 

and behavioral characteristics of the two groups. The identification of HPYT uses variables associated 

with harder ecotourists [37]. The results of this analysis are described in the Section 4.2. The analysis and 

comparison of the HPYT and the SPYT profiles use descriptive statistical tools and are supported by the 

results from non-parametric tests (two proportions test). The two proportions measured are HPYT and 

SPYT. The comparisons of these two proportions is performed with α = 0.01 and α = 0.05. This second 

step of the analysis allows us to describe the organizational, motivational, and behavioral profiles of HPYT 

and SPYT (see Section 4.3), thus fulfilling the second aim of the research. 

4. Results and Discussion 

4.1. Young Tourists and Sensitivity to Sustainability 

The young tourists are mainly students (with a university degree or a high school diploma), women, 

living in Northern Italy, unmarried, with no children (Table 1). The main characteristics linked to the 

organizational profile of the respondents are: over 70% prefer to organize their holidays independently; 

about 44% state that they never travel with organized groups and 51% prefer small groups (less than  

10 people). The Internet is the main information source (94.3%), followed by word-of-mouth (81.9%) and 

the consultation of tourist guides (72.8%). About 58% are interested in reading supplements of magazines 

devoted to environmental, ecological, and cultural matters. Italy (85.3%) and other European countries 

(77.7%) are the most visited destinations. Hotels are the most frequently used accommodation (75.2%). 

Table 1. Socio-demographic variables of young respondents (age: 19–29 years) (note: data 

expressed in the form of percentages). 

Socio-Demographic Variables Main Results (n = 1156) 

Gender women (73.0)–men (27.0) 

Place of residence northern Italy (50.6)–central Italy (30.6)–southern Italy (18.8) 

Marital status single (94.4)–married/cohabiting (5.6) 

Family unit no children (92.9)–independent children (5.4)–small children (1.6) 

Job student (55.6)–employee (23.7)–self-employed (8.9)–unemployed (4.8)–others (6.9) 

Education university degree (53.8)–high school diploma (44.7) 

The findings confirm young people’s interest in certain dimensions of sustainability and the influence 

this interest has on their decision-making process, motivations and behaviors (see Table 2). 
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Table 2. Dimensions of sustainability influencing the decision-making process of young 

tourists in the choice of the destination, accommodation, and tour operator (n = 1156) (note: 

data expressed in the form of percentages). 

 

Very 

Important

Quite 

Important 

Not Very 

Important 

Not Important 

at All 

CHOICE OF DESTINATION     

discovery of new cultures 75.2 21.9 2.3 0.6 

discovery of new landscapes 71.5 26.2 2.0 0.3 

contemplation of natural/artistic heritage 66.1 28.3 4.8 0.9 

contact with the local community 47.1 38.3 13.1 1.5 

contact with nature 43.9 40.8 13.4 1.9 

CHOICE OF ACCOMMODATION     

profits benefiting the local community 14.0 31.4 36.0 18.6 

CHOICE OF TOUR OPERATOR     

ethicality of the journey and of the organization 41.3 43.1 12.1 3.5 

support for local development projects and environmental protection 28.0 40.9 24.7 6.4 

involvement of local guides 23.2 41.6 27.8 7.4 

With regard to the decision-making process we see that: 

• in the choice of destination the motivations considered most important are the discovery of new 

cultures, discovery of new landscapes, contemplation of natural and artistic heritage, contact with 

local community, contact with nature; 

• in the choice of accommodation price is the most influential factor (over 65% consider it very 

important and more than 30% quite important); factors more relevant to sustainability, like the 

actual return and benefit to the local community from tourism, are considered of little importance 

by the majority of respondents; 

• in the choice of a tour operator price is the most influential factor (over 67% consider it very 

important); the ethicality of the journey and the organization are also very important; most 

respondents consider support for local development projects and environmental protection and the 

involvement of local guides, to be quite important. 

Their statements about behavior show that about 40% of respondents are willing to pay a premium  

of up to 10% on their next holiday in order to support local cultures and communities, protect the 

environment, limit the negative effects of tourism, and ensure that local workers have good wages and 

working conditions. 

Most young tourists say they prefer local food, adapt as much as they can to the traditions and customs 

of the place in which they are holidaying, try to learn about their destination before travelling, would be 

willing to be involved in events organized by the local community and to interact with it, demonstrate 

interest in the protection of the authenticity of the destination, even if this means going without certain 

comforts, find out how to protect the local environment and reduce waste, and are concerned to ensure 

that their spending benefits the local population. 
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4.2. Identification of Hard Path Young Tourists (HPYT) and Soft Path Young Tourists (SPYT) 

Acknowledging the general interest of young tourists in sustainability, this research examines in detail 

the characteristics of those young people who express interest in all the dimensions of sustainability 

covered in this research, identifying hard path young tourists (HPYT) and soft path young tourists 

(SPYT) and analyzing their personal, organizational, motivational, and behavioral characteristics. To 

this end, variables and criteria, by which each interviewee is associated with one profile or the other, 

have been defined. 

The choice of variables is based on the main characteristics to emerge from the literature of the “hard” 

profile, referring in particular to those linked with harder ecotourism described by Weaver and Lawton [37]: 

small groups, enhancing sustainability, strong environmental commitment, and emphasis on personal 

experience. These characteristics are traced back to motivational and behavioral variables which illustrate 

an interest in sustainability (environmental, economic, and social). For example, the willingness to pay 

a premium in order to protect the local environment and limit the negative impact of tourism is a variable 

which illustrates a behavior linked to the characteristics of strong environmental commitment and a 

desire to enhance sustainability (environmental and social dimensions) as described by Weaver and 

Lawton [37]. 

With regard to the exploratory nature of the research, particularly restrictive criteria have been 

adopted in the association of each respondent to the HPYT profile. This allows us to clearly identify the 

two profiles and to record their organizational, motivational, and behavioral characteristics which will 

be more closely investigated through further research. 

The variables and criteria used to identify the HPYT profile are shown in Table 3. This profile exhibits 

a high level of sensitivity to all the observed dimensions: it includes 198 respondents; that is about 17% 

of the young tourists. The other respondents that do not satisfy all the criteria are classified as SPYT.  

An analysis and comparison of the personal, organizational, motivational, and behavioral characteristics 

of HPYT and SPYT follow below. Unless otherwise indicated, the results of the tests refer to values of 

α to 0.01. 

4.3. Hard Path Young Tourists vs. Soft Path Young Tourists 

4.3.1. Personal Profile 

The comparison between gender, family composition, and professions of HPYT and SPYT confirms, 

as described for the whole sample, the prevalence of women, family without children, students (over 

50%) and employees (about 24%). 

Statistically significant differences emerge in marital status, education, and participation in groups or 

associations. Although the majority of respondents in both profiles are single, this is more significant 

among the SPYT; most of the young have degrees or qualifications, but graduates are more prevalent 

among the HTPT; there are more students with high school diplomas in the SPYT profile (α = 0.05). 

Although membership of groups and associations is not very widespread, the findings show that more 

HPYT participate in cultural and voluntary work; fewer than 20% of the HPYT are involved in 

environmental and political associations, but this still differentiates them from the SPYT (α = 0.05). 

About a third of respondents in both profiles are members of sports associations.
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Table 3. Aspects, questions, variables, and criteria used to identify the profile of hard path young tourists (HPYT). 

Aspects Questions Variables Criterion Harder Ecotourists [37] 

Organization of 

holiday 

Composition of 

 the tourist group 
Composition of the tourist group 

Never travel with organized groups or small groups  

(<10 people) 
Small groups 

Decision-making 

process and 

motivations 

Choice of destination 

Discovery of new cultures 

All variables evaluated as “very important” or “quite 

important” 

Emphasis on personal experience 

Discovery of landscapes 
Strong environmental commitment  

Emphasis on personal experience 

Contemplation of natural/artistic heritage 
Strong environmental commitment  

Emphasis on personal experience 

Contact with the local community Emphasis on personal experience 

Contact with nature 
Strong environmental commitment  

Emphasis on personal experience 

Choice of accommodation Benefits accruing to the local community from tourism Variable evaluated as “very important” or “quite important” Enhancing sustainability 

Choice of tour operator 

Ethicality of the journey and the tour operator 

All variables evaluated as “very important” or  

“quite important” 

Enhancing sustainability 

Tour operator’s declared support for development projects and environmental 

protection in the local area 
Enhancing sustainability 

Involvement of local guides Enhancing sustainability 

Behavior 

Willingness to  

pay a premium  

(for next holiday) 

To support the culture and the local community 

Declaration of willingness to pay a premium 

Enhancing sustainability 

To preserve the local environment and limit the negative impact of tourism 
Enhancing sustainability  

Strong environmental commitment 

To guarantee decent wages to local workers and good working conditions Enhancing sustainability 

Importance or accordance 

declared in relation to 

specific statements 

Preference for local food 

All variables evaluated as “very” or “quite” 

Emphasis on personal experience 

Adaptation to local habits Emphasis on personal experience 

Willingness to be involved in events organized by local communities Emphasis on personal experience 

Commitment to learn about the local environment, culture and history Emphasis on personal experience 

Protection of the authenticity of the destination 
Strong environmental commitment  

Enhancing sustainability 

Interaction with local community Emphasis on personal experience 

Commitment to reduce waste and limit the impact of tourism on the local community Enhancing sustainability 

Spending benefits local population Enhancing sustainability 

Tourism effects on local community Enhancing sustainability 
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4.3.2. Organizational Profile 

The organizational profiles of HPYT and SPYT differ in relation to four specific factors: composition 

of tourist groups, information sources used, destination, types of accommodation. 

Most respondents organize their holidays independently (HPYT 86.9% vs. 67.2% SPYT), but this is 

more prevalent in the HPYT profile; SPYT are more likely to look for travel agents. Tourist groups in 

both profiles are usually composed of friends and relatives, but almost half the HPYT say they also travel 

alone. In sharp contrast, fewer than 30% of the SPYT would travel alone. 

Both profiles use the Internet and word of mouth as their main sources of information. HPYT use the 

Internet more and are also more willing to spend time collecting information, are more autonomous in 

seeking this information and use multiple sources ranging from tourist guides and television documentaries 

to specialized journals and radio programs. SPYT, on the other hand, tend to rely on travel agencies and 

tour operators for information. 

The HPYT profile is characterized by more regular reading of magazines dedicated to environmental, 

ecological, geographical and cultural topics, civil society, social responsibility, and critical consumption. 

Italy and Europe are the favorite destinations for both profiles, but about 15% of the HPYT had visited 

North or South America in the previous year (α =0.05). 

Friends’ or relatives’ houses and hotels are young tourists’ preferred accommodation. HPYTs, however, 

are more likely than SPYTs to choose private homes (67.2% vs. 57.8% SPYT; α = 0.05) and vice versa for 

hotels (77.2% SPYT vs. 65.2% HPYT). Campsites and agritourisms are also more popular among HPYT, 

residences and tourist villages are more often the choice of SPYT (in both cases results with α = 0.05). 

4.3.3. Motivational Profile 

The following motivations influence HPYTs’ and SPYTs’ choice of destination, accommodation and, 

if relevant, tour operator: 

• Destination choice: adventure is the most important factor for most HPYT; relaxing and/or 

entertainment and a search for comfort are more typical of the SPYT. Both profiles attribute little 

importance to sport. 

• Accommodation choice: price is the most important variable for both profiles. It is, however, 

consistent with the HPYT profile that motivations linked to availability of local produce and  

locally-employed staff follow that of price for HPYT, unlike SPYT who value comfort more highly. 

• Choice of tour operator: the motivations of both profiles are equally influenced by price, followed 

by the quality standards of the organization. 

4.3.4. Behavioral Profile 

Over 90% of HPYT and SPYT have been to restaurants, pubs or local lodgings. Both profiles are 

interested in visiting museums or places linked to local folklore and traditions, and buying local and 

DOC products, but this is more markedly the case for HPYT. 

Buying fairly-traded and organic products is clearly more important to HPYT, most of whom would 

be willing to pay premiums of as much as 20%. Most SPYT would be willing to accept premiums up to 
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10% or more, while one in six tourists is not willing to accept increased prices; which differentiates them 

from the HPYT. 

The SPYT differ from the HPYT in that they are willing to pay a premium (10%–20%) to ensure that 

their holiday will go according to plan, and to increase the comfort and the quality of their holiday. 

HPYT and SPYT differ in their descriptions of their behavior while on holiday. For HPYT the 

importance of protected areas, typical local products, and organic products is greater; they also worry 

more about pollution, are more aware of the impacts of tourism on the climate and the environment, 

more willing to forgo skiing if the only available snow is artificial. Moreover, they judge many tourists 

not to be sufficiently respectful of the environment or local customs. 

5. Discussion and Implications 

The study analyzed a select population of young tourists (members of CTS) and focuses on their 

personal, organizational, motivational, and behavioral characteristics. The first step of the analysis 

confirms some of the trends highlighted in the UNWTO report [26] and UNWTO and WYSE Travel 

Confederation [27] regarding youth and student travellers’ interest in several dimensions of sustainability. 

An interest in environmental attitudes and ecological belief as highlighted in Benckendorff et al. [118] 

is also confirmed, as is the importance for the young of the Internet as a source of information. 

Of course, young tourists vary in the intensity of their interest in sustainability. The adoption of very 

strict criteria for segmentation has allowed us to identify and distinguish HPYT and SPYT and analyze 

their decision-making processes, motivations, and behaviors. The greater independence and autonomy 

shown by HPYTs in the organization of their holidays and their willingness to pay premiums find 

confirmation in the harder ecotourist profile described by Weaver and Lawton [37]. In contrast, the SPYT 

tendency to rely on agencies to make their travel arrangements, the importance they place on comfort 

and relaxation, and their willingness to spend more in order to ensure they can relax in comfort, correlates 

the SPYT profile with that of Weaver and Lawton’s softer ecotourists. 

The analysis of HPYT and SPYT reveals two profiles which could be considered by destinations in the 

planning on their strategic and operational choices. Examples of this might be the means of communication 

(supported by travel agencies or tour operator in the case of SPYT; specialized journals for HPYT vs. 

general publications for SPYT) and the promotion of offers in various accommodation facilities (campsites 

and agritourisms for HPYT vs. tourist villages and residences for SPYT) or the development of particular 

local attractions and products. Both profiles are interested in local products, but HPYT are more willing to 

accept limits to their consumption and are more aware of the impact of tourism on places and communities. 

In addition, the strong sensitivity of HPYT to sustainable offers suggests that destinations could create 

tourist offers that optimize the unique features of the territory. The optimization of a territory’s distinctive 

features (natural resources, historical, artistic, and cultural heritage) alongside the limiting of access and 

resource use can allow destinations to develop new products and to differentiate the offer in order to better 

respond to the specific needs of the young profiles, and at the same time preserve the natural, economic, 

and socio-cultural capital of the territory and increase the authenticity of the tourism experience [3,9,12]. 

Our research has drawn attention to the motivations and behaviors of a share of tourist demand which 

shows a steady interest in sustainable tourism and analyzes a subject on which little work has yet been 

done. The exploratory nature of the research does not allow us to extend the results to the whole population 
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of young tourists and therefore further investigation is required. The intention is to follow two analytical 

paths. The first provides for the extension of this analysis to other populations potentially interested in 

sustainable tourism offers (i.e., members of the WWF or other environmental associations). The second 

examines sensitivity to sustainability by investigating the motivations and behaviors of generic populations 

of young tourists (such as university students). 

The analysis and comparison of the results from these two research paths allows us: 

• To verify the significance of the profiles which we have established and to compare the composition 

(weight) of HPYT and SPYT. Our research identifies about 17% of respondents as HPYT. This 

figure is lower than the cluster of harder ecotourists picked out by Weaver and Lawton [37], but 

the differences between the contexts and research methods prevent any direct comparison between 

the two profiles. We believe it necessary, however, to examine this issue, using the research 

methodology which we have adopted (variables and analytical criteria) to analyze populations of 

young tourists with similar/different characteristics to those of the young CTS travellers. 

• To examine the relationship between young tourists and the price variable. The research reveals the 

strong influence this variable has on choices of accommodation and, when relevant, tour operator. 

Given the relatively high spending power of this tourist segment (as shown in international report 

and in the literature) (see [26,33]) it is worth examining this result more closely, both with regard 

to young tourists in general and to HPYT and SPYT. 

We intend to conduct the next stages of the research using methods which integrate (a) online surveys 

of wide cross-sections of young tourists; (b) laboratory tests based on the methods of experimental 

economics; and (c) choice experiments on willingness to pay. The methodology thus adopted (bringing 

together research tools and techniques which have already been used by the author’s research group) will 

allow us to verify the validity and wider applicability of the data collected in the course of this project, 

overcoming the limits inherent in an analysis of motivations and behavior based on personal statements. 
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