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GENERATIONAL DIFFERENCES IN TRAVEL 
PLANNING DURING COVID-19 

Since shelter-in-place orders and travel bans began making 

headlines in the U.S. in March 2020 following the global 

COVID-19 outbreak, some in the media and governments 

have pointed at young people not obeying the rules. 

Youthful spring breakers were seen on U.S. beaches 

well after regions imposed strict lockdowns from China 

to Europe. A March 19, 2020 CNN article pointed to the 

responsibility of millennials, writing, “The sharp attention 

many are directing at millennials in the face of the pandemic 

is revealing: of, for one thing, deeper expectations of social 

responsibility -- our obligation to one another on account of 

our profound interdependence.”

While these responsibilities are no doubt true in part 

because younger people are less likely to die from COVID-19, 

we wanted to begin to probe deeper into any generational 

divides that the media has presented. Everyone is affected, 

and everyone is reacting in their own way. Still, are the 

attitudes of different generations towards COVID-19 and 

travel actually different?

Other research already points to generational differences, 

like a Harris poll that reports older generations are less 

afraid of COVID-19 than younger generations. Global Web 

Index reported similar generational divides, suggesting 

that boomers change their habits less, concerned less 

than millennials and Generation Z. First Insight provided 

consumer reactions, underscoring how millennials worry 

more than older generations in general during the onset of 

COVID-19.

Our findings in the travel habits of each generation very 

much correspond to these findings within the more niche 

domain of tourism. This preliminary study acts as a litmus 

test for future reseath

To begin to take the temperature of travelers across 

different generations, Development Counsellors 

International (DCI) distributed an online survey, garnering 

256 responses, to act as a litmus test in understanding 

the reactions of different generations. Due to the lack 

of definite parameters for each generation, we asked 

participants to self-identify according to known categories. 

Definitions about each generation are not set in stone. 

In general, Generation Z refers to those born since the 

mid-90s. Millennials are generally born between 1981 and 

1995/96. Generation X indicates those born between 1961 

and 1981, while boomer refers to individuals born between 

1946 and 1981. These are generally accepted spans, though 

liberties are taken with nomenclature, with millennial 

often inaccurately being applied to any young person.

The vast majority of respondents identify as millennials 

(also called Generation Y). The majority (77.5%) came from 

the U.S., followed by Canada (15.5%). The results offer 

insight into the travel habits of each generation during 

and, eventually, after the COVID-19 crisis has passed, and 

there are a few surprising results hidden in the data.
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While the crisis is still underway, one thing to 

note is that there is an above average level of 

hope relative to the state of travel in 2020. Across 

all generations, it seems that people are neither 

hopeless nor extremely hopeful, but somewhere in 

the middle. There are few conclusions to be drawn 

directly from this, but as an indicator of general 

sentiment, it is important to take this in stride and 

realize that hope is needed across all generations 

of travelers, and no one group is taking a more 

positive approach than another. Understanding 

that travelers are hopeful about the future will, if 

nothing else, help propel DMOs towards recovery 

efforts when the time is right, especially knowing 

that their messaging will fall on receptive ears.

Are you hopeful about the state of travel in 2020? 
(from 1: very hopeless to 5: very hopeful)

Have you traveled overnight in the past 12 months?

Boomer generation

Generation X

Generation Z

Millennial generation

8.6%

23.9%

5.1%62.4%

Boomer generation

Generation X

Generation Z

Millennial generation

3.2

3.2

3.2

3.5
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KEY FINDINGS

#1 Not so Divided: 
Generational divides are not as pronounced as the media 
and officials originally suggested. In fact, at the time when 
surveyed, all four are still maintaining travel that they have 
booked. While it seemed like millennials were going to go harder 
to maintain travel, engaging in riskier behavior than older 
generations, both Generation X and boomers planned travel that 
they were not cancelling or rescheduling as of yet. DMOs will 
want to take this into consideration when planning recovery 
efforts, to realize that no one generation is going to lead 
recovery efforts.

#2 Age Before Beauty: 
Older generations may actually be as important in recovery as 
millennials. When it comes to planning future travel in 2020, 
both Generation X and boomers seem less phased by COVID-19 
fears than millennials and Generation Z. Destinations looking to 
attract new bookings during the recovery period will want to be 
sure they play to both young and old, even if in different ways, 
when efforts begin.

#3 The Fear: 
Getting sick is a slightly bigger hindrance for the young than 
the old, or at least more of a concern for Generation Z and 
millennials than we would have thought. Getting sick during 
or after travel was the top fear for younger generations, while 
getting stuck or detained (boomers) and canceled flights 
(Generation Z) were top concerns for older generations. Still, 
sickness was second for both older generations, underscoring 
how all travelers are looking to health concerns while planning 
future travel. 
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#4 Near Not Far:
All the generations are in agreement on future travel: they are 
least afraid of staying local, but going abroad creates the most 
anxiety. International DMOs will have to keep this in mind, either 
being patient for North American visitors to return, or to look 
for more localized markets that they may not have tapped into 
before. In North America, these finds present opportunities 
in the short-term for destinations to attract visitors in U.S. 
states or Canadian provinces that they may have previously 
overlooked.

#5 Deal or No Deal: 
The post-COVID-19 world remains uncertain, but older 
generations are more interested than younger ones in travel 
deals that emanate from the downturn in the tourism industry. 
As cheap flights and promotions begin to appear when travel 
becomes possible again, DMOs might expect more Generation 
X (49.1%) and boomer (57.9) travelers to be interested in taking 
advantage of them.
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WHO IS TRAVELING? 

What’s clear among all generations, first and foremost, 

is that respondents from each sector have travel on their 

agendas, however uncertain it may be. Nearly two thirds 

of each group had travel planned for the following three 

months. Millennials, among the younger of generations 

surveyed, had the lowest rate of future travel. With less 

spending power than the other groups, such disparities 

are understandable. A key takeaway here is that younger 

travelers aren’t necessarily leading the way on travel 

bookings during the recovery phase at hand. DMOs 

need to look at all travelers, especially those with more 

disposable income that will have weathered the financial 

brunt of the COVID-19 storm.

One of the biggest media points kicked around recently 

is that younger generation, notably Generation Z, are 

engaging in riskier travel than their older counterparts 

by ignoring heeds to stay at home. The results, however, 

suggest that Generation Z actually has planned the least 

travel in 2020 (41.6%). Data also suggests that the numbers 

aren’t significantly different to make sweeping generational 

generalizations. While 54.11% of millennials and 41.67% 

of Generation Z have booked travel that they have not 

cancelled since January 2020, the same can be said for 

42.11% of boomers. Cancellation rates, as suggested by the 

graphs, are also comparable. Generation X and boomer 

travelers are also planning to hit the road soon, though the 

reality of being able to do so remains uncertain.

Are you planning travel in the next three months?

Have you altered your bookings at all?

Boomer generation

Generation X

Generation Z

Millennial generation

50.0%50.0%

26.7%

31.6%

31.6

73.3%

68.4%

68.4%

Yes No

16.7%

23.3%

23.3%

26.3%

41.7%

54.1%

43.9%

42.1%

41.7%

22.6%

41.7%

31.6%

Boomer generation

Generation X

Generation Z

Millennial generation

No, I have not booked any 
travel for the rest of 2020

Yes, I’ve booked a trip but have 
not cancelled it or reschuduled it

Yes, I’ve booked a trip but have 
cancelled it or rescheduled 
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LIKELIHOOD TO BOOK IN 2020 

When asked if they were more or less likely to travel 

in 2020 because of the coronavirus epidemic, older 

generations seemed more resilient than millennials. 

Boomers (47%) and Generation X (44%) said they 

were less likely to travel in 2020, compared to 55% of 

millennials and 50% of Generation Z who said they 

were less likely. The negative perception of travel, 

therefore, is more prevalent in younger generations.

Interestingly, more boomers and Generation Z 

travelers said they were more likely to travel in 2020. 

Younger generations seemed more reluctant to say 

they will travel more in 2020, whether out of genuine 

fear or a perception that this is how they should 

respond, considering recent media coverage. In any 

Are you more or less likely to travel in 2020 

Boomer generation

Generation X

Generation Z

Millennial generation

50%50%

55% 55%

51%

42%

44%

47%

8%

5%

11%

I am less likely to travel in 2020 as a result of Coronavirus

I am more likely to travel in 2020 as a result of the Coronavirus 
(please specify why you are more likely to travel)

My likelihood of traveling in 2020 is unchanged as a result 
of the Coronavirus

case, for those looking to travel more, most cited 

cheaper airfare and deals  as main reasons to travel 

following the crisis. DMOs should take note, focusing 

recovery efforts on more than just one segment of the 

generational spectrum.
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WHO’S AFRAID OF WHAT 

Values     Boomer  Generation X Millennial Generation Z
Attractions/restaurants being closed  2.3%  5.4%  5.8%  8.0%
Transmitting the virus   11.6%  10.8%  16.0%  8.0%
Requirements including medical certificates 2.3%  1.5%  2.0%  0.0%
My flights getting cancelled   11.6%  17.7%  12.5%  12.0%
Higher prices    0.0%  0.8%  1.6%  0.0%
Being detained or stuck in the destination 20.9%  13.8%  14.7%  12.0%
Getting sick during/after traveling  16.3%  16.9%  16.5%  20.0%
Getting denied access to a region/crossing borders 9.3%  9.2%  9.1%  12.0%
Being quarantined when I return home 11.6%  13.1%  12.9%  16.0%
General uncertainty of local laws and regulations 11.6%  7.7%  8.5%  8.0%
Other (please specify)   2.3%  3.1%  0.4%  4.0%

Generational differences start to emerge when homing in on the differences between their fears and 

values. Older groups worry about being stuck in a destination (boomers, 20.9%) and flights getting 

cancelled (Generation X, 17.7%). These practical fears will dissipate as the industry returns to normal 

and COVID-19 fears subside.

For millennials and Generation Z, both fear getting sick during and after their travels above all else 

(20% and 16.5%). These practical concerns are the second most important fears among Generation 

X and boomers, and so DMOs need to focus on efforts to mitigate these concerns, which are more 

difficult to relieve. Messaging about health and sanitation will be important to maintain this segment 

of the population during recovery efforts.

Fears about higher pricing, closed attractions and restaurants, and health certificate requirements 

are among the least concerning in all four groups.
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LOCAL TRAVEL FIRST 

Across the board, each generation seems equally concerned 

about traveling, with the least fear in local cities and 

towns, more concern farther out in regions, greater fear 

in countries, and the most fear internationally. This is a 

strong indicator that, no matter the deals or promotions 

that accompany recovery efforts, international destinations 

will have to work even harder to attract visitors from 

North America. Promoting to more local markets, to ease 

back into a post-COVID-19 world will require patience, 

but international tourism will eventually rebound as 

quarantined populations slowly begin to emerge. 

3.9
4.2

4.1
4.1

3.1
3.3

2.9
3.1

2.2
2.5

2.2
2.6

2.1
2.2

2.0
2.1

Average of international travel (beyond your country)

Average of national travel (within your country)

Average of regional travel (within your state/province)

Average of local travel (within your city/town)

What are your perceptions of the following types 
of travel (1 not concerned, 5 most concerned)

Boomer generationGeneration X

Generation Z Millennial generation

These findings also provide U.S. and Canadian 

destinations the opportunity to promote their destination 

regionally, looking to adjacent states and provinces 

for travelers who may, under normal circumstances, 

have looked abroad. The takeaway here is that no one 

generation will be driving those efforts to travel abroad,  

as fears are consistent across the board.
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FINANCIAL CONCERNS 

 

 

Interestingly, it seems that older generations, are in fact  the 

ones looking for cheaper travel options following the coronavirus 

outbreak. Some 36.84% of boomers and 36.84% of Generation 

X are very interested in taking advantage of cheaper travel, 

while only 16.67% of Generation Z and 23.97% of millennials feel 

that way. These findings, however broad, do suggest that older 

generations may be in fact be the ones to push recovery efforts in 

travel, especially with budget-friendly packages and deals on the 

horizon. Whether their interest in deals is related to lower or fixed 

incomes or instead due to a more enthusiastic outlook on near-

future travel, the result is the same. Boomers and Generation Z 

will be on the lookout for deals during the recovery period.

To that end, it is important to note that the youngest generations 

said they will be willing to pay more money to travel somewhere 

33.3%

33.6%

28.1%

31.6% 10.5%

22.8% 49.1%

57.9%

26.0% 40.4%

33.3% 33.3%

Boomer generation

Generation X

Generation Z

Millennial generation

Not interested

Neutral

Interested

without coronavirus threats. We can attempt to draw 

conclusions from this, but the main suggestions is that 

younger travelers, especially in Generation Z, may be thinking 

about health more than all else. Especially with healthcare 

insecurity, since many may not yet have full-time jobs to 

fund them, they are less likely to engage in tourism where 

COVID-19 is still present. For DMOs, there is an opportunity here 

to attract younger travelers when and if COVID-19 fears are 

removed as a threat in their destinations. It underscores once 

more that health concerns among the young are, in fact, a 

major concern.

While further studies will be able to look into these 

generational differences in greater detail as the COVID-19 

pandemic continues, this study provides a preliminary 

glimpse into how generational differences could play out 

during recovery efforts.

Are you interested in travel deals following the 
coronavirus crisis?

No Yes

Would you be willing to pay more for coronavirus-free 
destinations?

Boomer generation

Generation X

Generation Z

Millennial generation

58.3%41.7%

74.7%

71.9%

73.7%

25.3%

28.1%

26.3%
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ABOUT DCI 

DCI is the expert in how North American travelers and 

business executives select destinations. We partner with 

destinations to increase visitor arrivals, disperse visitors, 

augment daily spend and increase business investment.  

Since 1960, we have worked with more than 500 cities, 

regions, provinces, states and countries from our offices 

in Canada and the United States.  

OUR AREAS OF EXPERTISE INCLUDE: 
• Destination representation 

• Travel trade marketing 

• Public relations 

• Digital and social media marketing 

• Tourism research 

• Destination branding and strategy 

• Consumer marketing 

• Business events sales 

Interested in learning more about how we can help you 

now or during the post COVID-19 recovery stage? We’d 

love to explore how we might assist your destination 

marketing organization or convention bureau. 

Development Counsellors International 

KARYL LEIGH BARNES 

President

U.S. (212) 444-7123  

Canada (647) 276-1917 

karyl.barnes@aboutdci.com  

www.aboutdci.com

New York
215 Park Avenue South | 14th Floor 
New York, NY 10003 | 212.444.7123

1 Adelaide St E | Suite 3001 
Toronto, ON M5C 2V9 | 647.276.1917

Toronto

www.aboutdci.com

Los Angeles Denver
750 N. San Vincente Blvd | Suite 800 W 

West Hollywood, CA 90069 | 424.281.6717
2420 17th Street | Suite 200 

Denver, CO 80202 | 303.627.0272


