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European countries are facing important
demographic changes and, with 25% of
citizens aged between 55 and 80 years, the
ageing of the population is probably the
most challenging one. But demographic
change will also bring new opportunities for
the tourism sector.
As seniors of retirement age have more
spare time, are often healthier and wealthier
than in previous generations and are more
flexible in their travel patterns (e.g. in
off-peak seasons), their contribution to the
tourism industry is significant and should
be promoted to mitigate the challenge of
seasonality, stimulating economic growth
and jobs in Europe.
Since the Calypso initiative in 2009, the
European Commission has financed several
projects focused on senior tourism, in
order to promote transnational exchanges
between different countries in low seasons.

The present handbook was drafted under
the supervision of the project partner and
senior organization GEFAS STEIERMARK
based in Graz, Austria. GEFAS is a non-profit
organization founded in 1991 that raises
awareness and spreads information about
active ageing for an enjoyable quality of life.
GEFAS answers elderly people’s needs and
wishes, promoting various social initiatives
and projects related to: lifelong learning,
active citizenship, gender empowerment,
sports and health and inter-generationality.
GEFAS, by working with both institutions
and the target group, effectively mediates
between seniors’ concerns and policies
affecting seniors’ quality of life.
The DiscOver55 Project, conducted in 2016
and 2017, intends to build an innovative
transnational tourism product for the target
group of EU seniors specifically tailored
to their needs, involving 4 areas in 4 EU

countries (IT, SI, AT, FI). The packages are
built around the common theme “Water and
Wellbeing” and “Experience Tourism” (cultural activities, traditional handcraft, wine and
oil tasting, local shows, …) and are intended
to be accessible for senior travellers in good
health with medium-high spending capacity,
and sustainable in the long term.
The project is coordinated by Timesis
Ltd – Montepisano DMC, SME in the field
of project management and monitoring and
incoming agency (IT), in partnership with the
Municipality of Capannori, a local authority (IT), SiTI Higher Institute on Territorial
Systems for Innovation (IT), GEFAS STEIERMARK, a non-profit organization for seniors
(AT), the incoming agency Spirit of Regions
(AT), the non-profit senior organization
ZDUS (Zveza društev upokojencev Slovenije,
SI) and the agency for regional development
Savonlinna Business Services srl (FI).

Prepared by: GEFAS Steiermark, Austria | Supported by: Research & Data Competence | May 2017
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Pilot Study
2.1 Research and Assessment
In order to design a specifically tailored senior tourism product, an ex-ante assessment of
the 4 EU areas was conducted by the project1. The four destinations, Monte Pisano (IT), Lake
Saimaa (FI), Vulkanland (AT) and Izola (SI), were assessed by a transnational assessment team.
The objective of the missions was to assess the area’s potential offers for senior tourism and
to exchange best practices to enable tailoring of the senior tourism product for the target
group. The assessment made use of some indicators from E.T.I.S. (European Tourism Indicator
System)2 , a toolkit for sustainable destination management standards. Recommendations
were given to the destinations on that basis.

1 Quality criteria and recommendation report, prepared in DiscOver55 by SiTI, 2016
2 European Tourism Indicators System for sustainable destination management toolkit http://ec.europa.eu/
growth/sectors/tourism/offer/sustainable/indicators_en
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2.2 The Four Areas
The programs in all four packages were designed around the theme of water. It is the element
that connects all the four regions and has a long tradition in these areas and is well integrated
into tourism offers.

Monte Pisano, Italy

Monte Pisano is a small group of mountains
of a moderate height, located in northern
Tuscany, between the cities of Pisa and
Lucca, just five kilometres from the “Leaning
Tower” UNESCO World Heritage Monument
in Pisa.
The landscape is very diverse and alternates
between terraced olive groves, hills, forests
and mountains. It is a small territory characterized by the beauty of nature shaped by
people over the centuries, the mild climate,
the hospitality of families running farm
houses and hotels, the slow pace of the
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countryside and of agricultural activities.
The Tuscany Region, in cooperation with
the municipalities of the area, established
seven protected areas of natural interest. A
network of paths allows people to discover
them by hiking and cycling. The itinerary
The Route of Water – Nottolini and Medici
Aqueducts is a walk from Lucca to Pisa along
the two aqueducts which for centuries have
supplied water to the towns on both sides
of the Monte Pisano. Thermal springs also
exist in the area and there are historic spas
in 17th-century buildings.

7

Vulkanland, Austria
Vulkanland Region in the south east of
Styria is labelled as a European Destination
of Excellence (EDEN). The region promotes
tourism very actively and has developed a
diverse package of local offerings: wellness
and spa, sporting activities (hiking, Nordic
walking, cycling, golf,...), sightseeing, food
and drink, etc.
Thermal baths are embedded in green,
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unspoiled nature. The natural and cultural
richness of the thermal regions is unique and
the combination of both facilitates mental
and physical relaxation and recreation. The
themes that are used to make a unified
brand for the region are the volcanic hills
and the power of underground healing
water — both suggesting energy hidden in
the landscape that holidaymakers can tap
into.
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Izola, Slovenia
Izola is a small town on the coast of the
north Adriatic with 16,000 inhabitants. It is
a popular tourist resort due to its pleasant
Mediterranean climate, its natural environment and the lively medieval old town. It is a
destination appreciated by tourists especially for the beautiful surrounding landscape
that can be explored by walking, cycling or
on horseback.
Water has a deep impact on the town.
The sea, which in past times used to provide
food and income to fishermen and their
families, enables today the development of
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tourism. But not only the sea is the main
attraction. Izola also has the unique abundance of Mediterranean plants flourishing
in its green parks. This is due to the water
springs lying underneath Izola and feeding
its numerous wells and fountains.
Hotel Delfin takes a further step in the
development of Izola’s ‘water concept’.
Pools with heated seawater and the brand
new Kneipp garden, the first in Europe with
Mediterranean plants and herbs, are the
main attraction for visitors.
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Lake Saimaa, Finland
Lake Saimaa is the 4th largest lake in Europe,
and contains a huge number of islands,
providing an attractive environment for
holidaymaking and leisure activities.
In 2015, the Wall Street Journal ranked Lake
Saimaa among the top 5 lake destinations in
the world, while the 5 weeks-long Savonlinna Opera Festival is ranked among the top
5 opera festivals in the world. Savonlinna
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already has development experience and
expertise in senior travel.
Water is a key element in the Savonlinna
landscape, being located in a very attractive
surrounding at the crossroads of the water
routes of Lake Saimaa.
Savonlinna is also well reputed as a destination for spas, wellbeing and rehabilitation
activities.
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2.3 Implementation
For the pilot test 56 seniors were chosen, 14
each from four countries. The testers were
recruited by the following organizations:
Auser (IT), SCA, Eläkeliitto, Savonlinna
Chapter (FI), GEFAS (AT), ZDUS (SI) according to predefined criteria: They had to be
over 55 years old, able to walk without a
break for more than half an hour and at least
one hour in total during the day, not more
than one couple per group was allowed and
at least five of each sex had to participate.
Of course, every tester had to consent
to filling out the questionnaires and with
being contacted by the evaluation team
afterwards.

section, the tutors answered some very
important needs of the seniors, as a person
they could trust, speaking their mother
tongue, helping them in difficult situations
and coordinating the group.

It has to be said that the sample of 56
testers and 14 for each country is rather
small. General conclusions cannot be drawn,
but the study still gives a good overview of
the range of possible priorities and wishes of
the target group.

As may be a general problem with pilot
studies, the results cannot be simply extrapolated to the whole target group, partly due
to the exceptional resources and favourable
conditions that have accompanied the
pilot study. The group of senior testers
was treated with special attention by the
providers, some extra effort was made, and
of course the journey was financed by the
project. A factor that may have contributed
a lot to the well-being of the seniors was
being accompanied by the tutors, a practice
that is recommended for the final product.

Each group was accompanied by one tutor
from the beginning, he/she was responsible
for ensuring that the guests filled out the
daily questionnaires and also helped the
groups with communication in the foreign
countries. As we will see in the results
14

Saimaa
Finland |

The Finnish group tested the package in
Monte Pisano, Italy, and the Italian group
flew to Lake Saimaa, Finland. The Austrian
group went to Izola, Slovenia and the Slovenian group tested the package in Vulkanland,
Austria. The journeys took about six days
each and were financed by the project’s
budget. All the pilot tests were performed
between October and November 2016.

Several different questionnaires were filled
out by the seniors during the pilot test.
The Profiling Questionnaires collected
their biographical data and selected the
testers following certain criteria. The Initial
Questionnaire was to be filled out at the
beginning of the journey to find out preferences, expectations and travelling habits.
These items of information (about fitness
and interests of testers) would have been
useful to the providers to adapt the program
and activities in advance. During the trip,
every day the testers were asked to answer
questions about the day’s program. Questions about the trips, the entertainment
program and the food were included. Every
evening the tutors entered the answers into
an online form. Finally, one questionnaire at
the end of the journey included questions
if their expectations were fulfilled and how
satisfied the testers were in general.

Vulkanland
| Austria

| Izola
Slovenia
Monte Pisano |
Italy
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Findings
3.1 General Information
about Senior Testers
The average age of the participants was 68.2 years. This is a relatively old group compared to
previous studies funded by the EU. In the project ESCAPE1, where 900 seniors participated
in a survey, the majority was between 55 and 65 years old. The age group that was chosen
for our pilot test is an important one, because at around the age of 70 on average travelling
becomes a little bit challenging and package providers have to know about the needs of this
target group.
The group was very used to travelling abroad. Only 6 out of 56 participants did not travel
abroad every year and the average number of journeys abroad within the last three years was
5.6. Slovenia leads this statistic with 9.3 journeys within the last three years.

1 ESCAPE - European Senior Citizens’ Actions to Promote Exchange in tourism, http://www.escape2europe.eu/
sites/default/files/ESCAPE_Deliv6_ReportNeedsInterests.pdf, (2017-04-10)

16

17

3.2 Preferences and Priorities for Seniors on Journey
Since seniors rate themselves as very communicative, most interested
in nature and historic sites and that they are very open to getting
to know something new, it is not surprising that they said that
the most important reason for choosing a particular type of trip is
the opportunity to learn something about the country, the people
and the customs. They have a strong expectation that the trip will
broaden their horizon and give them new impressions. Other points
they rate as very interesting are sightseeing/educational travel and
countryside/natural attractions. Asked about the accompanying
program, they prefer visits to museums. Corresponding to their high
interest in communication, they like activities like singing and dancing
and above all, they rate communication in different languages as
being very important.
When asked about the types of holiday they prefer, this is not scored
as very important but it is noticeable that they rate relaxing holidays
very badly, and all-inclusive package tours are also not favoured.
Questions about their interests in different topics and leisure time

activities revealed that games and shopping are at the bottom of the
list (with a quarter rating these very important and a quarter rather
not important). When travelling, their interest in shopping is even
lower. Sauna and spa are not very important to a quarter of the participants, but more people rate these activities as totally important.
Only 15 people would choose to go on a creative holiday although
the majority find creative activities at least rather interesting in their
leisure time and on holidays. The interest is high, but as a motive for
choosing a holiday it is not big enough.
These results show that seniors think it is very important to gain
new impressions on their holiday. The wish to relax or to go on an
all-inclusive package tour is rather small. In accordance with previous
studies conducted in the EU, seniors want to lead an active life and
keep studying new fields2. Their main motivations are to spend time
with family and friends, to visit new places and try new things and to
“make the most of free time”3.

Figure 1: Expectations - Focus of Journey in General

Expectations - Focus of Journey in General
What do you prefer?
Learn about country,
people, customs
Sightseeing:
famous places, castles,…
Educational holiday:
culture, history,…

Relaxing holiday

3 New opportunities for the tourism market: senior tourism and accessible tourism,
Alén, 2012.
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felting, painting, baking,…

2 Ageing population and tourism: socially determined model of consumer behaviour
in the Senior Toursim segment, Nikitina and Vorontsova, 2015.
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Figure 3: Expectations - Wishes for a Journey

Figure 2: Expectations - Focus of Test Journey

Expectations - Wishes for a Journey
How important would you rate…

Expectations - Focus of Test Journey
What do you expect from this journey?
(multiple answers possible - max. 4 answers)
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Figure 4: Expectations - Personal
Interests of Test Travellers

Figure 5: Expectations - Preferences in
Accompanying Program

Expectations - Preferences in Accompanying Programme
How important would you rate…?

Expectations - Personal Interests of Test Travellers
How would you rate yourself?
I am communicative
I am happy to try out
new things
I live in close touch
with nature
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evening's entertainment
I like sauna and spa areas
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I like becoming acquainted
with creative techniques
I like to shop
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In respect to particular needs of seniors, it
is noticeable that in the initial questionnaire
the wish to go on a journey specifically
tailored for seniors is rather small. Also, the
questions concerning flexibility in planning,
importance of medical care at the travel destination and need for help with luggage the
answers draw a very self-confident picture

of the testers. A well organized arrival at the
destination and frequent breaks during the
program though are important to them.
It is important to acknowledge that
barrier-free accessibility is not the right
term to address seniors’ special needs.
How they understand this term is: no steps

and enough space to go there in a wheel
chair. Our test groups can climb a few steps
without problems if there is a handrail and
enough time, for example. Points that are
important to guarantee an appropriateness
for the elder group include a wider range of
different considerations.
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Figure 6: Considerations on seniors’ needs I

Figure 8: Considerations on seniors’ needs III

Expectations - Considerations on Seniors' Needs III
How important would you rate...?

Expectations - Considerations on Seniors' Needs I
How would you rate yourself?
Things being off-schedule
are no problem
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Figure 7: Considerations on seniors’ needs II

38

Frequent breaks

14

20
0%

very important

24

26

Barrier free accessibility of toilets

26

25
25%

rather important

50%

rather not important

8

20
22

1

8

2

5

21

12

26

14

22

Short walking distances…

13

24

15

31

15

27
25%

50%
rather important
n.a.

9

5

75%
100%
less important

3 1
8

75%

18

Assistance with luggage

0%
very important
not important

Expectations - Considerations on Seniors' Needs II
What is important for you on journey?
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3.3 Evaluation of
Destinations
through Testers
In general, all participants rated their stay
very positively. 61% rated the trip as
excellent, 29% as rather good. Also, 64%
would recommend the tour to their best
friend. In the daily and final questionnaires
a lot of open questions allowed the testers
to communicate the highlights and points
of critique of the programs, accommodation
and organization in general. The programs
of course were different but had a common
theme and structure. Focus was on “Water
and Wellbeing” and “Experience Tourism”.
Here the comments are summarized for
each destination.
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Vulkanland, Austria

Izola, Slovenia

Monte Pisano, Italy

Lake Saimaa, Finland

The Slovenian group enjoyed the following
program highlights most: the visits of the
Vulcano prosciutto factory, the Zotter
chocolate factory, Kornberg castle and a
geological museum. A walk in the forest, a
visit to the advent market, singing in the city
hall and a handcraft workshop were also
appreciated. Finally, social activities such
as joining a meditation class with two local
people were on the positive list.
The bad weather was commentated on
negatively, including a slippery path during
the walk to the castle Kapfenstein. Missing
emergency equipment during the walk in the
forest as well as inconsistent information
of meeting place on the last evening were
also criticised. One guest complained about
menus, brochures and TV that were only
available in German, but a Slovenian waitress in the cafe was highly appreciated.

The Austrian group enjoyed the program
and activities in Slovenia a lot. A trip to Piran
and a tour through Izola as well as a visit to
the Hrastovleje church and a farm with its
animals and tasting of its olives were the
highlights.

The Finnish group liked the following
program very much: visiting Lucca, a monastery, the tower of Pisa and an olive farm. The
good atmosphere in the group was commented on positively. They appreciated not
having to rush during sightseeing activities
and disliked too much walking and having no
time to rest. Also, bad weather conditions
(rain during a walking tour) were disliked by
most of the participants.

The Italian group enjoyed the following
items on the program most: the visit to
Olavlinna Castle, a forest museum, lunch
at the travel guide’s private cottage, an
evening show and a cruise at Saimaa Lake.
Social interactions with women studying
Italian was highly appreciated, because this
helped them get to know some Finnish
people and because this solved the problem
of the language barriers. They also highly
appreciated the country and its friendly
people. Further highlights of the activity
program were Nordic walking and a walking
tour along the lake.

Points of critique were the tight schedule of
the sightseeing program and changing of the
program at short notice.

Some people did not enjoy the food (variety,
temperature, freshness). Other participants
disliked the hurried visit of the museum and
the short time for the cultural program.
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3.4 Conclusions
In the daily and final questionnaires, thanks
to open questions, enough space was offered
to the testers to communicate the highlights
of the day, points of critique and the general
impression of the program. Highlights of all
groups were meeting locals and getting to
know typical customs as well as short walks
in natural surroundings and visiting different
sights. The journey was generally appreciated
as a new experience. The positive atmosphere in the group and the competence of
the travel guides and tutors are also points
that are regarded very positively. These
comments broadly confirm the interests that
the testers stated in the initial questionnaires
in terms of communication, nature, sights and
education.
Surprisingly, some activities that were not
rated as very important to the group in the
initial questionnaire, like sports and creative
activities, were received very positively. The
reason for this might be the openness and
curiosity of the testers for everything new.
Also, it has to be pointed out that activities
that are offered as extras to the original
program and are therefore not expected may
be generally viewed more positively. It gives
the guests the feeling that something special
is being offered just for them.
28

Figure 9: Satisfaction - Focus of Test Journey

Satisfaction - Focus of Test Journey
How satisfied were you with...?
Learn about country,
people, customs
Sightseeing:
famous places, castles,...
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Figure 10: Satisfaction - Wishes for a Journey

Figure 11: Satisfaction - Personal Interests

Satisfaction - Personal Interests
How satisfied were you with ... ?

Satisfaction - Wishes for a Journey
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Figures 9-11: n.a.: not applicable because
this type of activity was not part of one or
more packages
Although the testers were an active, independent and self-confident group, points
of critique and negative comments mainly
concerned troublesome physical conditions:

they found steps on the path, slippery floors
and a train station without an elevator hard
to cope with. Also, the tight program, long
walks and not enough time for breaks were
criticized. The answers to questions about
medical care in case of sickness or emergency during the trip and about the availability
of a nurse service in the accommodation

reveals the diverging needs of seniors. A big
percentage of no answer reflects that most
of the testers doesn’t have to worry about
such things because they are fit and healthy,
but there was also a small group that was
dissatisfied with some of these points.
Missing signs and information about the
availability of help is surely a reason for that.

Figure 13: Expectations - Communication in
Mother Tongue/Foreign Language

Expectations - Communication in Mother Tongue/Foreign Language
How important would you rate...?
Communication in different languages
during accompanying programme

29

Local guides with good
foreign language skills

Satisfaction - Health Service
How satisfied were you with...?
Nurse service available
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Medical care in case
of sickness/emergency

5
0%

10
11

7

What is more important to the seniors, is
communication in their own language and that
they can understand their local travel guide.
In comparison to the high expectations
32

very important

1

50%
rather important

1 3
7

75%
less important

2

not important

3
100%
n.a.

32
50%

satisfied

25%

6

3

29

25%
very satisfied

14

40
0%

4

4

38

Local guides
speaking my mother tongue

Figure 12: Satisfaction - Health Service

18

rather not satisfied

about communication in different languages,
the satisfaction level was not very high.
Some comments reflect disappointment
with information (signs, brochures, etc.)
and equipment in the accommodation (TV

75%
not satisfied

100%
n.a.

channels, etc.) in the travellers’ own language.
As already mentioned, important highlights
were opportunities to communicate with local
people in the mother tongue of the travellers
(a Slovenian waitress in Austria)
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Figure 14: Satisfaction - Communication in
Foreign Language/Mother Tongue

Satisfaction - Communication in Mother Tongue/Foreign Language
How satisfied were you with...?
Communication in different languages
during accompanying programme
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Good foreign language skills
of the local guide
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Recommendations for
Stakeholders in Tourism
Make sure the older
tourists are always
accompanied by
someone who speaks
their language
The tutors from their home country or local
guides who speak their language should
be with the group from the start. This is a
very good concept that builds confidence
and trust, even though it adds costs to
the trip. The tutors/guides can respond
immediately to the needs of the travellers.
They overcome language barriers and can
find solutions for individuals while the rest
of the group caries on with the planned
program. They can help with luggage and if
anyone is ill. In this way many small barriers
and difficulties can be smoothed out. For
older people, having someone they can turn
to with problems is an important factor in
36

having a successful trip. It reassures them
that they will not be confronted with anything they can’t cope with, whether it is an
activity that is too much for them or some
unexpected indisposition.

Give the tourists detailed
information on the host
country in their own
language
This target group highly appreciates being
able to think about the destination and the
program before setting off. The planning
phase is already part of their enjoyment
of the holiday. The topics they like to be
informed about include customs and traditions, typical food, culture and pictures.
Detailed practical information on the destination is also very important: where they

can go for walks (in natural surroundings),
distances from A to B, accessibility and
facilities in their accommodation and other
such information. Older people need these
details so that they can prepare and so that
they can form realistic expectations of what
they have to cope with. They are likely to
have a greater need for rest breaks and
reliable daily routines, possibly to comply
with health and medical constraints, and
are less flexible than younger tourists. Good
information on mealtimes and what kind of
food to expect also helps to avoid unpleasant surprises.

Enable real contact
with local people at the
destination overcoming
language barriers

Ask the tourists about
their interests before the
trip and respond to the
results

For this target group, the ability to communicate in their own language is very important.
Tourist guides should definitely be able
to speak the language of the tourists. In
the hotel, it is also very important to have
someone who can interpret/translate for
them. Brochures and information sheets
should be provided in multiple languages.

The older people who took part in the
DiscOver55 study were especially interested
in getting to know the people of the region
they were visiting and to learn something
about their way of life, their customs and
traditions. Being able to communicate in
person with locals, from students to older
people, was particularly popular. Everyday
experiences supply enough material for
conversation and shared activities with local
people are also very welcome. The tourists
experience these encounters with aspects
of a different culture as inspirational and
moving, and they form the most abiding
memories of the holiday. The target group
also has a strong interest in experiencing the
natural surroundings and the landscape.

A small glossary can list important words
and phrases in the language of the destination and explain them in the language of
the tourists, e.g. common signs that they
will see, unfamiliar food, sights, everyday
phrases. People enjoy being able to explore
the area without supervision during the
breaks in the program.

alternatives could enable people to match
the activities better to their interests.
However, if these activities are made known
beforehand or if the travellers are asked
about their interests, so that these become
expected points on the program, which
the people have thought about before
they travel, they will approach them with
a different attitude. A trip begins with the
desire for new experiences, and with good
preparation, the organizers can focus this
desire towards items in the program. In this
way, the tourists may experience a broadening of their usual interests and experiences
as positive.
The group from Slovenia found that the
advent wreath-making with the blessing
ceremony was a highlight of their holiday,
although they had demonstrated low
interest in creative activities on the
questionnaires.

Our testers gave much more mixed feedback on the sport program, musical events
and creative activities. Items of this kind
are more suitable as optional offers than
as default activities for the whole group.
The ability to choose from several different
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Working with a mix of
different local services
and businesses to offer
a better and wider range
of tourism options
Partnerships with local institutions, educational centres, associations and communities can ideally lead to more contact and
communication between local people and
tourists from abroad. The tourists benefit
from insights into the local culture as it
is expressed both in everyday life and on
festive occasions. The different culinary
traditions are often a good starting point for
dialogue.
Sometimes a partnership with a community
or a business that shares a background
with the tourists (language, culture,
national origin) can be very helpful – both in
understanding and anticipating the cultural
preferences of the guests and in helping to
negotiate language barriers.
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And finally – advertise
destinations and packages
in an age aware manner
Terms such as ‘senior tourism’ need to be
avoided or used with care. Businesses selling
travel to this age group must be aware that
they are addressing people with a wide
range of fitness and health. Advertising
should clearly communicate what kind of
trip is involved: e.g. active holidays, holidays
for rest / relaxation, etc.

the target group effectively.
At the same time, with older tourists it is
particularly important to ensure that travel is
organized smoothly. Anything that involves
strenuous effort has to be avoided. The
package needs to focus on enjoying life,
stimulating encounters with people, and
inspiring experiences that will leave a lasting
impression.

We should remember that older people are
often perceived or labelled as not very able
or needing help. But they see themselves
as being interested, want to make contact
with people in the country they are visiting,
don’t just want to consume passively but
want to appreciate things and want to take
enough time to get to know the country.
They know that they need a certain amount
of daily routine (e.g. taking tablets and meals
at certain times) but don’t feel that they
belong to the category of frail or physically
impaired or ‘elderly’ people. In their everyday
life and in their choice of interests they are
independent.
This means that labelling a package as being
‘for seniors’ will often fail to connect with
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