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ABSTRACT
Water has been seen as a healing source of life for centuries. Even the placebo effect of thermal
therapies increases consumers’ well-being. Especially with easy traveling options demand for
thermal therapies are on the rise. Users of thermal therapies are mostly composed of seniors.
Even though age groups in the senior market have heterogeneous needs, managers assume
them to be homogenous. Measuring thermal tourism demand by the length of stay, this study
analyzed the determinants affecting the length of stay of older thermal tourists. The length of
stay is predicted to have been affected by age, purchasing power, physical distance, and seasonal
preferences. Even though all of the above have an effect on the length of stay, we find that age is
the main determinant deciding the duration. These results may serve as a starting point for
policymakers and tourism managers to tailor strategies to increase income streams associated
with length of stay.
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Introduction

Thermal tourism can be defined as a subdivision of
health tourism and it is regarded as a source of healing
for body and mind. Thermal tourism discovered a
longstanding popular tradition that came from pre-
Roman times (Van Tubergen & Van der Linden, 2002).
After the rediscovery of ancient Roman and Muslim
baths by social elites, the interest in thermal baths
grew rapidly (Alonso-Álvarez, 2012). As the interest
grew, many localities began excavations to unearth
ancient springs, and repaired and put them back in
use (Alonso-Álvarez, 2012). The use of mineral waters
had become prevalent throughout Europe and North
America by the nineteenth and twentieth centuries
(Routh, Bhowmik, Parish, & Witkowski, 1996). Even
chapels were built with saints’ names to attract atten-
tion to the healing power of thermal water (Alonso-
Álvarez, 2012). By the 1990s, thermal tourism using
mineral water for treatment had become popular for
its healing characteristics (Croutier, 1992). Potential
thermal therapies for people with health concerns
aroused the interest of policymakers and tourism man-
agers in attracting tourists and increasing income from
tourism (Costa, Quintela, & Mendes, 2015).

Interest in thermal tourism differs across age groups.
Compared with other age groups for example the mid-
dle age group, the senior group is more likely to parti-
cipate in thermal tourism (Chen, Liu, & Chang, 2013;
Pforr & Locher, 2012; Smith & Kelly, 2006), as seniors are
susceptible to health issues (Erfurt-Cooper & Cooper,
2009). Aware of health issues threatening the quality
of their life, seniors do not hesitate to undergo preven-
tive and complementary treatments such as thermal
therapies (Chen, Chang, & Liu, 2015; Pforr & Locher,
2012; Vigolo & Bonfanti, 2016). Indeed, a number of
studies (Le Serre & Chevalier, 2012) cite health concerns
as the main factor that pushes seniors to use thermal
therapies. Mental and psychological relief associated
with thermal therapies in later age provide a further
incentive for seniors to take advantage of thermal
therapies (Chen et al., 2015, 2013; Smith & Kelly, 2006;
Smith & Puczkó, 2009). In addition to thermal therapies,
thermal tourism offers a multi-beneficial package to
senior tourists with health concerns (Voigt et al.,
2011). For instance, sightseeing comes as a part of the
deal including operational physical therapies and treat-
ments of skin-related problems to maintain and
improve well-being (Kesar & Rimac, 2011; Mueller &
Kaufmann, 2001).
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Crompton (1979) classifies health concerns as a push
factor in his taxonomy. Push factors refer to those related
to the “desire to” or “need for” travel, while pull factors
concern attractiveness of destinations’ attributes (Chen &
Wu, 2009). Pull factors include cost, climate of destina-
tion, distance to destination, and ease of traveling, which
are mentioned in a large number of studies along with
health concerns (Chen, 2009; Chen et al., 2013; Collins &
Tisdell, 2002; Wang & Luo, 2005).

Existing studies assume that sensitivity to pull and
push factors affecting tourist behavior does not differ
among age groups that fall into the senior tourist class.
However, a number of studies (Schröder & Widmann,
2007; Wu, 2003) suggest otherwise, indicating that the
heterogeneity of the senior market has an important
effect on decisions regarding the choice of goods and
services.

In the absence of information on the behavior of age
groups among senior travelers, marketing managers
tend to treat senior consumers as a homogenous mar-
ket, leading to an expensive mistake on the part of
marketing managers (Callan & Bowman, 2000; Cleaver,
Muller, Ruys, & Wei, 1999; Harssel & Theobald, 1995;
Littrell, Paige, & Song, 2004; Moschis, Lee, & Mathur,
1997; Pennigton-Gray & Lane, 2001; Ryan, 1995; Szmigin
& Carrigan, 2001; You & O’leary, 1999). Such a mistake is
likely to cost managers more than ever as the senior
population increases very fast across countries, espe-
cially developed ones. In order to satisfy the needs of
senior consumers, this market should be examined
thoroughly and segmented according to their needs
(Connell, 2012; Dwyer, Edwards, Mistilis, Roman, &
Scott, 2009; Dychtwald, 1997; Faranda & Schmidt,
2000; Harssel, 1995; Mueller & Kaufmann, 2001; O’Dell,
2004; Wang, Chen, & Chou, 2007).

Literature suggests that seniors differ in their beha-
vior with respect to length of stay from other age
cohorts since seniors do have a high elasticity of time,
more purchasing power, and less responsibility (Garcia-
Altes, 2005; Jang & Wu, 2006; Martínez-García & Raya,
2008). In addition, the length of stay of seniors is posi-
tively affected by age and self-assessed health
(Fleischer & Pizam, 2002; Fleischer & Seiler, 2002).
Recognizing the impact of age on length of stay,
Zimmer, Brayley, and Searle (1995) suggest that
researchers should distinguish among age cohorts to
identify the marks defining the length of stay. Following
this line of inquiry, a number of studies report that
retired senior tourists have a tendency to stay longer
in the destination country (Fleischer & Pizam, 2002;
Fleischer & Seiler, 2002; Salmasi, Celidoni, & Procidano,
2012; Wang & Luo, 2005). Length of stay matters
because it has a direct effect on the occupancy rate

and income of tourism (Alegre & Pou, 2003). Hence,
differences of length of stay across age groups should
be taken seriously by the tourism sector to plan an
effective and efficient management at the destinations
(Martínez-García & Raya, 2008).

Existing studies focused on length of stay across
diversified tourist profiles (Oppermann, 1995; Seaton &
Palmer, 1997; Sung, Morrison, Hong, & O’Leary, 2001).
To date, studies have overlooked the decision regarding
length of stay of senior thermal tourists and factors
affecting this decision. The present study aims to deter-
mine the factors that influence thermal senior tourists’
decision making with regard to length of stay. In parti-
cular, this study divides thermal tourists into two sub-
samples: tourists aged 40 to 64 years old, and those 65
years and older, the former being the middle age group
and the latter the senior group. By doing so, we intend
to reveal differences in sensitivity of length of stay to
factors that are hypothesized to exert an influence on
the behavior of the two age groups.

The structure of the paper is as follows. The second
section explains the theoretical model and hypotheses.
The third section discusses the research method and
describes the data, and the fourth section presents the
results. The final section evaluates the resulting implica-
tions and offers some conclusions.

Theoretical framework and hypotheses

Based on an extensive literature below, we relate an
individual’s demand for thermal tourism in a destina-
tion to the individual’s age, income, cost, distance to
destination country, and season of holiday.

The literature suggests that tourism demand mea-
sured by length of stay varies with the life cycle pro-
gression stages (Wells & Gubar, 1996). There are a
number of reasons why people in the late cycle pro-
gression stages wish to have a greater length of stay
than those in the early stages of life. First, age beyond a
threshold comes with less work, fewer family-related
responsibilities, and fewer stress factors (Wells &
Gubar, 1996). Second, aging may result in the achieve-
ment of a peak in one’s career, which loosens restric-
tions on traveling. Finally, retirement brings freedom to
senior tourists (Chen et al., 2015; Chen & Shoemaker,
2014), as a result, seniors show a greater tendency to
stay longer than do other age groups (Alegre & Pou,
2003). The positive relationship between length of stay
and age is supported by a large number of studies
(Alegre & Pou, 2003; Alén, Nicolau, Losada, &
Domínguez, 2014; Barros & Machado, 2010; Fleischer &
Pizam, 2002; Fleischer & Seiler, 2002; Martínez-García &
Raya, 2008; Meng & Uysal, 2008; Salmasi et al., 2012).
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However, at a certain point the length of stay of retired
seniors starts to decrease because of their health-related
problems (Fleischer & Pizam, 2002; Fleischer & Seiler,
2002). The same cause, health problems, is the main
denominator of the prolonged stays of tourists aged
over 65 years after they have endured long-haul flights.
By prolonging their stay, they diminish the health-related
risks such as the risk of embolism associated with long
distance flights (Hughes et al., 2003; Landgraf, Vanselow,
Schulte-Huermann, Mülmann, & Bergau, 1994; Lapostolle
et al., 2001). In the literature, this obvious difference has
been shown by Zimmer et al. (1995). They demonstrated
that the age cohort of 60–70 years has the highest popu-
lation in the market with the longest vacation choices
(Zimmer et al., 1995). Even though the preference of
that age group is to stay longer, some additional factors
affect these preferences in a negative way. As Hong, Kim,
and Lee (1999) and Fleischer and Pizam (2002) stated, the
decrease in income after retirement and the deterioration
of health after the age of 65+ years may have caused a
decline in the duration of the trips.

The following hypothesis (H) is proposed:

H1: The relationship between age and length of stay
tends to change beyond an age threshold.

Most of the studies in the literature have shown
the impact of the season on the length of stay. The
effect of the season, called seasonality, is defined as
the irregular movement of a variable in a selected
period of time such as an increase in the income of
the destination, increased geographical employment
rates, and high admissions to touristic attractions
(Butler, 1994; Hinch & Jackson, 2000). The reason
causing this effect has two components: natural
causes (climatic factors) and institutional causes (a
combination of religious, social, and cultural factors)
(Bar-On, 1999). Climatic factors as a natural cause of
seasonality has a positive relation with the length of
stay (Barros, Butler, & Correia, 2010; Huh, Uysal, &
McCleary, 2006; Martínez-García & Raya, 2008). As
the studies stated, length of stay is longer in the
summer period than in other periods (Donatos &
Zairis, 1991; Gokovali, Bahar, & Kozak, 2007; Huh
et al., 2006; Martínez-García & Raya, 2008). It is impor-
tant to note that despite their freedom to travel,
senior tourists tend to travel during the summer
period (Alén et al., 2014; Huang & Tsai, 2003;
Norman, Daniels, McGuire, & Norman, 2001;
Rodrigues, Kastenholz, & Rodrigues, 2010; Sangpikul,
2008; Wu, 2003; You & O’leary, 1999).

H2: Tourists are likely to choose summer over other
seasons for a thermal holiday.

Literature points to a positive relation between
income of tourists and length of stay (Fleischer &
Pizam, 2002; Gokovali et al., 2007; Lee, Brennan, &
Daly, 2001; Leones, Colby, & Crandall, 1998; Proenca &
Soukiazis, 2005). The level of income in the country of
origin can be measured by different variables such as
gross domestic product (GDP) (Kulendran & Wilson,
2000; Lathiras & Siriopoulos, 1998), gross national pro-
duct (Garin-Munoz & Amaral, 2000; Qui & Zhang, 1995),
and industrial production index of the home country
(Gonzalez & Moral, 1995).

H3: Tourists with a higher income tend to spend more
days at the thermal holiday destination.

On the other hand, the real exchange rate lowers the
cost of the travel relatively causing a negative relation
with length of stay (Proenca & Soukiazis, 2005; Witt &
Witt, 1995). Thus, purchasing power as a frontier of
consumption possibilities for travel is a significant fac-
tor affecting the length of stay (Aguiló Perez & Sampol,
2000; Crouch, 1994; De La Vina & Ford, 2001; Hay &
McConnel, 1979; Kattiyapornpong & Miller, 2008).

H4: The more valuable the currency of the destination
country the shorter the length of stay.

There is a growing number of studies incorporating
distance to destination country to explain the location
choice of tourists (Fang Bao & Mckercher, 2008;
McKercher, 2008a, 2008b). Technological advances in
transportation played an important role in shrinking
the distance over time (Dicken, 1992). Even though
technological improvements lessened discomfort invol-
ving traveling long distances, distance is still recognized
as one of the most important factors in tourist travel
behavior (Choe, Stienmetz, & Fesenmaier, 2013). As
previous studies stated, there is a positive correlation
between distance to destination country and length of
stay (Oppermann, 1997; Seaton & Palmer, 1997; Sung
et al., 2001). Because of the increased physical and
financial burden of long-distance traveling, such as air
ticket prices and geographical distance between the
countries, as the travel distance increases, the length
of stay also rises (Alén et al., 2014; Choe et al., 2013).

H5: The more distant the destination country the
longer the length of stay.
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Research method and data

We disregard any differences between individuals
except the factors we stated that affect the decision-
making process of individuals in relation to tourism
demand. We measure tourism demand by the length
of stay of the individual. The literature suggests that
senior and young travelers may respond to factors
affecting their demand to varying degrees. The other
factor that the literature points to is the possibility of a
quadratic relationship between tourism demand and
age. Taking these factors into account, we specify the
following model to estimate tourism demand for ther-
mal tourism for two age groups:

lnlengthofstayi ¼ αþ β1agei þ β2agesqi
þ β3summerdummy þ β4lnrealexchi
þ β5lnincomei þ β6lndisti þ εi

where i represents the individual demanding thermal
tourism; lnlengthofstayi is the natural logarithm of the
length of stay; age is individual i’s age; agesq is the
squared age; summerdummy is the summer dummy
variable and it is 1 if individual i demands thermal
tourism in summer and 0 otherwise; lnrealexchi is the
natural logarithm of the value of the destination coun-
try’s currency against the country of the individual’s
currency in real terms, and an increase in it indicates
an appreciation of the destination country’s currency
and makes holidays in that destination country more
expensive; lngdppercapitai is the natural logarithm of
GDP per capita of individual i’s country, lndisti is the
natural logarithm of distance between the capital city
of individual i’s country and destination country as a
proxy for travel distance, and εi is the error term.

The method to estimate length of stay depends
upon the question whether length of stay is treated as
a count variable (e.g. how many times something has
happened in a day, a month, or a year.) If a dependent
variable is considered to be a count variable then the
next step is to use count data regression models such
as poisson and negative binominal. The strength of
these two models stems from their ability to handle
with a considerable number of zeros in the dependent
variable. Naturally, length of stay cannot be 0; therefore
Thrane (2015) suggests that ordinary least square (OLS)
should work well. Findings of Thrane (2012) and Thrane
and Farstad (2012) further support this argument.
Thrane (2015) also argues that survival analysis is not
suitable for modeling length of stay on the grounds
that it is preferable for longitudinal data rather than
cross-sectional data. As we perform a cross-sectional
analysis using data with no zeros, we adopt the OLS
estimation method.

Aging has demonstrable effects on humans. Studies
show that aging is associated with alterations in body
composition leading to dramatic results (Forbes, 2012).
Around the age of 40 years, the levels of anabolic
hormones and neuromuscular alterations go down
with a decline in muscle protein turnover (Speakman
& Westerterp, 2010). The rapid loss of total potassium
occurs between the ages of 41–60 years (Flynn, 1944).
These changes in the hormone levels are the corner
points of some chronic diseases such as diabetes melli-
tus, cardiac problems, and rheumatic diseases (Laurent
et al., 2006). Despite their early start around the age of
40 years, especially the changes in the muscular and
skeletal system, they are detected by the age of 65
years using scanning devices such as magnetic reso-
nance imaging (MRI) and computed tomography (CT).
Even though the core of the problematic area becomes
visible at a later age, the problems start to show them-
selves from age 40 years onwards. Regardless of gen-
der, people have similar problems due to these changes
which occur with age such as chronic back pain, limita-
tions relating to daily routine activities, and swelling
problems. As most of these changes cannot be oper-
ated on, solutions can be complemented with medicine
practices. This is the reason why most of the patients
prefer spa and thermal therapies to relieve their chronic
pains caused by the hormonal and muscular changes
by the age 40 years (Gaál et al., 2008).

From this perspective, we clustered age into two
groups. The middle age group is made up of thermal
tourists from 40–65 years of age; the senior group
comprises all thermal therapy tourists aged 66+ years.
This clustering helps us to differentiate between tour-
ists who are still in the workforce and those who are
retired. Patients between the ages of 40–65 years are
likely to be at the peak of their career. In this age
cohort, most of the people have a better income and
more leisure time. Tourists over 66 years of age,
accepted as retired, belong to the second group. This
classification according to age also enables us to iden-
tify the impact of age on the length of stay as
Oppermann (1995) suggests. As the former group con-
sists of the white- or blue-collar workforce and the
latter consists of the retired workforce, they can repre-
sent both the changes in the psychological needs and
the dynamics of the life cycle as a consequence of
thermal tourist behavior (Hamilton, Maddison, & Tol,
2005).

We obtained data on the number of thermal therapy
tourists from the Ministry of Health in Turkey for the
year 2014. The Turkish Ministry of Health collects data
at the end of each year from the establishments that
host thermal tourists. Data include age, country, arrival
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date, and the length of stay of thermal tourists. The
original data include 39,453 thermal tourists who vis-
ited Turkey in 2014. From the original data, we con-
structed two samples: the first covers thermal tourists
aged between 40 and 65 years with 13,232 tourists, and
the second covers thermal tourists aged 66 years and
over with 2528 tourists. To safeguard against outliers,
we excluded those tourists who were either older than
94 years or stayed more than 30 days. We collected
data on exchange rate and consumer price index of
(base year 2005) from World Development Indicators
database of the World Bank ( 2015). Purchasing power
parity adjusted GDP per capita data come from the
World Economic Outlook Database ( 2015). In the
absence of a better alternative, we use GDP per capita
data in 2013 as a proxy for the income of thermal
tourists, as thermal tourists in 2014 is likely to use
income, accrued a year earlier than their travel.
Physical distance, measured in km, between the capital
city of countries of thermal tourists and Ankara, the
capital city of Ankara was taken from the Research
and Expertise on the World Economy (CEPII) database.
Descriptive statistics with respect to the two samples
are presented in Tables 1 and 2.

Results

Table 3 presents the regression results for the first age
group in the first two columns (columns 1–2) and the
other age group in the last two columns (columns 3–4).
Two variables, lnrealexch and lngdppercapita enter the
regression separately lest there be multi-collinearity
between these two variables (when two variables are

added to the regression, the sign of lnrealexch becomes
positive, which raises suspicion about possible multicol-
linearity problems). R-squared values indicate the portion
of the variation in the dependent variable explained by
the explanatory variables. Thus, our model explains the
13–1% of the variation in the length of stay for the first
group and 41–44% for the second group. The lower
R-squared value regarding the first group probably
stems from the fact that the sample size of the first
group is much bigger than that of the other group.
The bigger sample probably includes individuals more
diverse in preference and our model is less successful in
explaining the factors to which the first group is sensi-
tive. Probability values concerning F-test statistics indi-
cate that our explanatory variables are collectively
significant at the 1% level. We observe interesting results
concerning the sign of the coefficients of age and agesq
variables. While age is positively associated with lnlength-
ofstay, tourists aged between 40 and 65 years of age, the
two variables move in opposite directions for the other
group. We also see the change in the direction of the
relationship between agesq and the dependent variable
across the two groups, as agesq is predicted to affect
lnlengthofstay negatively in the first two columns and
positively in the last two columns. These results imply
that age has a positive effect on lnlengthofstay up to age
value from 57.76 to 58.22, and after this point it has a
negative effect on the dependent variable (the calcula-
tion is based on the formula: turning point = the coeffi-
cient of age/(2*the coefficient of agesq), where minus
signs are dropped. Based on the results in column (1),

Table 1. Descriptive statistics for age group between 40 and 65
years.
Variable Mean Standard deviation Min. Max.

lengthofstay 6.929 6.939 1 30
lnlengthofstay 1.396 1.097 0 3.332
age 52.565 7.538 40 66
summer 0.308 0.461 0 1
lngdppercapita 10.436 0.513 6.787 11.890
realexch 146.663 730.136 0.178 6266.65
lndist 7.809 0.557 6.571 9.734

Table 2. Descriptive statistics for age group 66 years and over.
Variable Mean Standard deviation Min. Max.

lengthofstay 6.853 7.602 1 28
lnlengthofstay 1.227 1.228 0 3.332
age 71.964 4.213 67 94
summer 0.151 0.358 0 1
lngdppercapita 10.539 0.391 6.403 11.890
realexch 186.212 815.273 0.178 4727.61
lndist 8.138 0.691 6.615 9.734

Table 3. Regression results.

Independent variables

Dependent variable (lnlengthofstay)

Aged between 40 and
65 years

Aged 66 years and
over

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Constant 3.257*** 1.306*** 20.030*** 16.895
(0.494) (0.514) (5.205) (5.208)

age 0.081*** 0.069*** −0.260* −0.282**
(0.018) (0.018) (0.142) (0.142)

agesq −0.0007*** −0.0006*** 0.0017* 0.0018*
(0.0002) (0.0002) (0.0009) (0.0009)

summer 0.380*** 0.357*** 0.183*** 0.216***
(0.020) (0.020) (0.051) (0.050)

lngdppercapita 0.343*** 0.433***
(0.018) (0.054)

lnrealexch −0.030*** −0.024***
(0.004) (0.009)

lndist −0.545*** −0.708 −1.073*** −1.153***
(0.013) (0.013) (0.031) (0.023)

Observation number 13,199 2528
R-squared 13% 17% 41% 44%
F-test

Probability value
0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

Heteroscedasticity – robust standard errors in parentheses. ***, **, *repre-
sent statistical significance at the 1%, 5%, and 10% level respectively. All
the coefficient and standard error values were rounded to thousandth
except realexch and agesq being rounded to ten thousandths.
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the values are calculated as 0.081211/(2*0.000698)≈58.22
and column (2) 0.068709/(2*0.000595) ≈57.76).

For example, an increase in age from 40 to 41 years
increases the length of stay by about 2.1 to 2.5%, and in
going from 60 to 61 years, age decreases the length of stay
by about 0.26 to 0.27%, holding other variables constant (to
calculate the effect of age in length of stay, we simply plug
the age values in column (1) and (2) as follows: 100*
(0.081211–2(0.000698)*40 ≈ 2.5; 100*(0.068709–2
(0.000595)*40 ≈ 2.1. The same formula is used when calcu-
lating the effect of age from 60 to 61). As for the effect of
age on lnlengthofstay for the group aged 66 years and over,
it is negative up to the age value from 77.8 to 78, and
beyond this point it is positive (to calculate the turning
point for the group aged 66 years and over, the same
formula with the values from columns (3) and (4) is used
as for the group aged between 40 and 65 years. The
corresponding values from columns (3) and (4) were age
and agesq 0.260304, 0.001669 and 0.282054, 0.001813
respectively).

As far as the season effect is concerned, both age groups
show a preference for summer. Turkey is predicted to have
attracted more thermal tourists aged between 40 and 65
years in summer than in other seasons by about 52.6 to
53.8%, holding other variables fixed. The corresponding
value for tourists aged 66 years and over is 44.2–45.7%
(the values with respect to the coefficients on the dummy
variable is calculated as 100*(exp(dummy coefficient-1)).
The sensitivity to income also varies across two age groups,
while a 1% increase in income leads to an increase of about
0.43% in the length of stay for the second group and to an
increase of about 0.34% for the first group. The effect of
lnrealexch on the length of stay is relatively small; a 1%
increase in lnrealexch (appreciation of Turkish currency)
decreases the length of stay of the first group by about
0.03%, while the same change in lnrealexch decreases the
time that the second group spends in thermal places in
Turkey by about 0.024%. The effect of the distance on the
length of stay for two groups also reveals differences in
sensitivity to the factors included in the model. A 1%
increase in lndist results in a shorter stay for the second
group by about 1.07–1.15% and in the first group by about
0.55–0.71%. Overall, the empirical evidence is consistent
with hypotheses H1–H4 for both age groups, while we
present contradictory results forH5, suggesting thatgreater
distance is associated with shorter length of stay.

Discussion, implications, and conclusions

There is a quadratic relationship between age and
length of stay, which eliminates the possibility of
implications based on a linear relationship (Table 4).

To explain the nature of this relationship, possible
mediating factors should be evaluated by managers.
Fleischer and Pizam (2002) and Fleischer and Seiler
(2002) mention that there is a positive relationship
between age and length of stay, which turns into a
negative one at a threshold age. The results of this
study confirm this statement for the first age group
(40–65 years). According to our results, there is a
positive relationship between age and length of stay
for thermal tourists under the age of 58.4 years
beyond which this relationship turns into a negative
one. Members of the age range of 40–58 years have
more family responsibilities than people over 58 years
of age. This can be attributed to the tendency that
this age group is likely to travel with family members,
which leads to long stays. When they have reached
the age of 58+ years, their family responsibilities tend
to change: either their children are grown up, leading
their own lives, or they may have lost their spouses
(Wells & Gubar, 1966). This decreasing responsibility
gives rise to a new pattern of traveling. They started
to travel with similar age groups which cause more
expenses and return after a shorter stay (Alegre,
Mateo, & Pou, 2011). In addition, they tend to prefer
package tours (Harssel & Theobald, 1995). This can be
explained by the size of the group they travel with.
As the group size of travelers increases, the length of
stay decreases (Alegre et al., 2011; Salmasi et al.,
2012).

In contrast, for our second age group (66+ years),
this relationship shows a negative pattern between age
and length of stay, which turns to a positive one at a
threshold, at the age of 77.6 years. This threshold age is
an important indicator for the senior tourists’ length of
stay, as Netuveli et al. (2005) showed that people over
75 years of age have the lowest score of quality of life.
Since limitations in everyday activities can affect quality

Table 4. Statistically significant relationships.
Length of stay

Independent variables
First age group
40–65 years

Second age group
66+ years

Age ± -/+
Threshold age 57.76–58.22 77.8–78

Purchasing
power

GDP per
capita

+ + +

Real
exchange
rate

– –

Physical distance – –

Seasonal preference + + +

GDP: gross domestic product.
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of life, these physical limitations may cause problems
with the burden of the travel, which leads to longer
stays at the destination (Netuveli et al., 2005).

Both age groups prefer the summer period to stay
longer. This can be explained by their choice of country,
Turkey. Turkey, a Mediterranean country, attracts every
kind of tourist in the summer rather than any other
season. By coming in the summer, they may have had
a chance to visit historical places and enjoy the weather
during their stay. The effect is stronger for the first age
group. It is not a surprising result since they both have
to travel with their children and they still work, there-
fore the most suitable time for them is summer because
of the summer break. As the older age group is likely to
be more sensitive to heat, the effect is not as strong as
for the younger age group. Given that demand for
thermal tourism by the older age group is relatively
less sensitive to the time of year for travel, this age
group could be enticed by tourism managers with
packages addressing the needs of the older age group
to switch to off-peak season. Such a strategy could be a
cure for seasonal demand fluctuations for tourism sec-
tor (Jang & Wu, 2006).

GDP per capita of the countries has a positive effect
on the length of stay for both age groups. When the
impact of GDP per capita is analyzed, it can be seen
that the effect is much stronger on the age cohort of 66
+ years. This can be explained by their health expenses.
As we assume that the second age cohort is composed
of retired people, they do not have a regular money
flow and should be more cautious about spending their
money. Even though they have pensions, this age
group is more sensitive to expenses because of their
unexpected health costs. This finding suggests that
tourism managers should target high-income countries
for the younger age group, and low-income countries
for the other age group.

Only the real exchange rate has a negative relation-
ship with the length of stay for both age groups. This is
a significant result since the real exchange rate has a
direct effect on the cost of traveling.

Physical distance has a negative relationship with
length of stay for both age groups. This negative
relationship is stronger on the length of stay for the
latter group. Although this result is inconsistent with
previous research findings, this result can be
explained by the rising transport costs as the physical
distance increases, mentioned by Leones et al. (1998)
and Lee et al. (2001). The reason of the strong effect
caused by the latter group preferences can be
explained by the psychological situation of the age
cohort. Since the latter group consists of the age
cohort of 66+ years, the psychological effect

dominates all their choices, such as length of stay.
They believe that their quality of life diminishes
every day and they want their leisure times to be of
the highest quality. When they travel abroad they
prefer to stay at luxurious hotels even though their
length of stay shortens (Huang & Tsai, 2003). Given
the negative relationship between distance and
length of stay, potential thermal tourists, especially
the older age group, from geographically close coun-
tries should be given priority when contemplating
strategies to attract thermal tourists.

To sum up, we can say that the length of stay has
multiple determinants. Age is an undeniable factor in
the duration of the stay. We reveal that there are differ-
ences in length of stay between the middle age and the
senior group. In addition, there is a variation in length
of stay across thermal tourists of different ages within
the two age groups. In short, people of working age,
people of retirement age, and older aged people have
different behavioral patterns, which result in fluctuating
lengths of stay. Even though purchasing power, physi-
cal distance, and seasonal preferences affect length of
stay, without age segmentation none can be explained
thoroughly. The results of this study show that man-
agers and policymakers should be aware of the hetero-
geneity of the senior market.

The main limitation of this study arises from the lack
of data. As we have a one year- sample, we cannot
observe changes in demand for thermal tourists over
time for the age groups. Data limitation narrows the
scope of the analysis to few factors whose impact on
length of stay we could measure. Further studies should
consider the impact of other factors on length of stay
such as travel companion, hotel infrastructure, gender,
and education.
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