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The Planning Horizons and Sources
of Information Used by Pleasure Vacationers

RICHARD J. GITELSON AND JOHN L. CROMPTON

This study examined differences in vacationers’ planning horizons and related them
to the purpose of the trip and the length of the trip in terms of mileage and stay. Purposes
included desire for excitement, desire for relaxation, and desire for a well-planned trip.
These differences were then related to respondents’ use of information sources, including
print media, broadcast media, consultants, and destination-specific literature.

Agencies and entrepreneurs in the tourism field devote
considerable effort and expense to communicating the

availability and benefits of their services to potential con-
sumers. Despite this substantial investment, very little ap-
pears to be known about which sources of information con-
sumers use to acquire information about destinations. Indeed,
only one study which addresses this issue appears to have
emerged in the tourism literature (Nolan 1974). Identifica-
tion of those sources which provide information offers the
marketer opportunities to increase the probability that con-
sumers will at least be exposed to information about a specific
destination.

The marketing literature generally differentiates between
internal and external searches for information by a consumer.
Internal searches entail recalling information to which the
individual has been exposed in the past. The marketer has
little opportunity to influence these internal searches.

However, even an individual who has some internal store
of knowledge from which to draw may seek additional in-
formation before making a purchasing decision.

For several reasons external searches may be used more

frequently in making travel-related decisions than in mak-
ing decisions to purchase many other types of products. An
external search represents a conscious effort to seek out new
information through communication with others, from media,
or from commercial brochures or guidebooks. Vacationers
are likely to turn to such external sources in order to learn
about the number of alternative destinations which may meet
their needs, the characteristics and attributes of those destina-
tions, and their relative desirability.

An external search requires an active effort to ask some-
one for information, to read through brochures or guide-
books, or to pay attention to a commercial. Because of the
effort required, the natural tendency of consumers is to keep
external searches to a minimum. However, there are at least
three reasons why external searches may be expected to be
frequent in the tourism field.

First, a vacation trip is a high risk purchase. It involves
not only a considerable investment of discretionary dollars
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but also, and perhaps even more importantly, a considerable
investment of discretionary time. In general, the greater the
degree of perceived risk in a purchase, the greater the pro-
pensity to search. Obtaining information through external
search is one way of reducing perceived risk to more accept-
able levels.

Second, unlike the retail consumer in a store, the vaca-
tioner can neither directly observe what he or she is buying,
nor try it out inexpensively. Therefore, there is considerable
reliance on secondary and tertiary sources of information.
This suggests that the search for information about potential
destinations is likely to be much longer and involve more
sources than the search for information about many other
consumer products and services.

The third reason for suspecting that external searches are
prevalent in vacation decisions is provided by the propensity
of vacationers to visit new destinations on each vacation. A

primary motivation for a vacation is to see new places or
to do new things in a different environment (Crompton 1979).
Previous studies in the consumer behavior literature have
found that the greater the need for variety, the greater the
external search effort is likely to be (Engel et al. 1973). Un-
familiarity with a new destination suggests that an individual
may spend more time searching for information about it.

OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY

In order to design strategies which stimulate or adapt to
information-seeking behavior, it is necessary to know four

things. First, there must be an assurance that a large enough
proportion of the target market engages in external search
behavior to make development of appropriate sources of in-
formation worthwhile. Second, it is necessary to know
whether different potential client groups use different types
of information sources, and how many different sources they
use. Third, the relative importance of alternative informa-
tion sources must be identified. Fourth, it is necessary to
delineate the length of the planning period during which the
information search takes place to (1) ensure the availability
of the information is timely, and (2) identify whether this
planning horizon varies among different groups of users.

The objectives of the study were derived from these basic
requirements for the development of an effective informa-
tion dissemination strategy. Three specific objectives were
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addressed. The first concerned the planning horizons of vaca-
tioners. Since considerable expenditures of both time and
money are usually involved, it seems likely that vacation
planning will take place over a long time period. The objec-
tive was to determine this time frame and whether it varied

according to selected sociodemographic and trip-related
variables. Not only would knowledge of planning horizons
facilitate information dissemination; planning horizons
themselves might be a useful segmentation variable. For
example, Howard and Sheth (1969) have suggested that it
&dquo;may be fruitful to think about differences among buyers
in their purchase plans as a basis for identifying individual
differences. &dquo;

The second objective was to identify the type of infor-
mation sources used by particular types of client groups.
Potential information sources were classified into five

categories: friends and relatives, destination-specific
literature, consultants, broadcast media, and print media. The
specific questions addressed were which types of informa-
tion were most used and whether the information sources
varied according to selected sociodemographic and trip-
related variables. The consumer behavior literature suggests
that destination-specific literature and the media, which are
non-personal, generally perform an informing function. In
contrast, friends and relatives and consultants generally
assume a legitimizing or evaluating function (Engel et al.
1973, p. 418). The consensus appears to be that these sources
of communication frequently are complementary, with non-
personal sources likely to be used to learn about the availa-
bility and attributes of alternative destinations and personal
sources likely to be used to evaluate the alternatives.

The third objective was to determine how many different
types of sources were used. The literature suggests that con-
sumers rarely rely on only one information source (Engel
et al. 1973, p. 416). Rather, acquisition of information tends
to be a cumulative process.

METHODOLOGY

Data were collected at two Texas Highway Visitor
Centers during three successive weekends, Friday through
Sunday in late July and early August. Individuals who were
assisted by visitor center personnel, and who indicated that
they were on a pleasure vacation, were asked to participate
in the study. Of those individuals meeting these criteria, 94%
(n=716) agreed to complete the two-page self-administered
questionnaire. The questionnaire was pretested at one of the
visitor centers prior to the actual study and appropriately
modified. One individual in each traveling party took part
in the study. The dependent variables in the study were plan-
ning horizon and sources of information. Planning horizon
was defined as the length of time prior to the current trip
respondents had begun planning for it. Responses were
classified into three categories: less than one month, between
one and three months, and more than three months.

Respondents were asked which of 12 sources of infor-
mation were actually used in the planning of their current
trip. These 12 sources were classified into five different types
of information source which are identified in Table 1. Both
the absolute number of sources used (ranging from 0 to 12)
and the number of types of sources used (ranging from 0
to 5) were used in the analyses.

TABLE 1
NUMBER AND PROPORTION OF RESPONDENTS
WHO USED DIFFERENT TYPES OF INFORMATION

SOURCES AND SPECIFIC
INFORMATION SOURCES (N=716)

Three types of independent variables were included on
the questionnaire-sociodemographic variables, travel
behavioral variables, and travel orientation factors. The five
sociodemographic variables were gross household income,
highest level of education, sex, age, and family status (which
was defined as the presence or absence of children under
18 in the traveling party). Table 2 shows the frequencies for
these variables.

TABLE 2
SOCIODEMOGRAPHIC AND TRAVEL BEHAVIOR

CHARACTERISTICS OF THE SAMPLE
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TABLE 2 (continued)
Travel Behavioral Variables

Variable Frequency Percentage

Three travel behavioral variables were used: the number
of days’ duration of the present trip, the number of miles
from the start of the trip to the intended destination, and
whether visiting friends and relatives was part of this pleasure
vacation trip (frequencies in Table 2). These travel behavioral
variables were incorporated because it was anticipated that
the nature of the trip would affect planning decisions. For
example, it seemed possible that the greater the time invested
in the trip, the more planning would be done to ensure its
success. It also seemed possible that those visiting friends
or relatives would be less likely to need or use other addi-
tional sources of information.

Third, respondents were asked to indicate how impor-
tant each of the 12 items in Table 3 was in terms of the pres-
ent trip. The possible responses were: not important, slightly
important, important, and very important. A factor analysis
(principal components, Varimax rotation) indicated that three
factors accounted for 100% of the total variance. These fac-
tors were considered to represent three different travel orien-
tations, which were labeled &dquo;desire for excitement,&dquo; &dquo;desire
for relaxation,&dquo; and the &dquo;desire to have a well-planned trip.&dquo;
In all subsequent analyses involving the travel orientation
scales, factor scores were used since the factor score for each
respondent represents not only that factor but a weighting
component based on responses to all 12 items.

The sociodemographic and travel behavior sets of
variables were categorical so the chi-square statistic was used
to uncover potential relationships between them and the
dependent variables. The travel orientation factors were inter-
val measures so analysis of variance procedures were used
to test whether the means were significantly different between
respondents’ planning horizons, between users and non-users
of each of the types of information sources, and between the
number of different types of information sources used.

Planning Honzons

The results of the Duncan’s multiple range tests shown
in Table 4 indicated that respondents’ planning horizons were
significantly related to two of the three travel orientations.
As might be expected, those desiring a well-planned trip were
more likely to begin their planning further in advance than
those who were not as concerned. Those individuals who

TABLE 3
ROTATED FACTOR LOADINGS OF THE

TRAVEL ORIENTATION SCALE ITEMS8

aThe saliently loaded items on each factor are underlined

were most seeking excitement and things to do were more
likely to begin planning their trip well in advance compared
to those who were not as interested in these kinds of benefits
from their vacation. This is consistent with the notion that
those seeking the most excitement are more likely to visit
new destinations, and thus require more information.

TABLE 4
DIFFERENCES BETWEEN GROUPS WITH

DIFFERENT PLANNING HORIZONS
AND THREE TRAVEL ORIENTATIONS

aBars indicate means which are not significantly different ( 05 level)
The Duncan’s multiple range test was used to test for significant dif-
ferences between means
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The results of chi-square analyses reported in Table 5,
Column 1, indicate that differences in planning horizons were
not associated with sociodemographic variables. It had been
anticipated that there would have been significant differences
on the family status variable, with families tending to require
longer advance preparation time in order to gather informa-
tion which would assist in making the trip more appealing
to their children. This was not found to be the case.

As expected, planning horizons were significantly
associated with duration of the trip and distance traveled to
the primary destination. Heavy planners were more likely
to be on a trip of longer duration and traveling longer
distances than light planners. The chi-square analysis also
indicated a significant level of association between planning
horizon and whether a visit to friends or relatives was in-

corporated into the pleasure vacation. Those not visiting
friends or relatives were more likely than expected to have
planning horizons of less than one month while those visiting
friends or relatives were more likely than expected to begin
planning over three months in advance. This may be at-
tributable to the need to forewarn these friends or relatives
as far in advance as possible in order to identify dates that
are mutually acceptable to all parties concerned.

Use of Different Types of Information Sources

Engel et al. (1973) have observed that &dquo;hundreds of
studies have found that consumers obtain information about

products and services from other people, particularly family
members, friends and neighbors, and other acquaintances&dquo;
(p. 393). This study was no different, for 72% of all

respondents indicated they had received information from
this source (Table 1). Given the prevalence of this source
among this sample of respondents, it seems unlikely that fur-
ther analyses seeking differences between particular groups
would be fruitful.

However, the frequency data in Table 1 do show that

although the levels of use for the other 11 sources were much
less frequent than the friends and relatives source, the

percentage who used each of the other sources was not in-

significant, ranging from 6% to 30%. Each of these other
information sources may offer opportunities to communicate
effectively with and influence particular market segments.
Thus, it seemed useful to further analyze these data for any
insights they might yield.

Nolan (1974), in a similar study which used almost iden-
tical categories of specific information sources, noted the
predominance of friends and relatives and reported the
following ranking: 1) guidebooks, 2) commercial brochures,
3) official government information, 4) automobile club ser-
vices, 5) travel magazines, 6) advertisements, 7) newspapers,
8) travel agents, and 9) oil company travel clubs. This rank-
ing is very similar to that reported by respondents in this
study (Table 1).

The lower frequencies reported for some of the 11 I

specific information source categories made it necessary to
aggregate these categories in order to facilitate further

analyses. They were aggregated into four types of informa-
tion sources: destination-specific literature, consultants, print
media, and broadcast media (Table 1). These broader

categories constituted the units for subsequent analyses.
Table 6 reveals that those using broadcast media, print

media and destination-specific literature scored higher on the
excitement factor than did those respondents not using these
information sources. This suggests that those seeking excite-
ment are likely to rely on as many varied types of informa-
tion sources as possible. The same does not hold for those
who had a strong desire for relaxation. No significant rela-
tionships were found between the relaxation travel orienta-
tion and use or non-use of the four types of information
sources. Only broadcast media use was related to the desire
to have a well-planned trip, with users scoring significantly
higher on this factor than nonusers-perhaps because those
who want a well-planned trip check at the last minute for
weather conditions or for developments along the trip route
or at the trip destination.

The results reported in Table 5, columns 2 through 5,
suggest that sociodemographic variables may be useful for
differentiating between users of the different types of infor-
mation sources. Table 5 indicates that each source of infor-
mation was significantly associated (.10 level) with a dif-
ferent set of sociodemographic variables.

The chi-square results suggest that print media were
associated with respondents’ ages and levels of educational
attainment. Print media were used more than expected by
those over 59 and by those under 30. Those with the highest
level of education-that is, a graduate degree-also were
over-represented in their use of print media. This suggests
that tourist suppliers seeking to communicate with older and

TABLE 5
LEVEL AT WHICH CHI-SQUARE TESTS WERE SIGNIFICANT FOR RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN

SOCIODEMOGRAPHIC AND TRAVEL BEHAVIOR VARIABLES AND THE THREE DEPENDENT VARIABLES
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TABLE 6
DIFFERENCES BETWEEN GROUPS WITH DIFFERENT

TRAVEL ORIENTATIONS AND USE
OF TYPES OF INFORMATION SOURCES

aSlgnlflcantly different at 05 level
bZero number of information sources does not include friends and
relatives
GBars indicate means which are not significantly different Duncan’s
multiple range test was used to test for significant differences between
means

younger better educated market segments are likely to find
the various types of print media to be useful promotional
channels.

Broadcast media were significantly associated with family
status and sex. Those with families, and females, were over-
represented in their use of TV or radio.

The use of outside consultants-that is, travel agents or
auto or oil company clubs-was associated with age, family
status, and income. Respondents under 30 were under-
represented in their use of these services, while the opposite
was true for those over 50. As might be expected, those with
higher incomes were more likely to seek consltants’ help in
planning the trip than would have been expected. Those
without children were overrepresented, which may be con-
sistent with this group’s proclivity for seeking more excite-
ment and things to do than those traveling with children, who
were generally traveling for shorter periods of time and less
distance.

Use of destination-specific literature was associated only
with level of education. Those with a high school degree or
less were less likely to use this information source and those
with graduate degrees were overrepresented in their use of
this source.

Each of the three travel behavioral variables was

significantly associated with most of the types of informa-
tion sources (Table 5). However, it appears that these dif-
ferent sources of information are likely to be used by dif-
ferent types of vacationers. Those staying close to home or
on a shorter trip were more likely to have received informa-
tion about their destination through the broadcast media and
were significantly underrepresented in their use of

destination-specific literature, compared to those going

greater distances or for a longer duration. Similarly, those
who did not visit friends or relatives were overrepresented
in their use of the broadcast media, but underrepresented in
their use of consultants. In contrast, those traveling longer
distances or on trips of longer duration were significantly
overrepresented in their use of destination-specific literature,
print media, and travel consultants.

Number of Types of Information Sources Used
An analysis was made of the number of different types

of sources which were used, since this may offer insights
into the extent of respondents’ pre-travel information search
efforts.

The number of different types of information that might
be used ranged from 0 to 4. A &dquo;0&dquo; indicated that the respon-
dent had relied solely on previous experience, information
that was provided by friends or relatives, or some source
other than the 11 included in the four information source

categories (Table 1). Some 26% of respondents were
classified into this category, suggesting that 74 % of the sam-
ple were receptive to seeking other information sources. The
results in Table 6 indicate that those most seeking excite-
ment will tend to use more types of information than those
not seeking excitement. Indeed, the only negative mean score
for the excitement factor (-.352) was for those who had relied
only on personal knowledge or information from friends and
relatives. The results did not indicate any significant dif-
ference in number of types of sources based on mean scores
for the relaxation factor. However, there was a tendency for
those seeking a well-planned trip to use more types of sources
than other respondents.

The only sociodemographic variable significantly
associated wih number of types of sources was level of educa-
tion. Those with a high school degree or less were more likely
to rely solely on friends and relatives or past experience than
would be expected, while the opposite was true for those with
college degrees.

All three travel behavioral variables were significantly
associated with the number of types of sources used (Table
5). Those going on long trips (over 1,500 miles) were less
likely than expected to rely only upon information from
friends or relatives or previous personal experience, while
more reliance on only friends or relatives or personal ex-
perience than expected occurred among those traveling in
the 500-999 mile range. Those traveling for more than 14
days were more likely to have used at least three of the four
types of sources, while they were underrepresented in their
use of only friends or relatives or previous personal ex-
perience. Those not visiting friends or relatives during their
trip were less likely than expected to rely only on informa-
tion from friends or relatives in planning the trip.

As expected, there was a significant level of association
between planning horizon and the number of different types
of information sources that were used (chi square 19.95, D.F.
6, P=.003). The significant association was accounted for
mainly by a greater number of respondents with a planning
horizon of more than three months using three or four types
of information sources. These findings support the obvious
assumption that a long planning period stimulates greater use
of information sources.
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CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

Three objectives were addressed in this study. First, dif-
ferences in vacationers’ planning horizons were examined.
Those most likely to start planning their trip more than three
months ahead of time were most likely to be concerned that
their trip should be well planned and to be seeking excite-
ment and things to do. They were also more likely to travel
longer distances and go on trips of longer duration.

Those interested in relaxation did not exhibit differences
in planning horizons, whereas those seeking excitement did
show such differences. It was anticipated that greater plan-
ning ahead would facilitate relaxation, but this was not sup-
ported by the findings. Two reasons are suggested to account
for this finding. First, some of those seeking relaxation may
be less discerning in their selection of destinations since most
tourist destinations are likely to offer opportunities for relax-
ation. Second, some of these respondents may have been
returning to familiar destinations at which relaxation was
previously experienced, so substantial advance planning was
not necessary.

In contrast, those seeking excitement (see scale items on
Table 3) by definition wanted to visit new places. In order
to take advantage of the range of different things to do and
see at these places, they appear to engage in substantial ad-
vance planning.

The second and third objectives of concern in this study
addressed the types and number of information sources used.
The findings of previous studies, that friends or relatives were
the predominant source of information, were confirmed, but
75 % of respondents were exposed to at least one other
source.

Those respondents seeking excitement were more likely
than others to use more sources, particularly broadcast media,
print media and destination-specific literature. Similarly,
those seeking a well-planned trip used more types of sources
than other respondents, and a significant level of associa-
tion was found between those with longer planning horizons
and number of information sources. This suggests that sup-
pliers should seek to communicate with target audiences
traveling long distances (who are most likely to be advanced
planners) with the widest possible variety of sources, rather
than using only a restrictive set of communication tools.

Nolan (1974, p. 45) reported that the exploration of inter-
actions between use of travel information sources and

demographic and travel variables indicated that few such in-
teractions exist. In contrast, this study found marked dif-
ferences in the information source preferences of respondents
in different sociodemographic and travel behavioral groups.
Family groups and females were more likely than other
groups to receive information from radio or television. This

may be due to increased exposure to these forms of media

by these groups (Lo Scinto 1971). Respondents over 50,
those without children, and those with higher incomes were
most inclined to seek information from some kind of travel
consultant. Respondents with a college education were more
likely than other groups to use destination-specific literature.

The initial assumption that high information use would
be associated with those who were on longer trips for a longer
time period was supported. These respondents used more
sources than others, particularly destination-specific
literature, print media, and travel consultants.

Three limitations of this study should be recognized.
First, the study did not address the relative effectiveness of
the alternate types of information sources. The most com-
monly used criterion for determining whether one type of
information source should be judged more important than
other sources is that a greater percentage of consumers report
being exposed to it (Engel et al. 1973, p. 412). The prob-
lem with this criterion is that consumers can be exposed to
information sources without using them or finding them
helpful in making purchasing decisions. Hence, there may
be a substantial difference between exposure and effec-
tiveness. An information source that is most successful in
terms of exposure may be less successful when the criterion
of effectiveness is employed. This study tried to address this
problem by asking which sources provided information on
planning this trip, implying that consumers found the source
useful and effective. Although the problem of exposure vs.
effectiveness was recognized and addressed, all respondents
may not have interpreted the question in terms of effec-
tiveness rather than exposure.

Not all members of a traveling group contributed to com-
pleting the questionnaire. Therefore, it was possible that some
information sources had been used by someone other than
the respondent without the respondent’s knowledge. Further,
the respondent was assumed to be responsible for, or

knowledgeable of, the major trip decisions and planning
behavior of the travel group.

The third limitation concerns the sampling frame. It was
limited to those traveling by private vehicle who stopped at
highway visitors centers. Since nothing is known about how
the planning horizons and information sources of this group
may differ from those using other transport modes or those
who do not stop at such visitor centers, the generalizability
of the study’s findings is not determinable.

Since 74% of the sample were exposed to information
from sources other than friends or relatives, such com-
munication efforts by tourist suppliers are essential. As
energy costs increase and energy availability decreases, and
as discretionary dollars decrease through inflation and reces-
sion, it seems likely that vacationers will become more
discriminating about the choices they make. In such an en-
vironment, it seems likely that even more use will be made
of information sources, making it important that tourist sup-
pliers identify the sources most likely to be used by the target
markets with which they seek to communicate.
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