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1. INTRODUCTION 
 

The term silver tourism is derived from silver 
economy and encompasses numerous activities 
describing an integrated approach to senior tailored 

leisure activities. Europe’s population grows old, 
inducing significant societal changes and demographic 
vulnerabilities (Horea-Şerban and Istrate, 2015) 
determined by the growth of the dependency ratio, the 
cost of care or the decrease of labour force resources. 
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Population ageing, affecting both developed and developing countries nowadays, poses new challenges but also represents an 
opportunity for socio-economic systems in general, and in particular for tourism and recreation. In the light of the recently designed EU 
silver economy policies, active ageing shapes itself to be an attractive opportunity for the European leisure market. Seriously affected by 
the COVID-19 health crisis, the tourism sector’s resilience depends on the hospitality industry’s capacity to adapt, innovate, and 
respond to society’s new demographic challenges. Consequently, new types and forms of tourism and new service technologies should 
be implemented having in mind an ageing population. This paper used as the main research tool a survey on Bucharest residents aged 
65 and over, aiming to identify their main preferences and limitations regarding recreational activities and leisure tourism. The main 
results identify similarities and differences to findings on European silver tourists and could be further valued by better adapted holiday 
packages and tourism marketing strategies for Romania. The present research emphasised differences in senior travel preferences and a 
possible segmentation of silver tourists in Romania (e.g. based on their income, education level), highly suggesting that the elderly’s 
needs have to be addressed by tailor-made products. 
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 The innovative concept of silver economy 
targets older adults and includes a vast range of notions 
and areas of interest related to both opportunities and 
threats for the worldwide fast ageing populations, well-
illustrated by the European landscape. In this context, 
the need for better social inclusion of older adults 
through adapted residential and environmental 
facilities, sustainable health care systems, or a dynamic 
environment for them to remain active and valued 
contributors to society are just a few of the concerns 
expressed by EU policies supporting active and healthy 
ageing for its elderly population. 

The perception of territories as dynamic and 
continuous processes of social construction and the 
importance of cultural factors when discussing 
community’ resilience as part of the urban capacity to 
adapt to socio-economic transformations (Banini and 
Ilovan, 2021a) points out the necessity to consider the 
societal dimension in its regional and local context 
when planning economically sustainable, innovative 
and adaptive products. 

The European silver economy’s global 
importance and growth potential (EC, 2018a) led 
recently designed EU policies to focus on horizontal and 
cross-cutting collaboration between all sectors, which 
could tackle the societal challenges of demographic 
change by turning them into opportunities. Silver 
tourism was explicitly mentioned by the European 
Commission, next to other domains (e.g. mHealth, 
robotics, ICT technologies, age-friendly built 
environment, age-friendly education), as a sub-domain 
with recognised potential for growing the silver 
economy (Varnai et al., 2018). According to the same 
study, this sector’s further development demands a 
better targeting of older people by addressing their 
travel and recreational needs through a more varied EU 
tourism offer, in order to cope with the low and very low 
participation degree of seniors in Europe and especially 
in Romania, in tourism activities.  

Tourism and leisure activities are two of the 
main domains connected to the senior population’s 
active and healthy ageing and occupy a substantial 
share of the silver economy, given that seniors have 
greater availability in terms of leisure time compared to 
their younger peers (Varnai et al., 2018). Furthermore, 
recreational activities improve their mobility while 
ensuring their mental, psychological, and physical 
wellbeing. As technology and healthcare advance and 
offer transport and mobility solutions for people with 
reduced capacity and in the context of an increasingly 
aged Europe, silver tourism represents an important 
domain of the silver economy. 

However, 2020 meant an immense shock for 
the whole tourism industry induced by the COVID-19 
pandemic, as recreation and cultural activities or other 
consumer-facing sectors were severely affected. Despite 

the regular exposure of tourism to an extensive range of 
crises in the past (Dolnicar and Zare, 2020; Gössling, 
Scott and Hall, 2020), “the nature and unprecedented 
circumstances and impacts” of this crisis predict 
“profound and long-term structural and 
transformational changes to tourism as a socio-
economic activity and industry” (Sigala, 2020, p. 312). 

In this context, the present study aims to 
present silver tourism in Romania as a possible resilient 
leisure sector within the economic recovery process in 
the post-COVID-19 years. While questioning its 
capacity for recovery, the paper aims to analyse the 
tourism sector’s development level and growth potential 
before the pandemic. In order to achieve its objectives, 
the study uses complementary methods. The first 
section depicts the literature review on active and 
healthy ageing, age-friendly tourism planning, as well 
as on the travel sector’s resilience and the perspectives 
of silver tourism development in the post-COVID-19 
context.  

The next section presents Eurostat (2016a) 
tourism data about older tourists and computed 
visualised data allowed to reflect Romania’s case in a 
broader European context. The background 
information was further enriched by focusing on the 
existing national initiatives before the COVID-19 
outbreak that supported social leisure activities and 
targeted seniors’ consumption of recreation services in 
Romania and Europe. Section four describes the 
methodology, which centred on a quantitative survey 
and complementarily on data analysis. Section five 
presents the main results, namely seniors’ perception, 
their preferences and restrictive factors when 
discussing leisure tourism and recreational activities. 
Section six enlarges the discussion of the results, and 
section seven concludes the paper. 
 
2. LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
2.1. Silver tourism and leisure age-friendly 
planning as factors for active and healthy 
ageing  
 

Ageing and active ageing have become, in 
recent years, core elements of the economic and social 
planning policies in the EU, generating innovative ideas 
and the creation of dedicated partnerships and action 
groups (EC, 2018b). As they are already facing essential 
demographic transformations, European countries 
became more and more concerned about pensions, 
healthcare, and long-term care systems, which are at 
risk of becoming financially unsustainable because of 
the misbalanced economically productive human 
resources (Eurostat, 2019). Consequently, in the 
attempt to turn ageing challenges into opportunities, 
active ageing was embraced by the EU as a new policy 
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framework that tries to ensure people live as long as 
possible, in a less disturbed manner, and contribute to 
the economy and society in general (Eurostat, 2019). 

Besides the European demographic context, 
ageing is, at present, an evident global phenomenon, 
sped up in many developing countries (Yu and 
Rosenberg, 2020) and asking for age-friendly policies 
which promote active and healthy ageing. This explains 
the WHO initiatives to support age-friendly policy 
design and good practices. Active ageing aims to extend 
healthy life expectancy and quality of life as people age 
(Guillemard and Argoud, 2004; Clarke and Warren, 
2007; Walker, 2010; Matei et al., 2018). 

The concept is also related to a series of 
interconnected main determinants: social, economic, 
healthcare services, behavioural, personal, physical 
environment, and to gender and culture as cross-cutting 
dimensions (Fig. 1) (WHO, 2002). 

 
 

Fig. 1. Active ageing concept and its determinants 
(adapted from WHO, 2002). 
 

The WHO World Report on Ageing and Health 
defined healthy ageing as “the process of developing 
and maintaining the functional ability that enables 
wellbeing in older age” (WHO, 2015, p. 28). The report 
underlined that recreation and leisure travelling have a 
positive impact on all aspects of the elderly’s life and 
combat ageism; while also motivating mobility and 
social connectedness among people, an idea also 
reiterated by the recent initiative on the Decade of 
Healthy Ageing 2020-2030 (WHO, 2019). 

Another concern of international organisations 
about ageing issues is the accessibility for increasingly 
vulnerable older adults in a changing and challenging 
environment. Physical accessibility is just one point to 
be addressed, along with economic accessibility 
(affordability) of goods and services, health facilities 
and information. At the EU level, continuous initiatives, 

with societal inclusion goals for persons with 
disabilities and the elderly, culminated with the 
European Accessibility Act, EU directive 2019/882 on 
the accessibility requirements of products and services 
(European Parliament and Council, 2019). 

An entire age-friendly movement and attempts 
to create global age-friendly cities and to adapt urban 
environments to population ageing became more and 
more apparent worldwide (WHO, 2007; ESPON, 2019). 
Moreover, ‘ageing-in-place’ safely and independently 
became evidence of the elderly’s quality of life (Schorr 
and Khalaila, 2018) and a governing principle (Channer, 
Hartt and Biglieri, 2020) promoted following 
sustainability principles in tourism planning (Yusuf et al., 
2019). Seniors are thusly considered an important 
stakeholder for policymakers, and horizontal cross-
sectoral collaboration became an administrative priority. 

Long-term sustainable planning policies 
should turn to strategic and innovative elements, which 
also represent important issues of the policymaking 
framework (Chao-zhi and Xiao-tao, 2017). Sustainable 
tourism planning is undoubtedly multi-objective and 
multi-dimension oriented (Arbolino et al., 2021), and 
tourists themselves are a key stakeholder who should be 
empowered by the communicative paradigm in this 
multi-decision-making process (Kantola et al., 2018). 
Consequently, age-friendly tourism planning and tailor-
made products and brands for silver tourism in the EU 
and Romania should integrate successful elements and 
practices from the existing tourism planning 
approaches (Rahmafitria et al., 2020) while considering 
silver consumers’ wishes for offers which address them. 

In a society dominated by productivity, either 
as a counterpart to late employment or simply 
describing an active lifestyle oriented towards travelling 
as a choice to spend free time, silver tourism shapes 
itself as a factor to resist negative stereotypes about old 
age (Wearing, 1995). Older adults in developed 
countries can provide a valuable tourism market, even 
for the more physically demanding segments of leisure 
tourism (Buckley, 2020). They are emphasised and 
targeted as an important and growing age group in the 
consumption of tourism and recreation services in 
developing post-communist countries (for ‘Silver 
century’ brand in Russia, cf. Nikitina and Vorontsova, 
2015). Seniors were also particularly approached by a 
series of dedicated tourism planning project initiatives 
at the EU level: TOURAGE – Developing Senior 
Tourism in Remote Regions (TOURAGE report, 2014); 
ESCAPE Charter and Club initiatives in connection to 
AGE Platform Europe – the voice of older persons at 
the EU level (Gheno, 2016); the “silver suitcase” brand 
and the silver tourist ID-card in SenGoR – Seniors Go 
Rural project with EuroGites – European Federation of 
Rural Tourism as main partner in the project (Ehrlich, 
2016); support and exchange of good practices for more 
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flexible, better adapted and branded active ageing 
oriented products for senior tourists in SENTour 
Connect project (Gobin, 2016). 
 

2.2. The resilience of silver tourism in the 
COVID-19 context – a possible future to be 
questioned 
 

2.2.1. Tourism challenges in the present 

COVID-19 pandemic context 
 

The recent COVID-19 pandemic, which 
imposed drastic governmental measures and locked 
down entire countries across the globe, was recognised, 
by both reference institutions and scientists, as having 
done enormous damage to the worldwide tourism 
industry (UNWTO, 2020a; Fotiadis, Polyzos and Huan, 
2021) and negatively impacted many different 
hospitality sectors (Collins-Kreiner and Ram, 2020). 

As an economic sector highly vulnerable to 
numerous and various risks, tourism has regularly met 
other crises over the past century, including sanitary 
ones (e.g. mad cow disease / bovine spongiform 
encephalopathy (BSE) – 2003, the foot and mouth 
disease (FMD) – 2001, SARS - 2003, MERS - 2015) 
(Collins-Kreiner and Ram, 2020; Sigala, 2020). 
However, despite this sector’s previously noted capacity 
to bounce back, the shock produced by COVID-19 is 
considered unique. Being the first case of a global 
economic disruption, it caused permanent losses for 
this sector (Sharma, Thomas and Paul, 2021; Škare, 
Soriano and Porada-Rochon, 2021).  

Tourism cannot exist if tightened travel 
restrictions are maintained. The World Tourism 
Organization (UNWTO) estimations of a 60-80% 
decline for the yearly international tourist flows 
expressed at the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic 
period (UNWTO, 2020b) were confirmed by the 74% 
dropping in international arrivals reported by the 
UNWTO World Tourism Barometer, determining the 
same reference organisation to entitle 2020 as the worst 
year in tourism history (UNWTO, 2020c). 

The COVID-19 pandemic induced crisis is a 
radical challenge for the hospitality industry, and the 
tourism recovery process would demand important 
changes regarding future management and planning 
approaches for this sector. Transformations of future 
tourism industries would also mean changing tourism 
planning patterns which should include sustainability 
and equity elements, climate change mitigation issues, 
local communities’ engagement, and societal wellbeing 
(Sharma, Thomas and Paul, 2021). Despite some early 
attempts of resuming tourism activities (Collins-Kreiner 
and Ram, 2020), the sudden, uncertain, and volatile 
character of the COVID-19 crisis makes it difficult to 
provide reliable forecasts for the recovery of tourism 
demand (Zhang et al., 2021).  

2.2.2. Tourism resilience 

 
Resilience is seen as “a crisis management 

tool/strategy for business stability and adaptability to 
all types of risks” (Sharma, Thomas and Paul, 2021, p. 
4), and it requires, besides the capacity to recognise and 
evaluate the crisis, the coordination and optimal 
collaboration among local stakeholders, including 
institutional and governmental efficiency in facing 
critical events (Collins-Kreiner and Ram, 2020; 
Sharma, Thomas and Paul, 2021; Škare, Soriano and 
Porada-Rochon, 2021). Psychological resilience and 
surpassing the ‘travel fear’ are also key elements in the 
recovery period of tourism in a (post)pandemic context 
(Zheng, Luo and Ritchie, 2021). 

Despite some differences induced by the 
disciplines approaching the issue and the context in 
which it applies (Brown et al., 2017), the concept of 
resilience refers to a system’s ability to survive 
disturbance or change (Lee et al., 2020). Its 
popularisation in economic studies and particular 
importance for tourism determined the necessity of a 
more in-depth analysis of resilience’s main aspects (e.g. 
vulnerability, shock absorption, recovery ability) and its 
territorial, regional perspectives (Romāo, 2020). 
According to Sharma, Thomas and Paul (2021), the 
tourism industry’s resilience capacity post-COVID-19 
would depend on four main factors: government 
response, technology innovation, local belongingness, 
and consumer and employee confidence. Governmental 
policies consisted of short-term financial stimuli and 
interventions for supporting great tourism actors (e.g. 
multinational companies or large airports) in order to 
maintain a certain economic flow and secure social safety 
nets (Higgins-Desbiolles, 2020). In the long term, 
ensuring tourism recovery while maintaining social 
distancing needs to consider other elements such as 
technology and innovation. These would decrease 
employment and facilities related costs by using robots 
and automation technologies (Assaf and Scuderi, 2020).  

The COVID-19 pandemic had brought with it 
various restrictions, including severe ones concerning 
international travels. As such, people had to replace 
their international leisure travelling, either with vising 
friends and relatives or with other destinations close to 
home (Haywood, 2020). This has stimulated a feeling of 
local belongingness, a foundation on which the 
revitalisation of medium-term tourism can build, 
considering that travelling will be further limited for at 
least one more year. The restrictions for cross-border 
movement and the prevalence of local leisure 
consumption would definitely add more variables to the 
way in which belonging is negotiated, and place-
attachment is perceived (Banini and Ilovan, 2021b). 
Consumer and employee confidence would also be key 
determinants for future tourism resorts, and the boost 
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in frequency for leisure travelling to local and domestic 
tourism is more evident than ever (Brouder et al., 2020; 
Sharma, Thomas and Paul, 2021), dominating 
international arrivals even for famous traditional 
attractive inbound destinations (Arbulú et al., 2021). 

Resilience in various sectors of the hospitality 
industry is a demonstrated result of simultaneous 
application of survival, adaptation and innovation 
strategies, tourism being considered one of the main 
economic beneficiaries from the bouncing forward 
development process (Badoc-Gonzales, Mandigma and 
Tan, 2021). Innovation strategies through the 
collaborative networks and smart specialisation of 
tourism products (Romāo, 2020), while considering 
territorial and regional perspectives, represent 
successful methods to overpass crisis and build internal 
resilience, which is an enhancing attribute for the travel 
and tourism sector (Badoc-Gonzales, Mandigma and 
Tan, 2021). 

If everybody acknowledges the profound 
transformative role of this pandemic, tries to avoid 
unrealistically positive perspectives, and considers the 
rebound of this sector from previous shocks, general 
predictions of recovery for the tourism sector from the 
COVID-19 crisis could be seen as valid (Gössling, Scott 
and Hall, 2020; Sigala, 2020; Zhang et al., 2021). The 
context of vaccine development and distribution 
encourages such an affirmation, despite the reluctance 
to receive this new health product as a pre-condition of 
travel (Ma, Heywood and MacIntyre, 2021). 
 
2.2.3. Travel fear and psychologic resilience 

 
This pandemic affected to a great extent the 

elderly population through general restrictions imposed 
by social distancing measures or the lockdown of the 
hospitality sector, but also through a particular 
vulnerability of older adults (aged 65 and older) who 
present a greater risk of severe illness, hospitalisation 
or death if diagnosed with COVID-19. Inducing the risk 
of a highly contagious disease with possible fatal 
outcomes, especially for seniors, provoked by an 
uncertain novel virus, rapidly spreading among 
humans, the COVID-19 pandemics could be categorised 
as a psycho-social epidemic leading to high intensity of 
fear and panic among the public (Strong, 1990; Zheng, 
Luo and Ritchie, 2021).  

This is not new or unique as after the SARS 
outbreak, the impact in terms of consumption was 
mainly psychological and more serious on older people, 
negatively affecting tourist demand (Wen, Huimin and 
Kavanaugh, 2005). The perceived risk connected to a 
contagious disease in the context of consumer 
behaviour is a prevalent subject in the tourism research 
literature (Dolnicar, 2005) and is associated more with 
fear as horror than fear as nervousness (Fennell, 2017). 

The public’s fear is further fuelled in this pandemic 
context by travel restrictions or the governmental 
mandatory quarantine and isolation measures (Zheng, 
Luo and Ritchie, 2021). The cognitive aspects of 
collective imagination and the high media coverage are 
also elements associated with major global health risks, 
and the concept of panic may add to the one of travel 
fear in the current COVID-19 context (Fennell, 2017). 

Therefore, individual resilience and the 
psychological capacity to recover from the pandemic 
‘travel fear’ are key variables for overall tourism 
recovery and the challenges met by silver tourism 
innovative products. Fear can also be perceived as a 
positively appraised stressor determining high 
emotions and coping behaviours and responses (self or 
social supported) in order to escape and protect oneself 
from the threat (Duhachek and Iacobucci, 2005).  

As other past pandemic outbreaks have shown 
(e.g. the EITC – Ebola-induced tourism crisis), health-
induced disasters, often accompanied by negative 
media coverage, challenge the management of tourism 
industries in particular emphasising the spillover effects 
with long term damaging consequences (Novelli et al., 
2018). For example, although Ebola cases had a limited 
spread, all African countries were regarded by potential 
tourists as risk destinations, and international arrivals 
to West Africa were still over 50% short compared to 
the pre-epidemic values three years after the disease 
outbreak (WTTC, 2018). When a health crisis creates 
fear in tourists, people may avoid travel, especially 
internationally (Lu and Wei, 2019). As a direct 
protective measure to reduce potential risks (Cahyanto 
et al., 2016), they may be more concerned about their 
safety and public hygiene (Wen, Huimin and 
Kavanaugh, 2005). 

In Romania, the National Institute of Statistics 
(NIS) shows that total arrivals decreased from 
13,374,943 in 2019 to 1,762,806 in 2020. International 
arrivals also severely decreased from 2,683,748 in 2019 
to a six-digit value of 282,643 inbound tourists in 2020 
(NIS, 2020a). Reinforced by the COVID-19 pandemic 
context, domestic tourism concentrated most of the 
tourism demand (domestic arrivals in Romania 
represented 83.9% in the total number of arrivals in 
2020 against 79.9% in 2019) (NIS, 2020b). 
 
2.2.4. Silver tourism perspectives 

 
The market of those aged 55 years or older was 

analysed by research studies to better understand 
seniors’ travel behaviour (Shoemaker, 2000) as their 
number and consumption power gradually increased, 
age not representing an obstacle to tourism anymore 
(TOURAGE report, 2014). The senior segment was 
reported to control more than half of consumer 
spending in the US (Hudson, 2010). They have a higher 
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capital of free time than in the past, which can be 
dedicated to a great extent to travel in the post-
retirement period (Nimrod, 2008). 

Marketers initially identified this population 
group using such labels as ‘‘the mature market’’ (Lazer, 
1985), the ‘‘older market’’ (Allan, 1981), and ‘‘the senior 
market’’ (Shoemaker, 1989). More recent studies have 
used other phrases such as ‘‘the silver market’’ 
(Branchik, 2010), which was seen as more appropriate 
from a marketing perspective and better reflect 
changing senior patterns (Gobin, 2016). 

The contribution of silver tourism to the 
recovery of the hospitality industry post-COVID-19 in 
general and in Romania, in particular, may be an 
important measure to increase public confidence in 
institutions, reorient the population towards safe 
tourism consumption and build the economic resilience 
of this sector. One should notice already existing 
punctual initiatives for the recovery of the post-COVID-
19 silver tourism market, such as in Thailand, where 
several stakeholders promoted long-stay, low price 
travel packages to European seniors during the 2020 
winter season (Thanthong-Knight, 2020). 

Recent EU projects have questioned European 
silver tourists’ behaviour and travel patterns and have 
shown that seniors demand tailor-made products 
(Ehrlich, 2016; Gheno, 2016; Gobin, 2016) and express 
obvious variations according to their age segment and 
individual characteristics (TOURAGE report, 2014). 
The main travel motivations among the European 
elderly are relaxation and meeting with family 
members, while the main barriers are financial reasons, 
health problems but also the lack of an interesting 
supply (TOURAGE report, 2014).  

The ESCAPE project hierarchised nature and 
culture, followed by health and wellbeing, as reasons for 
European seniors’ leisure travelling (Gheno, 2016). 
They mostly travel with a companion, appeal to 
relatives and friends as their primary source of 
information about future holidays and leisure 
destinations and prefer to organise their travel 
individually but opt, in case of group travel, for support 
from local senior organisations (TOURAGE report, 
2014; Gheno, 2016).  

An interesting fact that indicates the untapped 
potential of silver tourism demand in Europe is that in 
2014 more than half of the older Europeans did not 
participate in tourism (Demunter, 2016). Similarly, in 
2018, Varnai et al. showed that over half of the 
European and over 80% of the Romanian elders did not 
participate in tourism activities. When considering the 
future demand and growth potential for silver tourism 
and recreational services in Romania, the development 
of this sector is also theoretically probable. The frequent 
changes that took place at the institutional level 
reflected by the incapacity to plan, support and monitor 

a coordinated development of the leisure sector after 
1990, question authorities’ capacity to collaborate and 
innovate and their contribution to a rapid recovery of 
the industry or to the development of this market 
segment. 

Lacking dedicated studies by scientific 
literature and research projects, silver tourism in 
Romania misses important information that should 
orient tourism planning and marketing towards 
adapted, innovative, resilient products based on a better 
segmentation of the older tourism consumers according 
to their needs and motivations. Consequently, the 
present study represents a highly necessary approach 
that answers this research gap from a regional 
perspective and is a useful departure point for 
scientists, policymakers, or stakeholders in the 
hospitality industry. 
 
3. BACKGROUND INFORMATION 
 
3.1. Silver tourism - a new stake for the 
European and Romanian tourism market  
 

Even if it is an increasing market with 
promising growth potential, silver tourism or tourism 
for seniors is a domain little covered by statistics. One 
difficulty comes from the fact that there are various 
definitions for the senior population. The ages of 60 or 
65, roughly equivalent to retirement ages in most 
developed countries, are said to be the beginning of old 
age, and many WHO documents often define ‘older 
people’ as those over 60 years of age (WHO, 2002; 
2019). However, certain studies or projects also include 
the age group of 55-60 in the silver tourism demand, 
define it as “the younger old” or the “baby boomers”, 
and consider it to have a substantial potential for 
offsetting seasonality (Grahnlöf et al., 2016) as the 
future “seniors”.  

European elders have a real potential to 
increase tourism demand throughout the year and 
reduce seasonality as they tend to be less concentrated 
in the peak summer months and more active in the 
shoulder season (spring, autumn) compared with the 
other age groups (Demunter, 2016). 

Proving older adults’ growing importance for 
tourism, Eurostat has recently focused on seniors 
statistics related to the travel sector, revealing several 
aspects for the European hospitality market. Therefore, 
according to Eurostat (2016a), “1 in 5 tourism nights of 
EU residents is spent by tourists aged 65 or over”. In 
2014, senior tourists already represented the most 
significant share among different age groups of EU 
residents (approx. 20% in the total demand), and the 
percentages of the following older age groups also 
showed an important growing potential for silver 
travellers (Eurostat, 2016a). 
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In 2014, Romania registered one of the lowest 
proportions of people aged 65 or over in total tourism 
overnights compared to other countries in the EU, 
reaching only 13% for senior demand in all tourism 
overnights. Similar values were registered by 
Luxembourg or Croatia and surpassed only the figures 
displayed by Malta (9%), Bulgaria (10%), Slovenia 
(10%) or the Baltic countries (Fig. 2). 

 
Fig. 2. Share of tourism nights spent by people aged 

65 or over in all tourism nights in the EU Member States, 2014 
(source: Computed by authors. Data source: Eurostat news 

release 183/2016 from 26/09/2016). 

 
The balance between domestic and outbound 

holidays in favour of domestic trips in the preference of 
tourists aged 65 and over in Romania showed a similar 
value to the Czech Republic’s (89%), lower only than 
Spain’s (94%) and Greece’s (92%) (Fig. 3). The 
percentage of seniors not participating in tourism 
activities in Romania is higher than the one displayed 
by the European average (88.3% against 51.4%), 
overpassed only by Bulgaria (Eurostat, 2016b), and may 
be explained by the pattern of low-income areas and 
financial issues linked to the country’s peripherality in 
Europe (TOURAGE report, 2014). This shows that 
Romania has high potential as a domestic destination 
and proves that market-oriented products need to be 
redesigned and reconsidered in the future. 

 
 Fig. 3. Weight of tourism nights spent by people 
aged 65 or over (EU 2014): domestic holidays vs outbound 
trips (source: Computed by authors. Data source: Eurostat 

news release 183/2016 from 26/09/2016). 
 

In terms of tourism expenditure of residents 
aged 65 or over, there is a clear breakdown between the 

Eastern and South-Eastern European countries, on the 
one hand, and Central and Western European 
countries, on the other (Fig. 4). Higher prices imposed 
by a higher purchasing power, the tailored, varied and 
more generous tourism offer, targeting seniors but also 
the high number of travellers aged 65 or over, are just a 
few elements explaining this situation. Across the EU 
Member States, Romania registered, in 2014, an 
average per day expenditure of older tourists of €13.8, 
slightly overpassing only the Czech Republic (€13.7) 
(Fig. 4). 

 
 

Fig. 4. Total and daily tourism expenditure of 
residents aged 65 or over, by the EU Member States, 2014 
(source: Computed by authors. Data source: Eurostat news 

release 183/2016 from 26/09/2016). 

 
This may be explained by Romania’s lower 

prices compared to the other EU Member States and 
could be exploited as an advantage by a targeted 
marketing strategy oriented towards inbound silver 
tourism. 

A major factor determining tourism 
expenditure of residents aged 65 or over in Europe is 
definitely represented by their income, which is mostly 
generated by the pension system. The differences in 
European seniors’ daily tourism expenditure are caused 
by the inequalities created by the pension values 
throughout the continent. The pensions in Romania 
(both old-age pension and total pension benefits as % 
relative to GDP) are low compared with the EU average 
level (Fig. 5). In 2019, the average monthly pension in 
Romania was 1,292 RON (approximately 270 euro) 
compared with Germany (1.052 euro) or France (960 
euro) (Davidson et al., 2015). If considering the median 
equivalised net income, the inequalities for older people 
in Europe are even higher. In 2017, Romania recorded a 
value of 5,082 PPS (purchasing power standards) far 
below the EU-28 average of 16,909 PPS. Even after 
considering price differences, the incomes of older 
people in Luxembourg are 6.1 times higher than those 
of older people living in Romania (Eurostat, 2020).  

Romania’s pension system also displays one of 
the most significant inequalities in Europe. In spite of the 
very high discrepancy in terms of median equivalised net 
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income, the old-age pension benefits relative to GDP are 
below the European average (Fig. 5). 

Romania’s low figures for tourism expenditure 
of residents aged 65 or over may also be caused by the 
lack of attractive, varied, and adapted leisure and 
recreational services and products that could generate 
consumption by seniors. This explanation is also 
supported by the difference between the tourism 
expenditures of the elderly and the total average 
tourism expenditure, which registered a value of -12.4 
EURO in 2014 for Romania (Eurostat, 2016a). 

 
Fig 5. Pensions benefits in 2017 (data source: 

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index. 

php?title=Ageing_Europe_-_statistics_on_pensions, 

_income_and_expenditure). 

 
The above figures indicate an unexploited 

potential for recreation and leisure tourism centred on 
senior demand for Romania, also considered in the 
larger European background. For a more accurate 
analysis and validation of silver tourism as a possible 
tourism resilience factor, the present paper was 
complemented by quantitative research among the 
elderly regarding their leisure consumption behaviour. 
 
3.2. Particularities for Romania 
 

Despite the continuous growth of the 
Romanian elderly population, the territorial attributes 
and improvements of infrastructure facilities destined 
for active ageing, recreational activities and leisure 
services are very limited (Elderly Population National 
Council, 2014). The development of silver tourism in 
Romania depends on the profound transformations of 
the leisure industry, which started in 1990 and 
characterised the post-communist period. In fact, the 
long and challenging privatisation process of hospitality 
structures and resorts in Romania led, in the absence of 
a coherent strategy, to the dissolution of previously 
successful tourism units and the decay of famous 
destinations, especially in the case of spa resorts (Erdeli 
et al., 2011; Gheorghilaş, Dincă and Surugiu, 2013).  

This negative phenomenon fully impacted spa 
and medical tourism units. Romanian spa resorts 
already suffered from a lack of institutional involvement 
and cooperation. Instead, entrepreneurship initiatives’ 

success was hindered by incoherent and fragmented 
tourism strategies (Lequeux-Dincă and Popescu, 2017). 
The quality of services registered a severe decline 
because of the defective management of both tourism 
infrastructure and natural resources used for medical 
purposes. Health resorts, developed due to the high 
value of their therapeutic resources, need to improve 
their tourism infrastructure (Gaman and Răcășan, 
2016) but also to restore their image (Lequeux-Dincă, 
Preda and Taloş, 2018). In Romania, spa tourism 
gradually overlapped with subsidised tourism 
(Aluculesei and Nistoreanu, 2014), targeting persons 
with lower income, including retirees, and 
consequently, it was negatively labelled, suffering from 
ageism connotations. As shown in the case of several 
Romanian successful destinations located in rural 
mountain areas (Mitrică et al., 2020), the recovery of 
tourism resorts in the post-COVID-19 period would 
depend on designing and promoting tailored products, 
supported by massive investments and the successful 
cooperation among stakeholders.   

Governmental policies supporting seniors for 
recreational and/or leisure tourism activities mainly 
limit themselves to the programs of the National Public 
Pension House (abbreviated CNPP in Romanian), 
which grant vouchers for health treatments and 
relaxation, especially in spa resorts and prioritise 
specific categories of persons: those with severe medical 
injuries or disabilities and war veterans (CNPP, 2020). 

According to the National Institute of Statistics 
(NIS), the number of such vouchers granted through 
the public social insurance system was a constant 
important segment of the tourism demand for domestic 
spa tourism in the post-communist decades. If in 1993 
the state allocated 148,143 vouchers for spa destinations 
out of a total of over 193,000 social vouchers, the 
number reached a peak in the 2000-2003 period, with 
more than 330,000 vouchers granted yearly for spa 
resorts alone. After that moment, social vouchers for 
tourism purposes gradually declined, especially in 2010, 
due to the economic recession. The proportion of spa 
vouchers in the total number of social vouchers, granted 
through the national public insurance system, was 
constantly high (between 75% and 95%), and after 
2012, it monopolised this market segment entirely. In 
2019, 164,399 social vouchers were allocated for spa 
and medical resorts (NIS, 2021a, 2021b). 

Access to unsubsidised tourism services is 
conditioned by income level, and most seniors end up 
spending their holidays in the cheaper mountain or 
rural boarding houses, as they do not have the budget to 
cover the expenditures of more suitable equipped 
accommodations. Private programs, like Senior Voyage, 
only offer cut off prices during the low season period or 
for certain international destinations (Info Turism, 
2021). Domestic tourism packages are not dedicated 
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particularly to the elderly but focus on price cuts, on 
social tourism and travelling during low season months, 
such as in the case of “The seaside for all” or “The 
holiday in the countryside” initiatives (FPTR, 2021a, 
2021b) and so present incentive elements for seniors. 

Besides the inadequate or lacking senior 
leisure tourism facilities, the recreation alternatives 
offered for older adults by the urban environment are 
also deficient. Urban infrastructure generally addresses 
all age categories, as local authorities do not prioritise 
adapting urban regeneration policies towards age-
friendliness (Merciu and Merciu, 2014). Both seniors 
and the general population, regardless of age groups, 
end up using the same green areas in the urban or 
periurban zones or the outdoor sport and socialising 
areas for recreational purposes (Grigorescu and Geacu, 
2017). In Bucharest municipality, there are only a few 
initiatives that address seniors exclusively. From the 
several clubs for seniors organised in the past by each 
District City Hall, only those from the 3rd and the 4th 
district are still functioning along with some other 
individual project initiatives supported by NGOs 
(DGASPC, 2020a, 2020b; Magic Seniors, 2020).  

Private suppliers, such as NGO 
representatives, supplement the inadequate financing 
of the Romanian social services sector. Many times, 
their funding comes from grants of international 
donations (Mitran, 2015). The data provided by the 
Ministry of Work and Social Protection (2021) shows 
that in March of this year, out of the 997 entities 
licenced for providing social services-related activities, 
917 were private suppliers. NGOs such as 4Change 
Association, Caritas Confederation, Yellow Cross 
Foundation, Habilitas Association, ADAM Association 
have always been pioneers for elderly’s social support in 
Romania but focused mainly through their projects 
more on the elderly’s accessibility to home care (Change 
Association, 2021) and less on recreational activities, 
meetings between its members on special occasions, 
themed meetings, and pilgrimages (Romania Caritas 
Confederation, 2021).  

Among the recreational activities meant to 
improve life quality for the elderly in Romania, Magic 
Seniors NGO has at present four programs, some of 
them performed in partnership with themed clubs or 
associations in Bucharest (e.g. Romanian Federation of 
Scrabble): “Senior Cafe” (meetings among seniors); 
“Seniors Games” (introducing both seniors and youth to 
the world of socialisation games); “The Caravan with 
Stories: Tell Me a Story” (encouraging intergenerational 
dialogue); “Sport for Seniors” (Magic Seniors, 2020). 

Despite certain initiatives in terms of silver 
tourism products and offers noticed at the EU level (e.g. 
DiscOver55 – uniting four European destinations on 
the common theme of “Water for Wellbeing”; 
EDEN55plusNW – developing cross-border tourism 

products; EUROSEN – Europe for Seniors – aiming to 
develop senior tourism in the low season; FY – Forever 
Young – focusing on transnational mobility and 
designing routes and products based on local cultural 
UNESCO heritage; GARDEN ROUTE – supporting 
relaxation in green spaces; LAKtive Tourism – focusing 
on senior target groups travelling in low and medium 
seasons to small lakeside towns; ESCAPE Charter for 
managing and maintaining quality standards related to 
seniors; ESCAPE Club – label and on-line platform; 
iESCAPE mobile application; Silver Suitcase card and 
label; Senior Rail Travel Project; SME tool kit for senior 
tourism products in SENTour Connect project) 
(Grahnlöf et al., 2016), both European and especially 
Romanian tourism products specifically destined to 
older adults are rather missing and represent a 
potential untapped by the hospitality industry. 
 
4. METHODOLOGY 
 

The present study proposes an empirical 
exploratory research of a novel and topical issue yet 
unexploited by the Romanian scientific literature. The 
research aims to obtain an initial input on the tourism 
behaviour of the elderly in Bucharest. Consequently, the 
research objectives were firstly to outline preferences 
regarding leisure tourism and recreational activities for 
the target group and secondly, to identify the most 
significant factors limiting their travelling for leisure 
purposes. 

The research questions emerging from the 
general context and literature review on the topic are: 
what are the preferences of the elderly in Bucharest in 
terms of leisure activities and travelling? and which are 
the main barriers preventing seniors from travelling 
(more)? 

The study methodology used complementary 
methods and was mainly based on a survey of a sample 
of residents aged 65 and over in Bucharest, living in all 
the city’s districts (the age limit was chosen as the 
threshold of economic life per the Romanian 
legislation). The field research addressed equitability by 
randomly selecting seniors living in all six city districts 
to participate in the survey. The choice of Bucharest for 
this study was motivated by its rank of capital city, 
which means it is an important policymaking, economic 
and administrative centre and should display and 
benefit from the best age-friendly planning and project 
opportunities for the elderly.  

In the end, 401 questionnaires were validated 
from a total of 410, as 9 respondents refused to answer 
all questions and interrupted the survey. The 
questionnaires were applied in October 2019 through 
the face-to-face interview method, to ensure the 
accuracy of data, the sample validation, and the 
reliability of the answers.  
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The survey aimed mainly for quantitative 
information. It included: closed-ended questions on the 
variables defining respondents’ profile (gender, age, 
education level and income); closed-ended questions 
that gathered precise data on the type and frequency of 
recreational activities that seniors practice; closed-
ended questions on their preferences regarding leisure 
tourism activities, destinations, voucher options, 
holidaymaking period, booking options, but also about 
the main elements that prevent them from travelling 
away from their residential area or travelling more in 
general; open-ended questions aiming to obtain 

information about seniors’ alternative options in terms 
of types of destinations, as well as on their motivating 
factors or barriers for leisure travelling.  

The survey data were centralised and 
processed using dedicated software (SPSS 20) in order 
to gain territorial perspectives through descriptive 
analysis, crosstabs, and Pearson correlations. The 
authors used inferential analyses of the data based on 
the sample’s choices, using variables such as income, 
education, holiday period, destination type, to find 
relevant results (Table 1).  

 
Table 1. Respondents’ profile. 

Gender Percent Frequency Education Percent Frequency 

Male 48.3 194 Primary 14.6 59 

Female 51.7 208 Middle level 59.3 238 

      Superior 26.1 105 

Age   Income     

65-70 years 52.2 210      

70-75 years 25.9 103 under 1,000 RON (€205) 58.7 236 

75-80 years 14.2 57 1,000-2,000 RON (€205-€410) 26.6 107 

over 80 years 
7.7 

32 over 2,000 RON (€410) 14.7 59 

*** The study was conducted in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki, and the protocol was approved by the Ethics Committee of the 
Faculty of Geography, University of Bucharest. 
 

Motivated by the novelty of this theme and by 
its territorial focus, the present study appealed to 
complementary research methods. Besides the above-
described survey, graphical methods (chart techniques), 
as well as map making methods (based on QGIS 2.12) 
were used in order to compute and illustrate relevant 
statistic data (selected from Eurostat and NIS). 

Illustrated indices values for the EU Member 
States such as in the case of the share of tourism nights 
spent by people aged 65+ out of all tourism nights, the 
weight of tourism nights spent by people aged 65+ in 
domestic vs outbound trips, the total and the daily 
tourism expenditure of residents aged 65+ helped the 
authors shape the background of silver tourism in 
Europe and contrast Romania’s potential for this sector 
on a broader territorial context. The present study 
appealed to income indicators such as pension benefits 
as % relative to GDP or the median equivalised net 
income for older people to explain the existing 
differences in terms of daily tourism expenditure of 
residents aged 65+ among the EU states. 

The volume of seniors’ travelling, their current 
tourism expenditure but also their revenues and real 
income (confronted with the power of purchase and 
prices level) represent vital quantitative elements for 
characterising the silver tourism market status and 
predicting its development potential and may be a 
valuable starting point for future policymaking and 

tailored product design, thus explaining the authors’ 
decision to include them in this study.  
 
5. RESULTS  
 
5.1. Outlining elderly people preferences 
regarding leisure tourism and recreational 
activities 
 

The survey’s main results regarding how the 
elderly spend their free time reveal quite a balanced, 
gradually decreasing proportion for performing 
recreational activities: during the weekend (30.3%) to 
3-4 days per week (28.5%) and daily (25.5%). The 
percentage for those performing recreational activities 
more often grows with their education level (Table 2).  

The most frequent recreational activity for 
respondents is walking (52.1%), followed by sports, 
visiting friends and relatives, reading or home-related 
activities, such as watching television, gardening and 
crafts (e.g. knitting). 

The survey results reveal a moderate towards 
low consumption of traditional leisure tourism activities 
among older adults living in Bucharest, compared to the 
average European values that showed that in 2014, 
“52% of EU residents aged 65 or more did not make any 
trip for personal purpose with at least one night away 
from home” (Demunter, 2016). Only 36.4% of 
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respondents declared to go on holiday yearly, and a 
percentage of 27.7% mentioned leaving Bucharest for a 
holiday very rarely. Autochthonous silver tourism 
demand is clearly oriented towards domestic tourism 
and confirms the data shown previously in this study, as 
63.3% of respondents prefer destinations in Romania. 

The research results show that seniors’ 
primary motivations for leaving on holiday are 
relaxation (35.9%) and health treatments (32.2%), 
followed by wanting to visit cultural attractions (13%), 

mainly confirming the above-mentioned European 
trends. However, certain differences exist, as studies 
showed a more active profile for European senior 
holidaymakers (e.g. many ESCAPE respondents 
mentioned practising sport leisure activities such as 
swimming and hiking during their holidays, cf. Gheno, 
2016). As expected, a higher number of those going on 
holiday motivated by health reasons belongs to the age 
group of 80 and over (38.8%). 

 
Table 2. Crosstab between education level and frequency of performing recreational activities. 

Frequency of performing 
recreational activities 

Daily 
(%) 

3-4 
days/week 

(%) 

During the 
weekend 

(%) 

Not at all 
(%) 

DK/NA 
(%) 

Total 
(%) 

Education             

Primary 23.3 41.9 23.3 11.6 0.0 100 

Middle level 25.1 25.1 33.3 13.0 3.4 100 

Superior 27.6 29.5 32.4 8.6 1.9 100 

N/A 24.4 28.9 17.8 24.4 4.4 100 

Total 25.5 28.5 30.3 13.00 2.8 100 

 
Spa resorts are preferred by 32.7% of 

respondents, followed by mountain destinations (26.7%) 
and seaside resorts (18%). However, the first category of 
destinations is partially overlapping with the other two, 
as important Romanian spa resorts are located both in 
mountain (e.g. Băile Herculane, Vatra Dornei) and 
seaside (e.g. Techirghiol, Eforie Nord) areas. 

The preferences of Romanian seniors for 
specific tourism resorts are also conditioned by the 
quota of subsidised or free treatment vouchers allocated 
yearly by the government from an established list of 
destinations. In the sample group, 21.7% of respondents 
benefited from these vouchers, with more people 
belonging to the group with lower incomes (under 
1,000 RON (205 EURO) /month) (22,2%) compared to 
those belonging to the group with higher incomes over 
2,000 RON (410 EURO) /month (18,5%). This partially 
confirms the emphasised importance of social tourism 
for seniors from peripheral and low-income areas of 
Europe (TOURAGE report, 2014) but also suggests the 
acute need for market segmentation within the national 
and regional domestic silver tourism offer.  

Most of the elderly in Romania mirror the 
European senior tourist profile (Grahnlöf et al., 2016) 
and choose to leave on holiday in the low season 
(46.2%), against only 21.7% who leave during peak 
season. It is important to state that the high season 
months overlap with the warm summer months (July – 
August) and that the percentage of seniors choosing a 
winter holiday, for example, is very low (5.2%). 

The correlation of the preferred holiday season 
with the income groups shows the need for segmenting 

the silver tourism offer and confirms the high potential 
of elderly holidaymakers to decrease seasonality. A high 
percentage (48.3%) of those choosing the low season 
months for their holiday are those earning less than 
1,000 RON (205 EURO)/month and 39% of those 
earning between 1,000 RON (205 EURO) and 2,000 
RON (410 EURO)/month.  

The correlation between the preferred period 
for holidaymaking and income level underlines a 
significant positive relation (r= 0.171, df=401, p< 0.01), 
which shows that seniors with gradually higher-income 
leave on holiday on the more expensive months of the 
year and closer to tourism peak season (Table 3).  
 

Table 3. Pearson correlation between income level 
and preferred period for a holiday. 

Income 
level 

Preferred 
holiday 
period 

 
Pearson 

correlation 
1 0.171 

 
 

Income level 
Sig. (2-tailed)   0.001 

What holiday 
period do you 
prefer? 

N 401 401 

Correlation is 
significant at 
the 0.01 level 
(2-tailed) 

Pearson 
correlation 

0.171 1 

  Sig. (2-tailed) 0.001   

  N 401 401 
 
Like most of their European peers, seniors 

living in Bucharest prefer to organise their travel 
individually but also appeal to travel agencies to get 
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informed about their travel options (TOURAGE report, 
2014).  

The correlation between education and 
booking preferences underlines a significant negative 
relation (r = -0.259, df=401, p< 0.01), which shows that 
seniors with gradually lower education level prefer to 
use simple methods in order to choose and book their 
holiday (by themselves or with family help) instead of 
using a tourism agency as those with higher education 
frequently do. Booking through the CNPP system, based 
on a point system and prioritising certain 
disadvantaged categories of seniors, is also considered 
challenging and complicated by the elderly without 
digital skills, who may need support in handling digital 
platforms, regardless of whether this support comes for 
specialised agencies or family members. The need for 
help expressed by various categories of seniors when 

booking their holidays makes them a valuable element 
for ensuring the tourism sector’s resilience, as the role 
and importance of travel agencies will only increase 
under the post-COVID-19 travelling conditions. 

A percentage of 37.1 of those appealing to 
tourism agencies in order to book their holiday have 
superior studies, while children and relatives help an 
overwhelming percentage of 69.8% of those with 
primary education and 52.2% of those with middle-level 
education in making their bookings (Table 4). 
Extrapolations could be made with holiday preferences 
as the first category contains persons choosing 
expensive tourism packages, oriented towards seaside 
destinations for relaxing and entertaining activities. In 
contrast, respondents who choose alternatives to travel 
agencies for booking a holiday prefer cheaper weekend 
trips to mountains and rural areas or use spa vouchers. 

 
Table 4. Crosstab between education and modality for choosing and making a holiday reservation. 

Way of choosing 
and making a 

holiday reservation 

Alone 
(%) 

Travel agency 
(%) 

Other 
(children, 
friends, 

neighbours) 
(%) 

DK/NA 
(%) 

Total 
(%) 

Education           

Primary 2.3 25.6 69.8 2.3 100 

Middle level 12.1 30.9 52.2 4.8 100 

Superior 31.4 37.1 24.8 6.7 100 

N/A 17.4 19.6 45.7 17.4 100 

Total 16.7 30.7 46.1 6.5 100 

  
5.2. Identifying the major factors which limit 
the elderly’s travelling for leisure purposes 
 

According to Eurostat (2016b), the main 
barrier preventing senior European holidaymakers 
from travelling would be health problems (45.7%), 
against a comparable value displayed by Romania 
(43.6%), and the second is represented by financial 
problems (39.1%).  

Our research results show similarities to other 
studies, but the main internal limiting factor for the 
Bucharest elderly’s leisure travelling is lack of money 
(48.9%), with an expected larger extent within the 
group earning under 1,000 RON~205 EURO/month 
(54.6%). This reason was followed by health problems 
(27.4%). The differences showed by the Bucharest 
respondents compared to Eurostat values, which 
indicated in the first-place health reasons as a main 
limiting factor for Romanian seniors travelling (43.6%), 
may be explained by better access to a great variety of 
healthcare services offered by the capital city compared 
to the rest of the country. In this way, health concerns 
are better addressed and less stressful for seniors in the 
capital city of Romania. A surprisingly third place is 

occupied by the lack of time (13.7%), caused by our 
sample group’s strong involvement in family care 
activities (grandchildren care), housing activities, or 
labour market. The lack of time as a limiting factor for 
the elderly with higher income (40.7% of the 
respondents over 2,000 RON~410 EURO/month) is to 
be expected, as part of those declaring higher incomes 
still work, thus having less free time (Table 5). 

When analysing the external limiting factors 
for travelling correlated with tourism destinations, it 
was observed that: 28.7% of respondents mentioned the 
lack of senior designed and oriented layouts and access 
facilities (e.g. transport connections, building entrance 
and lift facilities); 24.2% mentioned the lack of proper 
recreational services/activities (e.g. adequate cultural or 
nature-oriented activities) and the lack of adequate 
dietary options - 19.5% - with most of these responses 
coming from those aged 80 or above.  

The lack of layouts and access facilities is 
signalled as a problem mainly by older adults with 
primary education (48.8%), frequently associated with 
lower revenues. As such, this category opts for less 
expensive destinations or hospitality units, which are 
not necessarily designed for senior needs and lack the 
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basic comfort facilities suited for elderly consumers 
(e.g. space requirements for wheelchair access, 
adjustable furniture for elderly with functional 
limitations). Studies showed that the quality of services, 

the safety and transportation connections represent 
three of the five top concerns of EU senior tourists 
(TOURAGE report, 2014), which may see an increase in 
importance in the new post-COVID-19 context. 

 
Table 5. Crosstab between education level and limiting travelling factors.  

Reasons for not 
travelling more 

often 

Lack of money 
(%) 

Health 
problems 

(%) 

Lack of time 
(%) 

DK/NA 
(%) 

Total 
(%) 

Education           

Primary 67.4 25.6 2.3 4.7 100 

Middle level 56.0 23.7 11.6 8.7 100 

Superior 28.6 36.2 22.9 12.4 100 

N/A 45.7 26.1 13.0 15.2 100 

Total 48.9 27.4 13.7 10.0 100 

 
The lack of proper recreational 

services/activities (e.g. nature trips, visits to historical 
and religious sites, adapted sport and fitness activities) 
was a limiting factor, mainly for respondents with a 
superior education level (27.6%). Choosing more 
expensive holiday packages in hospitality units adapted, 
in terms of senior-oriented facilities and comfort level, 
these respondents underline a general gap of the 
Romanian destinations, namely the lack of silver 
tailored recreational activities and programs. In the 
case of a tourism product, it is very important to 
consider its economic and social significance and 
correlate it with the efficient exploitation of resources 
and the domestic demand’s satisfaction (Cocean and 

Cocean, 2010). In the case of Romania, even though 
targeted silver products exist, they are only punctually 
offered by modern hotel units often found in spa resorts 
and are mostly those associated with healthcare 
facilities and services. 

The crosstab between internal and external 
limiting factors for the elderly’s leisure consumption 
reiterates the previous results and justifies the 
requirements for a segmented offer that can answer the 
differentiated needs of the future silver tourism market 
demand. The lack of money is the main barrier to travel 
for those preferring spa destinations, while the lack of 
time affects mostly seniors opting for seaside resorts 
(Table 6). 

 
Table 6. Crosstab between favourite holiday destination and limiting travelling factors.  

Reasons for not 
travelling more 

often 

Lack of money 
(%) 

Health 
problems 

(%) 

Lack of time 
(%) 

DK/NA 
(%) 

Total 
(%) 

Favourite holiday destination         
Mountains 51.4 22.4 12.1 14.0 100 

Seaside 40.3 20.8 27.8 11.1 100 

SPA 55.0 32.1 6.9 6.1 100 

Rural area 51.6 28.1 14.1 6.3 100 

N/A 25.9 40.7 14.8 18.5 100 

Total 48.9 27.4 13.7 10.0 100 
 
6. DISCUSSIONS 
 

 
One of the major findings of this study was 

that the leading cause for such a low proportion of the 
elderly in Bucharest leaving on holiday is the lack of 
money. Differing from the Eurostat (2016b) hierarchy, 
this reason largely overpasses the health issues, which 
comes second as a barrier preventing silver 
holidaymakers from travelling more often. In this 
context, it is important to mention that a significant 
part of retirees is currently employed in order to 

supplement their revenues. This is also proven by the 
high incidence of those choosing the weekend for 
recreational activities, regardless of their education 
level (see Table 2). The lack of money could be a sign 
that Romanian silver tourists are more prone to travel 
internally for holidays, which will help the local tourism 
market bounce back in the post-COVID-19 period. In 
addition to their being still economically active (as per 
the study respondents), this preference shows that:  

- the tourism market for recreational activities 
(e.g. cultural events, amusement parks around 
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Bucharest) is adapted more towards consumers who are 
employed or study, thus maximising their offers 
towards the weekend;   

- the recreational activities are performed with 
family members of younger generations who facilitate 
access towards recreational areas surrounding 
Bucharest through personal transport means and 
impose their weekly activity pattern by conditioning 
their availability to their working schedule.  

Seniors are also involved extensively in house-
related and family care activities, which create for them 
an important sense of social usefulness. Consequently, 
the availability of leisure time becomes limited for some 
categories of seniors and from one case to another. 

Therefore, a more varied and complex offer of 
tourism products (including the social packages that 
today are almost entirely dominated by long-term 
treatment SPA vouchers) could be adapted towards 
encouraging seniors in Bucharest to participate to a 
greater extent in leisure tourism activities. For older 
adults, silver tourism activities represent, according to 
the Elderly Population National Council (2014), 
alternative ways but to a lesser extent to spend their 
free time. In their opinion, leisure activities for seniors 
include, besides trekking and backpacking trips, 
treatments and professional balneal, physiotherapy or 
kinesiotherapy procedures by qualified staff and 
adapted to individual medical conditions.  

Considered as a major barrier for 
holidaymaking by the elderly in general, but also by 
seniors in Bucharest, health issues also represent a 
main travel motivation for the elderly and a product to 
be considered by future silver tourism offers. In 
Romania, spa tourism centres on its medical 
component and is mainly subsidised by the public 
insurance system. It represented for decades the 
dominant offer for retirees in Romania, meaning that 
the substantial differences in the interests and needs of 
those over 50 (EC, 2015) have been disregarded. Future 
resilience strategies and innovative silver tourism 
products need to orient towards more options for health 
and spa tourism to be considered in light of the active 
ageing principles. 

Another issue to be considered refers to age-
friendly planning for resorts and tourist facilities 
destined for silver tourism demand. The CNPP 
subsidised or free vouchers offered to low-income 
seniors in Romania are mainly allocated towards 2- and 
3-star hotel units located in both spa resorts and 
seaside destinations, with the latter sometimes also 
having a spa profile (e.g. Eforie Nord, Techirghiol). 
Lacking major investments and suffering from a flawed 
privatisation process, these areas saw a notable decline 
in economic efficiency indicators and a decrease in the 
comfort rank of their hospitality units (especially those 
associated with medical treatment structures), which 

are mainly oriented towards the social voucher system 
(Erdeli et al., 2011).  

The post-COVID-19 context and the 
limitations imposed on international travelling might 
represent an opportunity for the silver tourism 
domestic market if innovative, better adapted, and 
better-targeted products, destined to attract also 
higher-income categories of retirees who would 
normally prefer international destinations, would be 
designed, and promoted. Even if overpassed, the 
pandemic crisis will induce new travelling consumption 
patterns, and the cautious behaviour of seniors, as the 
most vulnerable age group to this new virus, is very 
probable to persist.  

The long process of building psychologic 
resilience and overcoming travel fear for higher risk 
travel elements in the post-COVID context (e.g. air 
flight; unknown exotic destinations in developing 
countries) would orient all categories of seniors towards 
domestic leisure destinations. In this case, better 
governance measures and stakeholder collaboration 
would be essential elements to plan age-friendly areas 
and design appropriate silver supply offers in order to 
make them attractive and perceived as safe. 
 
7. CONCLUSIONS 
 

The analysis of seniors’ preferences for leisure 
tourism and recreational activities is an important issue 
directly connected to active ageing goals. The results of 
the present study may help tourism planning policies 
and tour operator packages to better adapt to the 
elderly’s needs by removing the barriers they encounter 
for leisure travelling purposes. Both recreational 
activities and leisure tourism may contribute to their 
mental and physical wellbeing, and as such, they could 
become a more important market share with the 
gradual increase of the elderly’s percentage in the 
demographic structures of countries worldwide. 

In Romania, senior-oriented tourism activities 
can become a substantial segment of the market if age-
friendly, integrated, and adapted tourism resilience 
strategies will be put in place during the post-pandemic 
recovery process. Innovation and adaptation should be 
key concepts for tourism policymakers and tour 
operators that should design tailor-made offers and 
adopt age-friendly strategies for seniors to build travel 
resilience in the post-COVID-19 context. Increasing the 
confidence level and mitigating travel fear through 
attractive and safe tourist products are essential 
elements of the tourism resilience framework. 

Income level clearly indicates a possible 
segmentation of leisure tourism products, dictating 
specific aspects of senior demand. The holidaymaking 
period, booking preferences, option for subsidised 
vouchers and even the preferences for different types of 
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destinations were correlated distinctly according to this 
variable. Seniors with a higher income appeal to 
tourism agencies and choose to travel in the mid-season 
months, also opting for several holidays per year and 
weekend breaks.  

CNPP vouchers, preferred by low-income 
categories, may also be diversified, and propose added 
value low-cost variables in terms of leisure activities in 
the attempt to better answer silver demand needs. As 
health status is also a major problem preventing senior 
holidaymakers from travelling more often, spa tourism 
remains a key product for silver tourists that should be 
shaped and further segmented to answer routine or 
special needs displayed by seniors with different income 
levels. The scarcity of adapted layouts and access 
facilities, dietary options, suitable programs, and 
recreational activities for seniors within different types 
of destinations and hospitality units are problems that 
must be focused on by the tourism industry. According 
to the present research results, the general 
improvement of tourism services destined for seniors, 
an adaptation of service and price variables according 
to the average pension level, and a simplification of the 
CNPP voucher granting system are major issues to be 
prioritised by future tourism policies.  

At the same time, in the post-pandemic 
context, in which the development of domestic 
travelling and staycations would see a boost, age-
friendly infrastructure and supply products should 
orient towards developing local recreational facilities 
for seniors. It is essential for travel agencies and 
tourism destinations to adapt their offer according to 
the travel preferences and needs of the potential 
growing number of consumers aged 65 and over while 
also considering the post-pandemic context and the 
current travel multi-objective sustainability issues and 
planning principles.  

This paper makes an important contribution to 
the existing literature on the development potential for 
senior-oriented tourism activities in Romania and could 
be used as a point of departure for further studies and 
policies focusing on this leisure sector in the post-crisis 
period. This is even more prescient as scientists predict 
a pressured and urgent need to go back to business 
more aggressively and develop plans and policies in the 
attempt to recover damaged service industries and 
build resilient future solutions. 
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