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      TRIP PROGRAM PREFERENCES      TRIP PROGRAM 

*Multiple Choice Question

       EIGHT MOST PREFERRED SUBJECTS FOR CURRICULUM-RELATED TRAVEL       EIGHT MOST PREFERRED 

PROGRAM PREFERENCES

*Multiple Choice Question

Music

72%

History

50%

Art and Culture

44%

Science

34%

Natural history

33%

English

27%

French

23%

Spanish

22%

U.S. tour operators represent more versatile student group travel 
organizers than teachers. � e information and data reported by 
them shows a broader and more comprehensive perspective of 
student travelers’ program preferences, thanks to their catering 
increasingly to extracurricular groups.

While teachers specialize in a few selected trip types, tour operators 
are involved in a wider array of program types. Besides leading 
school curriculum-related tours (73% of tour operators), their 
other major focus includes organizing performance group trips 
(73%), youth festivals (51%) and graduation trips (42%).
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Religion/pilgrimages/faith travel

Sport trips

Ski/nature holidays/hiking/active relaxation

Health treatment/wellness

Other

73%

73%

51%

42%

39%

32%

25%

25%

23%

20%

16%

15%

13%

6%

2%

2%

Theme tours related to curriculum

Performance groups (band, choir, dance, art)

Youth festivals/parades/concerts/musicals/theater

Graduation trips

Theme/entertainment sights/parks

Community service/travel (volunteer/service learning travel)

Visiting partner schools/colleges/companies

Youth events/conventions/conferences/competitions

Experience/immersion/adventure

Recreation/holidays/spring breaks

Student travel with language focus

Religion/pilgrimages/faith travel

Sport trips

Ski/nature holidays/hiking/active relaxation

Health treatment/wellness

Other



11

Student & Youth Travel Digest: Part 4: U.S. Student Group Travel Led by Tour Operators

TRAVEL CONTENT PREFERENCES

      PERCENTAGE OF TRIPS BY TRIP CONTENT      

Museum
10% City district

12%

Historical site/monument
30%

� eme park
26%

Attraction
7%

Event/occasion
6%

Zoo/aquarium  3% University/ 
college visit

3%

Historical sites/monuments and theme parks are preferred 
attractions for domestic groups, signi� cantly outnumbering other 
attraction types. 

For international groups, on the other hand, museums, natural 
sites and popular city districts all receive approximately the same 
preference levels as monuments and theme parks.

Natural site
3%

3.6

      AVERAGE NUMBER OF DESTINATIONS 
      VISITED ON A DOMESTIC TRIP
      AVERAGE       AVERAGE NUMBER OF DESTINATIONS 

      VISITED ON AN INTERNATIONAL TRIP
      AVERAGE 

3.6

Groups with U.S. tour operators visit 3.6 destinations during 
an average trip. � is applies to both domestic and international 
travel.

Given the average length of stay, groups explore almost one 
destination a day on domestic trips, while on international trips 
groups visit almost one destination every two days.
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GROUPS LED BY TOUR OPERATORS 
AND DOMESTIC STUDENT TRAVEL

      10 MOST PREFERRED U.S. DESTINATIONS ACCORDING TO U.S. TOUR OPERATORS      10 MOST PREFERRED 

As many as 80% of domestic trips feature locations outside of 
students’ own states. � is is signi� cantly greater when compared to 
groups led by U.S. teachers (37%).

� e most popular destinations are primarily cities with historically 
signi� cant sites/monuments, theme parks or well-known city 
districts (e.g., New York).

� e domestic destination preferences of U.S. travel groups, 
organized by teachers and by tour operators, generally align. For 
international groups the destination choices di� er, with California 
locations (Los Angeles, San Francisco, San Diego) and Boston 
ranking higher. (For more details, please refer to Student & Youth 
Travel Digest: U.S. Student Group Travel Led by Teachers and 
Inbound Student Group Travel to the U.S.)

      PERCENTAGE OF DOMESTIC TRIPS BY DESTINATION      PERCENTAGE

Within 50 miles

5%

Within own state

15%

Neighboring state

18%

Interstate

62%
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3.

8.

4.

7.

1.



13

Student & Youth Travel Digest: Part 4: U.S. Student Group Travel Led by Tour Operators

GROUPS LED BY TOUR OPERATORS
 AND INTERNATIONAL STUDENT TRAVEL

Trips to Europe are the most popular, with the UK being the 
overall preferred target destination. 

Canada, the second most attractive destination, is far more 
favored by tour operators (24% of outbound trips) than with 

teachers (4% of outbound trips).

U.S. student travelers choose Latin American destinations for 
13% of their trips. � e relative proximity of this region is a reason 
for its increased popularity among U.S. student groups. 

      10 MOST PREFERRED DESTINATIONS ABROAD ACCORDING TO U.S. TOUR OPERATORS      10 MOST PREFERRED 

      PERCENTAGE OF TRIPS BY DESTINATION ABROAD      PERCENTAGE

Europe Canada Latin America Asia Africa Other

52% 24% 13% 5%4% 1%

*Percentages do not add up to 100% due to rounding
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      STUDENT TRAVEL MARKET SPENDING BREAKDOWN      STUDENT TRAVEL MARKET

Domestic trip International trip

*Percentages do not add up to 100% due to rounding

Over half of the budget for a student group trip is spent on travel 
and accommodation; this is true for domestic and international 
trips. 

Travel expenses for an international trip make up one third of the 
overall budget. � ese percentages also apply to trips in general, 
regardless of duration or the distance to the destination. 

Residence

1%

ACCOMMODATION PREFERENCES
AND SPENDING ON STUDENT GROUP TRIP

Out of all student group travel organizers, U.S. tour operators 
show the strongest propensity for hotel accommodation (92%), 
preferring to use mid-scale and upscale hotels (85% of hotel 
users). Performance groups and graduating groups utilize hotels 
for 97% and 96% of their trips, respectively. For groups traveling 
to youth festivals, hotel usage is as high as 99%.

Hotel accommodation, the more expensive accommodation 
option, is re� ected in the relatively higher trip price, mainly for 
international trips.

      PREFERRED ACCOMMODATION TYPE      PREFERRED 

Hotel

92%
HOTEL

Other

0%

Hostel

2%

      PREFERRED CATEGORIES OF HOTEL ACCOMMODATION       

0% - Luxury 
29% - Upscale

56% - Mid-scale

14% - Moderate
1% - Economy 

HOTELHOTELHOTELHOTEL

Homestay

2%

Student house

2%

Camp

1%

26%

13%

25%
15% 18%

3%

33%

13%
23%

14% 13%
3%

Travel (to destination) Transportation (local,
within destination)

Accommodation Food and beverages Admissions
(tickets/sights)

Other (insurance, visa)
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ECONOMIC VALUE

OF AN INTERNATIONAL STUDENT TRIP

1 week

 US$2,398
2 weeks

 US$3,776
3 weeks

 US$5,709
� e price includes all transportation, meals, accommodation, insurance and admission fees.

1-day trip

 US$121
7-day trip

 US$1,592
2-day trip

 US$285
3-day trip

 US$564
5-day trip

 US$969

      AVERAGE TRIP PRICE      AVERAGE 

OF A DOMESTIC STUDENT TRIP

      AVERAGE TRIP PRICE CHANGE 2012/13 VS. 2013/14      AVERAGE 

NO 
CHANGE

LESS EXPENSIVE
10%+   6%-10%   1%-5%

23%

51%

2% 0% 15%0% 1%-5%   6%-10%   10%+
MORE EXPENSIVE

9%

When comparing expenses of U.S. groups during a one-week domestic 
trip to a one-week inbound trip to the U.S. by international 
groups, the price (excluding � ight costs) is almost identical.

� erefore, the added per-week value of an individual student 
group traveler to the local economy is the same for a domestic 

and an international traveler. 

However, the overall value di� ers — on one side due to the 
higher total number of domestic students traveling within the 
U.S., and on the other side due to the longer trip duration by 
international travelers in the U.S.

Note: Actual prices vary signi� cantly based on trip destination, selected level of trip speci� cs (e.g. type and quality of accommodation), time of the year 
when trip takes place, time of booking, etc.
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SELECTION OF TRIP SPECIFICS

According to U.S. tour operators, � nancial determinants and 
teachers have the biggest impact on the selection of trip itinerary 
speci� cs. � e popularity of a destination comes third, which 
highlights the importance of destinations properly marketing 
themselves to this target group.   

In another indicator, � nances were identi� ed as the most 
critical obstacle to student group travel, as reported by 95% 
of respondents. Among other major determinants that hinder 
trip execution, 74% of U.S. tour operators agree on school 
restrictions, followed by parents’ fears (53%).

91%

Budget/costs

89%

Teacher/leader

56%

Curriculum

69%

Popularity of a 
destination

Distance 
from home 

48%

Parents 

44%

Tradition/ 
rotation

42%

Classmates

41% 16%

Market offer/ 
advertising

      FACTORS AFFECTING THE SELECTION OF PROGRAM AND DESTINATION      FACTORS 

*Multiple Choice Question

      RATIO OF CUSTOMIZED AND PREDEFINED TRIPS      RATIO 

Customized trip : prede� ned trip  

30% : 70%    

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Difficulties to arrange

Parents' fears

Lack of students' time

Lack of students' interest

Awareness of benefits

School restrictions

Financial resources

       OBSTACLES TO STUDENT TRAVEL REPORTED BY U.S. TOUR OPERATORS       OBSTACLES 

Strongly agree Strongly disagreeAgree Neutral Disagree

Tour operators o� er package programs, but are able to adjust 
travel arrangements to the needs and wishes of their customers. 
Modi� cations, where more than 50% of the original trip itinerary 
is adjusted, take place for 30% of student group trips.
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0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%
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TRIP PLANNING AND TIMING

International 
trip

Multiday 
domestic trip

11 months
9 months

7 months
6 months

4 months
3 months

International 
trip

Multiday 
domestic trip

1-day 
domestic trip

1-day 
domestic trip

BOOKING-
LEAD TIME

PREPARATION
TIME

       TRIP PREPARATION AND BOOKING-LEAD TIME      

� e research identi� ed and quanti� ed considerable di� erences 
in the trip planning stage, depending on the trip type. � ere is 
a planning lead time of 12 months for every other international 
trip, whereas one-day trips are set up in less than one month 
by 30% of respondents. � e planning stage is followed by the 

reservation stage, requiring one month for domestic trips and 
two months for international trips. From the moment a client 
contacts a tour operator, the � rst month of planning requires 
extensive communication and assistance by the tour operator to 
help the client make the right choices for their trip. 

*Multiple Choice Question

      PERCENTAGE OF TOUR OPERATORS LEADING STUDENT GROUP TRIPS BY MONTH      

� e student group travel led by U.S. tour operators is primarily 
organized in the March to May period, with April being the most 
popular month for student trip execution. 

When looking at reservations, January (one-day trips) and 
October (multiday trips) are the busiest periods for receiving 
bookings. 
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� e data below highlights the distribution of tasks in the trip 
organization process; it also sheds light on the standards, in 
terms of services provided by U.S. tour operators. It should 
be noted that teachers are most prominent in each stage of 

trip organization process, except when making bookings and 
arranging insurance coverage. Compared to the data reported by 
teachers, tour operators see themselves as being more responsible 
for some of those tasks. 

EVOLUTION OF TRIP PLANNING 
ACCORDING TO TOUR OPERATORS

4

57% 

40% 

33% 

16% 

2% 

Teacher

Tour operator

Group leader

Parents

Students

COLLECTING 
DEPOSIT/PAYMENTS

      WHO IS RESPONSIBLE FOR EACH PLANNING STAGE OF THE TRIP, AS REPORTED BY U.S. TOUR OPERATORS      

1

2

3

72% 

42% 

17% 

9% 

9% 

Teacher

Group leader

Parents

Students

Tour operator

FORMING A GROUP

71% 

49% 

38% 

25% 

24% 

Teacher

Tour operator

Group leader

Students

Parents

CHOOSING TRIP SPECIFICS 
(DESTINATIONS, ITINERARY, DATES)

71% 

45% 

35% 

5% 

3% 

Teacher

Tour operator

Group leader

Parents

Students

PRESENTING THE TRIP 
TO PARENTS

*Multiple Choice Questions
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that tour operators present trip details to parents. 

Nevertheless, teachers and tour operators work closely during the 
trip planning process, e� ectively utilizing available opportunities 
and the inherent expertise within these two groups.

While 15% of teachers report tour operators being in charge of 
choosing trip speci� cs, 49% of tour operators identify themselves 
as the decision-makers. Even more striking is the di� erence in 
how a trip is presented to parents. Of tour operators, 45% report 
this activity lies with them; conversely only 4% of teachers reported 

19

5

6 7

*Multiple Choice Questions

59% 

37% 

35% 

11% 

5% 

Teacher

Tour operator

Group leader

Parents

Students

COLLECTING 
STUDENTS’ DETAILS

67% 

34% 

31% 

8% 

6% 

Teacher

Group leader

Parents

Students

Tour operator

CHOOSING TOUR 
OPERATOR

92% 

5% 

5% 

0% 

0% 

Tour operator

Group leader

Teacher

Parents

Students

MAKING BOOKINGS

INSURANCE COVERAGE

67% 

18% 

13% 

11% 

5% 

Tour operator

Teacher

Group leader

Parents

Students
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• Both the number of trips 
each year and the number of 
students on trips was reported 
to grow. Of tour operators, 
68% predicted the growth to 
continue.

• Ninet y-four percent of 
multiday trips last 3-6 days. 

• The most popular trip types — 
curriculum-related tours and 
tours for performance bands 
— are organized by 73% of U.S. 
tour operators.

• The top two visited destinations 
for international travel led by 
U.S. tour operators are Europe 
(52%) and Canada (24%).

• Of student groups, 92% stay in 
hotels, primarily in the mid-
scale and upscale category.

• Seventy percent of trips are 
from predefined “packages” 
offered by tour operators.

• The high season for trips 
organized by U.S. tour operators 
is March – May.

KEY FINDINGS

Student & Youth Travel Association (SYTA) is the nonpro� t, professional trade association that 
promotes student and youth group travel. It seeks to foster integrity and professionalism among 
student and youth travel service providers. SYTA members play an important role in facilitating 
both domestic mobility and international incoming and outgoing mobility, worldwide. As the 
voice of student and youth travel, SYTA represents U.S., Canadian and international tour opera-
tors, group travel leaders, travel agencies, destinations and other student travel suppliers. 

www.syta.org/research

The SYTA Youth Foundation is the 501(c)(3) philanthropic sister organization of the 
Student & Youth Travel Association (SYTA), formed in 2000. The purpose of SYF is 
to create ongoing awareness and assistance programs for the direct benef it of youth. 
The SYTA Youth Foundation’s (SYF) mission is to impact students and youth through 
travel experiences that change their lives. 

www.sytayouthfoundation.org

Teach & Travel — � e O�  cial Publication of SYTA — is educators’ #1 source for every-
thing they need to successfully initiate, organize, and conduct tours for their students. 
Published five times a year, Teach & Travel provides the most up-to-date information on 
industry news, travel requirements, fresh destination ideas, and smart planning tips. 

www.teachandtravelmagazine.com

StudentMarketing is an international market research, intelligence and strategic 
development consultancy that specializes in the global youth, student, and educational travel 
industry. � e company is a UNWTO A�  liate Member with individual membership of 
ESOMAR, the prestigious world association for market, social, and opinion research.

www.student-market.com
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