MARKETING TO SENIORS – WE HAVE MUCH TO LEARN
By Marjorie Dean
In the South African domestic travel market, one of the most neglected areas is senior travel, writes Tattler editor Marjorie Dean. And we can learn a lot from how our colleagues in other countries are tackling the market. 
In the rush to establish ‘new’ domestic tourism markets, this important sector of the South African tourism market is being ignored by organisations such as South African Tourism and ASATA. While there are some travel agents and tour operators who market to seniors, this appears to be a very piecemeal and ‘hit and miss’ kind of business. 

How big is the market? 
Talking to the South African Association of Retired Persons, spokesperson Ray Hattingh says they have upwards of 83 000 members on their books, and travel companies who advertise in their quarterly magazine get good response. As Hattingh says, “Not all senior citizens are on tiny pensions. Many have saved and planned for retirement, are quite comfortably off, or even wealthy, and one of their favourite pastimes is travel and holidays. Many take several holidays a year, both overseas and in South Africa.”

Talking to SANParks recently, it was interesting to learn that the largest number of buyers of their Wild Card, which enables people to visit game parks frequently, are senior citizens. And senior citizens make up a large part of the overseas holiday business. A lot of it is VFR, but companies marketing expensive cruises, for example, will tell you that seniors are quite happy to shell out tens of thousands of rands on overseas holidays. And these people have money to spend on domestic travel left over! 

So why are they being ignored? Why are you, dear readers, not beating a path to their doors to sell your lovely game farms, guesthouses and tours? They are not the much sought after overseas tourists, but they can add a lot of jam to your bread and butter business, especially in hard times, and in tourism ‘trough’ periods.

Research conducted in Australia by Senior Publications, publishers of The Senior and The Senior Traveller, reveal that the global financial crisis has not markedly affected the travel plans of seniors. Forty-five per cent of seniors surveyed late last year had travelled within Australia in the past six months, and 95 per cent were planning a domestic holiday within the next 12 months. Nearly half planned to stay away longer than 21 days, a luxury afforded to the retired. Eighty per cent said they would travel more if seniors’ discounts applied, and 75 per cent said they preferred midweek breaks over weekends. 

What seniors like 
Most seniors like to plan in advance. They like package deals as it’s easy to budget. Most are quite happy to have dinner, bed and breakfast where they are staying, so that they don’t have to drive at night. And that brings up another factor. Most seniors in South Africa drive – they have to in the absence of reliable public transport. But many don’t like to drive long distances, especially on country roads. So inclusive tours are attractive, as are holidays at a resort where transport to and from the resort from a central meeting point such as a city hotel is part of the deal. Another plus would be being picked up from a domestic airport and taken to wherever they stay. Seniors like self catering – many have special dietary requirements, and it’s easier to self cater. The timeshare industry does very well in this market - as it has marketed to them carefully over many years. 

And it’s worth bearing in mind that many seniors are busy, active fit people. Just because a person is retired, and retirement ages have come down over the years, especially for people in management jobs, does not mean that person is decrepit and wheelchair bound! Many have hobbies and special interests which they now have time to enjoy fully. Most are enthusiastic about wildlife and conservation. 

In countries such as the UK, the USA, Canada, Germany and Austria, the senior traveler has a huge choice of places to go and holidays to book. Organisations, such as SAGA and Eldertravel, book hundreds of thousands of seniors on local and overseas holidays, from simple short breaks at the coast to seriously adventurous travel. 

SATSA success story 
One SATSA member who has a thriving ‘senior’ clientele is Evergreen Excursions, based in Cape Town. Owner Mervyn Sparks offers both ‘off the peg’ tours, and tailor-made tours. He says he has a lot of repeat business, and markets to retirement villages, through his own extensive database and through community newspapers, such as those published by the Caxton Group. 

Says Mervyn: “This is an open market and the potential is enormous. I offer all-inclusive tours with a driver-guide, and I’ve built up relationships with suppliers over the years, so that I can offer such extras as waiving single supplements, which is often important when marketing to seniors.” 

Mervyn offers five-day tours from under R7 000 per person, which is very attractive, to popular destinations. But marketing to seniors has to be done well in advance of travel dates, says Mervyn. That can assist groups of friends who want to travel together, and keep costs lower by sharing overheads. 

So there is a market out there, and with a bit of research to find out just what is wanted, rather than trying to impose a standard tour on this age group, does pay off. And senior travel is a growing market, as South Africa’s population ages. 

How to reach seniors? 
Retirement villages, local newspapers, magazines targeting older readers, word of mouth, all of these are available. Clubs and sports groups are also good places to go hunting. Targeted marketing to this age group well in advance of mainstream marketing would reap benefits for many operators. In many ways this is not a ‘special needs’ market. Think marketing to smaller groups of ordinary clients – just a bit older – and with disposable income to spend!
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