
2018 TRAVEL TRENDS, 
ATTITUDES AND USAGE 

1

WEX
Key Research Insights
January 2018



Background & Objectives
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• WEX has engaged Mastercard to conduct primary consumer research that addresses 
how travelers view the travel landscape and what changes consumers anticipate 
making over 2018

• The result is a summary of research insights and key travel trends based on consumer 
responses about their current and anticipated behavior across various aspects of 
travel, including destinations, planning and booking processes, accommodations and 
transportation, spending and payment, as well as the use and impact of technology

Methodology:
• 25 minute self-administered web based interviews, conducted from November 17th through November 22nd, 2017

• Total number of respondents: 1,503, with key demographic segments including, Gen Z, 18-20 (395), Millennials, 21-
34 (504), Gen X, 35-54 (305), Boomers, 55-70 (299)

• Insights about the behaviors of Business Leisure travelers (386) were also included



Decoding Wanderlust in 2018
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• Today, the travel industry remains in a state of motion, as consumer preferences and attitudes shift, various industry 
players emerge (and recede) and technologies proliferate. The appetite for travel will be robust in 2018: 75 percent of 
respondents say they plan to take either the same number or more trips in 2018 as they did in 2017, and 67 
percent typically book travel online.

• The travel industry and internet technology have evolved together, transforming the travel experience. In WEX’s new 
survey of American travelers ranging from ages 18 to 70, most people reported that technology has made it easier 
to book tickets and make reservations, find the best deals and gather information about new and interesting 
places to visit. The past two decades have served up new opportunities, challenges and forms of competition. 

Travelers	are	likely	to	
maintain	their	booking	

behavior	in	2018
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GEN Z MILLENNIALS GEN X BOOMERS

2017 Online Travel Booking Behavior
(% of respondents)

Online (Net) OTAs Destination Review Sites Online Packaged Deals

Gen	Z	and	Millennials	book	online	more	than	
other	generations,	including	booking	through	
online	destination	and	packaged	deal	sites.

More	Millennials	use	OTAs	than	
any	other	generation.

It’s WEX’s hope that this report provides you 
with the insights you need to reach today’s 
self-directed travelers where they’re most likely 
to be: online. 
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Easy Come, Easy Go

• Consumers’	desire	to	escape	from	the	hassles	of	everyday	life	
doesn’t	begin	the	day	they	take	off	for	their	chosen	
destination,	but	rather	much	sooner—the	day	they	book	
their	trip.	When	deciding	on	a	booking	method,	72	percent of	
consumers	told	us	they	put	far	more	stock	into	ease	of	
booking	than	into	other	considerations,	including	offers	and	
promotions	and	personal	recommendations.

• OTAs	that	don’t	take	steps	to	make	their	booking	process	
smooth	and	seamless	will	find	that	consumers	will	hesitate	to	
book	with	them	in	the	future.	Relationships	between	travel	
companies,	hotels,	tour	operators,	payment	providers,	etc.,	
need	to	be	solid	to	ensure	that	travelers	don’t	sense	any	kinks	
in	the	system.	

72%

50%

47%

42%

34%

23%

3%

Ease of booking

Relevant offers & promotions
based on my past trips

Recommendations from family or friends

Payment options when booking

Ability to personalize package deals

One-stop shopping

Other

Influences in Decision to Choose Booking Options
(% of respondents)

Gen Z values recommendations from family and friends as well 
as payment options more than other generations when 

choosing a booking option.
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Healthy Competition
• 86 percent of all travelers we talked to consult online travel 

sources for travel ideas and information, including 
destination review sites (73%), sites that offer package 
deals (39%), and social media (36%). OTAs are also part of
the top three booking channels for travelers. Direct 
booking is most common, although Gen Z and Millennials 
rely more heavily on aggregation sites compared to older 
counterparts. Younger travelers generally seem open to 
booking across any channel, as long as it’s more convenient 
or gives them the best deal at that time.

• While airlines and hotels may use substantial marketing 
dollars to encourage direct bookings, which appeal 
especially to older travelers who may have more brand 
loyalty, OTAs are well primed to become the top choice for 
booking method with Gen Z and Millennials since OTAs 
already play a big role in their selection set. All travelers 
stand to benefit from this competition, securing better deals 
and continually improved booking experiences. 

42%

64%
72% 75%

52%
57%

70% 69%

44%

57%
49%

39%

GEN Z MILLENNIALS GEN X BOOMERS

Top 3 Booking Channels in 2017
(% of respondents)

Directly with Airlines Directly with Hotels Online Travel Agencies

Gen	Z	and	Millennial	travelers	show	less	
attachment	to	direct	bookings,	illustrating	an	
opportunity	for	OTAs	to	tailor	specific	deals	
to	become	the	preferred	booking	method.

Older	generations	are	more	
entrenched	with	traditional	booking	
channels,	and	therefore	represent	a	

smaller	opportunity	for	OTAs
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Travel Tech
• In recent years, bots were heralded as critical to 

the future of the travel industry, but only 4 
percent of our survey respondents anticipate 
booking a trip through a travel bot or chat bot 
in 2018, and only 22 percent say they’re even 
aware of the existence of travel bots. Instead of 
bots, WEX anticipates that the next big thing in 
travel tech will be booking by voice. 

• Consumers will be able to explore vacation 
options with the help of their voice-activated 
home assistants or even their televisions. After 
being asked a series of questions about what 
experience they’re looking for, how long they 
want to stay and what their budget is, consumers 
will see options pop up on the nearest TV screen 
or tablet. The back-end technology of travel, like 
payments solutions, will evolve as well in 2018, but 
if done right they will be invisible to the traveler. 

22%

78%

Travel Bot Awareness
(across age cohorts)

Aware Not Aware

Only 16 percent of Boomers are aware of the existence 
of travel bots.

Millennials are the most apt users of travel bots, 
with 50 percent of them using them regularly or 

occasionally to book travel.

17	percent of	those	aware	of	travel	bots	expect	to	use	travel	bots	to	book	trips	in	2018
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Mixing Work with Pleasure
• Business travelers are working harder and finding it 

more difficult to take significant chunks of time away 
from the office. Approximately one-third of survey 
respondents say they prefer to use vacation time for 
short periods away from work, a “bleisure” travel 
trend made popular by employees who tack a couple 
of vacation days onto the end of a business trip. 57 
percent of respondents extend business trips to 
experience the city, indicating work travel is an 
excellent opportunity to blend pleasure into their 
work schedule. For many employees, the idea of 
letting their company pay for the airfare, leaving 
them to only pay out of pocket for hotel, meals and 
activities is too enticing to pass up. 

• Hotels are encouraging and maximizing this trend by 
offering conference attendees a discounted rate for 
extending their stay beyond the scheduled event or 
by recommending leisure activities to enjoy while in 
town. OTAs need to find similar ways to get business 
travelers thinking about adding extensions or 
activities to their bookings.

My	employer	gives	me	sufficient	time	away	from	work	

I	prefer	to	use	my	vacation	time	for	short	periods	away	from	work	

I	find	myself	working	more	and	taking	fewer	vacation	days	

I	use	my	vacation	time	to	get	things	done	that	I	don’t	otherwise	have	
time	to	do				

In	the	past	year,	I	have	not	taken	all	of	the	vacation	days	allotted	to	me

Even	when	I	am	on	vacation,	I	am	unable	to	completely	disconnect	from	
work	

I	reserve	my	vacation	time	to	use	all	at	once		

When	I	am	on	vacation,	I	feel	pressure	to	respond	to	work	situations	

51%

32%

26%

26%

25%

23%

22%

21%

Work Related Vacation Attitudes
(% of respondents)

Not	only	is	the	preference	for	short	vacations	growing,	
but	single,	large	vacations	are	significantly	less	popular.
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Have Friends, Will Travel
• Girls’ trip, anyone? Group travel is particularly appealing 

to younger generations who show a high preference to 
traveling socially, and drastically diminishes with age (62 
percent of all Gen Z travelers compared with 17 
percent of Boomers prefer to travel as a group). Going to 
see friends or family is high on the list across all travelers, 
however, with 65 percent of consumers say vacation is a 
time to reconnect with friends or family, and 68 
percent anticipate this will be a type of trip they will 
take in 2018. 

• OTAs should continue to offer many choices of family-
friendly activities and packages to appeal to most 
travelers. The growing prevalence of social traveling, 
however, will spark new creativity in travel packaging 
and could lead to the overlapping of booking apps, travel 
bots and P2P payment technologies to ease the 
planning, booking and payment process—not to 
mention social media posting of the experience. 

62%

39%

25%
17%

PREFER TO TRAVEL AS PART OF A GROUP

Gen Z Millennials Gen X Boomers

Group Travel Attitudes
(% of respondents)

73% 71%
67% 67%67%

63%
54%

71%

BELIEVE VACATION IS A TIME TO RECONNECT WITH FRIENDS AND FAMILY PLANNING TO TAKE A TRIP TO VISIT FRIENDS AND FAMILY

Gen Z Millennials Gen X Boomers

Family Related Vacation Attitudes
(% of respondents)

Family is a top priority among all segments, however only 54 percent 
of Boomers believe vacation is meant to reconnect with family. 

Despite this, 71 percent are still planning on taking a trip to see loved 
ones.
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Beyond Domestic
• While two-thirds of those travelers whom WEX surveyed 

say they feel comfortable traveling in foreign countries, 
domestic travel is far more prevalent, with 93 percent of 
survey respondents saying they will travel within the 
U.S. in 2018. However, WEX has noted increases in 
international travel activity, with 62 percent of travelers 
planning to travel outside of the US in 2018 v. 50 
percent in 2017.

• The most popular destination outside of North America is 
Europe, with 29 percent of respondents who plan to 
travel there (up from 22 percent in 2017). Other 
international destinations with the largest increase in 
popularity in 2018 include Central America & 
Caribbean (23 percent of travelers v. 17 percent in 
2017), and Australia/New Zealand (6 percent of 
travelers v. 2 percent in 2017). Interest in Asia and South 
America has also increased, although more modestly.

• Travel companies may want to add to or improve their 
selections and offers in some of these locations in 
anticipation of more interest from travelers in 2018.

Millennials feel the most comfortable traveling in foreign 
countries (73 percent), while most Gen Z travelers think traveling 
domestically is more cost effective (70 percent).

93% 
US

32% 
North America 

(outside US)
29% 

Europe

23% 
Central America & 

Caribbean

12% 
Asia

2% 
Africa 6% 

Australia/
New Zealand

7% 
South 

America

Expected Travel Destinations of 2018*

* Destinations are not mutually exclusive, and respondents were permitted multiple selections.
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Local, Planned, & Packaged
• Unlike other generations, Millennials are most interested in 

international and culinary travel, while Gen Z is the most 
likely to travel in order to pursue a hobby and be active. 
Gen Z and Millennials (i.e., those with less disposable 
income) are more likely to search for package deals, and as 
digital natives they’re accustomed to searching the internet 
for the best options. Nearly half (48 percent) of Gen Z says 
they check websites that offer package travel deals versus 
one-third of Gen X and Boomers. Younger generations are 
also more likely than older generations to book tours before 
arriving at their destination. 

• To successfully deliver these types of experiences, travel 
companies must develop relationships with a multitude of 
local businesses all over the world in order to cater to 
younger travelers’ unique preferences. This requires OTAs to 
have access to multiple currencies and payment options to 
be able to securely and efficiently accommodate these 
merchants, maintain strong relationships, and negotiate 
reasonable rates. Bundling tailored, local experiences as part 
of a larger package or pre-booked tour appeals strongly to 
younger travelers’ preferences, and tells a compelling story 
to distinguish a travel site’s value proposition. 

48%
40%

35% 33%

SOURCE INFORMATION VIA SITES OFFERING PACKAGED DEALS

Gen Z Millennials Gen X Boomers

42% 42%

34% 34%

BOOK TOURS BEFORE VISITING THE DESTINATION

Gen Z Millennials Gen X Boomers

Plan	to	visit	a	foreign	
country	in	201871%

Millennial Specific Travel Attitudes
(% of Millennials)

Gen Z Specific Travel Attitudes
(% of Gen Z)

Plan	to	“visit	a	destination	
known	for	it’s	culinary	
scene/foodie	reputation”26%

Plan	to	take	a	camping	trip35%

Plan	to	“travel	to	explore	a	
hobby	I’m	interested	in”31%

Plan	to	“explore	a	foreign	
country	I	have	not	visited”40%

Preference for Packaged Deals
(% of respondents)

Preference for Planning Tours
(% of respondents)
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Only Young Once
• The evolution of the sharing economy, particularly within 

accommodations, has made it possible for segments like 
Gen Z and Millennials to travel more frequently without 
relying on Mom and Dad to foot the bill. The success of 
companies like Airbnb and HomeAway hasn’t dissuaded 
travelers from traditional lodging options as much as it 
has whet younger generations’ appetite to travel. 
Looking forward to the coming year, half of Gen Z and 
more than one-third of Millennials say they have plans 
to take more trips in 2018 than 2017, but plan to stay at 
an apartment/home rental only 10-14 percent of the 
time.

• Younger cohorts demonstrate a greater affinity for 
non-traditional lodging and transportation within the 
sharing economy than older cohorts. Cost-cutting 
disruptors like Uber and Airbnb contribute to expanding 
the affordable travel options for young travelers. As such, 
the sharing economy should be addressed in future 
value-propositions aimed at these younger, more 
dynamic segments.

36%

39%

19%

More trips planned in 2018

Same in 2017 vs. 2018

Fewer trips in 2018

Frequency of Planned Trips*
(2018 vs. 2017)

47 percent of Gen Z 
travelers and 39 percent 

of Millennials are 
planning on taking more 
trips in 2018 than 2017.

43% 46%

67%

56%

40%
33%

26% 28%

TYPICALLY USE RIDESHARING ON VACATION BELIEVES USING SERVICES LIKE AIRBNB ALLOWS THEM TO AFFORD TRAVEL

Gen Z Millennials Gen X Boomers

Attitudes towards the Sharing Economy

Traditional hotels remain top accommodation choices in 2018, although 
services like Airbnb are growing, and are more common among Millennials 
and Business Leisure.

*	These	figures	include	the	total	across	all	age	cohorts.
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Bridging Generations
• More Boomers tell us the internet makes it easier to find 

the best deals on travel than Gen Z and Millennials (62 
percent v. 56-58 percent), yet they’re also the generation 
that’s least likely to say that they’ve found online travel 
offers and deals that are relevant to them.

• Large travel companies can easily spend hundreds of 
millions of dollars on advertising each year. While the focus 
is on nurturing future travelers, like Millennials and Gen Z, 
more and more travel companies are looking for 
intergenerational commonalities to multiply the impact 
of offers and advertising. For example, some of the top 
trips across generations are to visit a new city in the US and 
take a beach vacation. Travel companies should maximize 
existing relationships with suppliers to cultivate discounts 
and one-stop booking, suiting both generations at once.

Visit family or friends

Visit a new city in the United States

A beach vacation at a resort or hotel

Visit to a US national park

Explore a foreign country I have not 
been to

Visit a US national historic site

68%

54%

40%

37%

32%

30%

Popular Cross-generation Travel Motivators
(% of respondents)

Identifying	the	common	travel	interests	across	generations	is	
imperative	to	launching	a	broad	outreach	strategy,	targeting	a	wide	
range	of	consumers.


