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Executive Summary
The purpose of this survey is to track leisure traveler sentiment and the impact that COVID-19
may have on travel intent, planning and booking for the first half of 2021 in the United States.
The survey was conducted in late November with a random sample of the U.S. adult population
and reflects leisure travel intent and plans for the period between Jan. 1 and Jun. 30, 2021.
Our key findings show a continuation of current travel trends in the United States with
a cautiously optimistic outlook. Leisure travel intent remains high for the first half of 2021,
with a large majority of respondents intending to take at least one leisure trip. However,
respondents indicated that some of their travel plans have been disrupted by the pandemic,
with a majority taking less trips than usual, traveling domestically by car, and preferring small
town and countryside destinations to urban centers. Factors such as public health measures
and flexibility with cancellations and rebookings are also reported as key decision factors in
booking accommodations. In contrast, travel behaviors and preferences for researching and
booking trips have not changed significantly, nor has the appetite for traveling far from home.
Based on the survey responses, Pegasus offers several recommendations for adjusting
revenue and marketing strategies to accommodate new traveler preferences.
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Editor’s Note
This survey was conducted just prior to the announcement of several new vaccines
recently approved to combat COVID-19, which has been highly welcome news to the
travel industry. This has spurred excitement for the return of international travel in 2021,
including the bounceback of business travel and a potential rise of vaccination vacation
packages, or “vaxications,” as coined by travel marketing firm MMGY Global.
Unfortunately, this news has been tempered by the reports of a new coronavirus strain
now circulating in Britain, which has suddenly and massively disrupted travel to and from
the country. Due to such unpredictability, as well as the complex logistics of a global
vaccine rollout that prioritizes vulnerable populations over the general population, we
predict that the availability of vaccines will likely not have a major impact on leisure travel
until Q3 2021. Accordingly, our predictions and recommendations for leisure travel have
not changed with the recent news.
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Survey Methodology
The purpose of this survey is to track leisure traveler sentiment and the impact that
COVID-19 may have on travel intent, planning and booking for the first half of 2021 in
the United States.
The survey was conducted Nov. 24, 2021 with a random sample of 592 respondents
representing the U.S. adult population (18 and older). Respondents were screened
based on whether they planned on taking at least one leisure trip between Jan.
1 and Jun. 30, 2021. For the purposes of this survey, a leisure trip is any trip not
conducted for business purposes.
The screened respondents (n=436) were asked to complete additional questions on
their travel intent as well as their expected methods of researching, planning, and
booking their trips.

© 2021 Pegasus

5

U.S. Leisure Traveler Sentiment Survey | Key Findings

www.pegs.com

Key Findings
Travel Intent
> L
 eisure travel intent remains high for 2021 despite increasing severity of the COVID-19
pandemic, with the majority of respondents traveling domestically.
> R
 oad trips will remain popular for 2021, although a majority of travelers indicate being
willing to fly to their destinations.
> T
 ravelers prefer destinations like beaches and small towns, and indicate that they would
mostly prefer to stay in a hotel over other types of accommodations.

Travel Research & Booking
> T
 ravelers rely primarily on online search and recommendations from friends and family to
research their trips. When booking accommodations, they prefer to book direct.
> E
 xpected booking lead times for accommodations remain consistent with pre-pandemic
trends, but travelers are now placing importance on public health measures and the
ability to cancel or rebook without penalty.
> T
 he pandemic has primarily affected the number of trips people have planned, but has
otherwise had only a minor impact on traveler intent, research, and booking.
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Travel Intent
KEY FINDING
Leisure travel intent remains high for 2021 despite increasing severity of the
COVID-19 pandemic, with the majority of respondents traveling domestically.
Nearly three-quarters of respondents indicate that they are planning to take at least one leisure trip in the first half of 2021, with the
majority of those respondents indicating that they are planning 1-2 trips within the first six months. However, the pandemic has largely
affected the number of trips that travelers are planning, with 64% of respondents indicating that they are taking less trips than they
normally would during this time period. While most travelers indicate they will stay domestic for their trips (58%), a significant number
are still considering traveling internationally (42%).

Percentage of respondents that plan to take at least one
leisure trip between Jan. 1 and Jun. 30, 2021
YES 74%

Percentage of travelers considering traveling
internationally for their trips

26% NO

Number of leisure trips planned between
Jan. 1 and Jun. 30
1-2 Trips 78%

YES 42%

58% NO

Percentage of travelers that are taking less trips
than they normally would during this time period
3-5 19%

YES 64%

36% NO

6+ 3%

65%

Of the travelers planning just 1-2 trips, almost
two-thirds (65%) are traveling domestically ONLY.
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KEY FINDING
Road trips will remain popular for 2021, although a majority
of travelers indicate being willing to fly to their destinations.
More than three-quarters of respondents (78%) indicate that they are planning
to use a car (either their own or a rental car) for at least one of their trips.
However, 56% of respondents indicate that they are planning to travel by
plane to their destination for at least one trip.
Respondents also indicated that distance was not a major hurdle in
traveling. Whether by car, plane or another type of transportation,
approximately half of respondents indicated that they would be
traveling for at least 2-6 hours. Approximately 42% said they would
be willing to travel 6 or more hours to their destination, and
only 5% said they would only travel a maximum of 2 hours.
Survey findings on the following page.
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What will be the primary mode of transportation in arriving at your destination(s)?
Check all that apply.
My own car

57%

Plane

56%

Rental car

22%

Train

14%

Bus

11%

Cruise ship

8%

Other

1%

How far are you planning or willing to travel for your leisure trip(s)?
Choose the maximum number of hours traveled based on your preferred mode of transportation.
5%

25%

28%

42%

0-2 hours

2-4 hours

4-6 hours

6+ hours
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KEY FINDING
Travelers prefer destinations like beaches and small towns, and indicate that they
would mostly prefer to stay in a hotel over other types of accommodations.
Beaches and small towns/countrysides remain the most popular types of destinations, with
48% of respondents reporting that they were planning or considering these destinations
for their upcoming trips. Urban centers and national parks are also popular destination
options, with each type being considered by just over a third of respondents.
This data aligns with the findings of Skift’s U.S. Travel Tracker report for October,
which indicated that beaches and small towns/countrysides were the most visited
types of destinations in the U.S. during the months of July to October 2020,
followed by urban centers and national parks.
Nearly two-thirds of respondents (65%) indicated that they were planning to
stay in a hotel for at least one of their trips, far more common than any other
type of accommodation. This is more than double the percentage of
respondents planning to stay in a vacation rental (32%). This also tracks
with Skift’s findings, which even saw an uptick trend in hotel stays for
the month of October in comparison to previous months.
Survey findings on the following pages.
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What type(s) of destinations are you planning or considering for your trip(s)?
Check all that apply.

Beach

48%

Small town / countryside

48%

Urban center or
metropolitan city area

36%

National park or
nature destination

35%

Cultural, historical,
or gastronomic destination

22%

Amusement park
or theme park

22%

Sporting

(skiing, golfing, etc.)

12%

Cruise destinations

10%

Wellness retreat

8%

Other

4%
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What type of accommodations are you planning or considering for your trip(s)?
Check all that apply.

Hotel

65%

Private residence with
friends or family

38%

Vacation rental

32%

All-inclusive
resort hotel

21%

Bed & breakfast inn

20%

Campground,
trailer or cabin

19%

Cruise ship

8%

Hostel

5%

Owned timeshare

3%

Other

2%
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Travel Research & Booking
KEY FINDING
Travelers rely primarily on online search and recommendations from friends and family
to research their trips. When booking accommodations, they prefer to book direct.
An overwhelming majority of respondents (71%) indicate that they would use
online search sites like Google or Bing to research their trips. Just over half
(51%) would gather recommendations from friends and family, and 39% of
respondents would use travel review sites like TripAdvisor.
When booking accommodations, a large majority of respondents
(60%) are planning to book online directly with the vendor, while 39%
of respondents say they plan to use an OTA. Perhaps surprisingly,
approximately 24% of respondents indicate that they would book
at least one of their accommodations by phone.
Survey findings on the following pages.
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Which of the following sources will you use to plan or research your trip(s)?
Check all that apply.
Online search websites (such as Google or Bing)

71%

Recommendations from friends and/or family

51%

Travel review websites (such as TripAdvisor)

39%

Online websites that aggregate accommodations and transportation where
you can book directly (such as Expedia, Booking.com, Hotels.com, Priceline)

30%

Destination websites

25%

Online websites that aggregate alternative accommodations where you can
book directly (such as Airbnb, Homeaway, and VRBO)

19%

Social media (such as Facebook and Instagram)

18%

Online websites that aggregate booking sites where you can click through
to book on separate websites (such as Kayak or Trivago)

14%

Travel books and guides

14%

Travel agents or travel consultants

10%

Newspapers and magazines (including both print and online versions)

7%

Online travel publications (such as Lonely Planet and Frommer’s)

7%

Travel-related TV shows

7%

Travel-related radio programs

2%
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Which of the following sources will you use to book or reserve your accommodations?
Check all that apply.

Hotel or accommodation website (book online directly with the vendor)

60%

Online websites that aggregate accommodations and transportation where you
can book directly (such as Expedia, Booking.com, Hotels.com, Priceline, etc.)

39%

Hotel or accommodation phone line (call directly to the vendor)

24%

Online websites that aggregate alternative accommodations where you can
book directly (such as Airbnb, Homeaway, VRBO, etc.)

23%

None, I am staying somewhere that does not require booking

14%

Travel agency or travel consultant

13%

Other

1%
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KEY FINDING
Expected booking lead times for accommodations remain consistent with
pre-pandemic trends, but travelers are now placing importance on public health
measures and the ability to cancel or rebook without penalty.
Just over half of respondents indicate that they plan on booking their accommodations
between one to eight weeks (approx. 1-2 months) prior to their travel date, with less
and less respondents booking more than two months out. Only 5% of respondents
report booking a last-minute stay (less than one week). The data reflects previous
years’ trends for booking lead times and does not appear to have changed due to
the pandemic.
However, the pandemic has seemed to influence the deciding factors that go
into choosing and booking accommodation. The implementation of hygiene
and public health measures (such as enhanced cleaning and required
face masks) was ranked as one of the most important factors, with 28%
of respondents ranking it as one of the top deciding factors and 38% of
respondents ranking it as very important. Another important deciding
factor for choosing accommodation is the ability to cancel or rebook
without penalty, which ranked nearly equally to price and quality and/or
star-rating of the accommodation in terms of importance.
Survey findings on the following pages.
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How far in advance do you plan to book or reserve your accommodations?

Less than one week

5%

1-4 weeks

21%

1-2 months (approx. 4-8 weeks)

30%

2-3 months (approx. 8-12 weeks)

19%

3-5 months (approx. 12-20 weeks)

12%

5+ months

7%

I am staying somewhere that
does not require booking

6%

© 2021 Pegasus

17

U.S. Leisure Traveler Sentiment Survey | Key Findings | Travel Research & Booking

www.pegs.com

How important are the following factors in choosing and booking your accommodation?
Please rate their importance from 1-5, with 1 being least important and 5 being most important.
1

2

3

Implementation of hygiene and public
health measures, such as enhanced
cleaning and required face masks

6%

6%

22%

Ability to cancel or rebook
accommodation without penalty

6% 5%

24%

Price

6% 5%

24%

Quality and/or star-rating of the
accommodation
Being able to maintain social
distancing

4% 4%

4
38%

43%

9%

7%

Proximity of the accommodation
to your trip destination

5% 5%

Amenities available at
the accommodation

6%

Size of accommodation

6%

14%

28%

3.76

24%

25%

44%

44%

3.71

15%

35%

46%

3.72

25%

52%

31%

9%

Weighted Avg.

22%

40%

25%

5

3.62

15%

30%

28%

3.71

3.58

9%

3.28

8%

3.20
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KEY FINDING
The pandemic has primarily affected the number of trips people have planned, but
has otherwise had only a minor impact on traveler intent, research, and booking.
A large majority of respondents (64%) report that they are planning to take less trips
than they normally would due to the pandemic, with 28% saying that they are no
longer planning to travel internationally. Other minor factors that have changed due to
the pandemic include basing accommodation based on public health measures, and
choosing a different destination than they would normally prefer.
Survey findings on the following page.
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How has the pandemic affected your trip planning?
Check all that apply.

I am taking less trips than I normally would take during this time period.

64%

I am no longer planning to travel internationally.

28%

I am basing my selection of accommodation on public health measures,
such as ability to social distance, cleanliness, and face mask requirements.

22%

I am choosing a different type of destination than I normally prefer.

22%

I am booking my trip closer to the date of travel than I normally prefer.

20%

I am using a different mode of transportation than I normally prefer.

17%

I am traveling less farther than I normally prefer

17%

I am choosing a different type of accommodation than I normally prefer.

10%

I am using different types of sources to plan or book my trip than
I normally prefer.

9%

None of the above — the pandemic has not affected the way I plan trips.

9%
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Demographics
Age
15%
18–24

0.5%
Transgender/Non-Binary

Gender
23%

15%

26%

14%

7%

55.5%

43%

25–34

35–44

45–54

55–64

65+

Female

Male
1%
Prefer not to answer

Annual Household Income
Under $25,000

12%

$25,000-$49,999

19%

$50,000-$74,999

26%

$75,000-$99,999

21%

$100,000-$149,999

11%

$150,000-$199,999

5%

$200,000 or more

6%

Current Employment Status

Marital Status

Employed full-time

54%

Employed part-time

11%

Self-employed

10%

Retired

12%

Unemployed

13%

Primary Caregiver for a child(ren) under 18

32%

57%

Single (never married)

Married or domestic
partnership

9%

YES 42%

58% NO

Separated
or divorced
2%
Widowed
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Recommendations
for Hoteliers
Despite a difficult year in the travel industry, one of the hopeful aspects of 2021 is that the
pandemic has not largely impacted the desire to travel. People overwhelmingly want to travel
for leisure purposes, even if it means taking less trips than usual or taking more precautions
in the way they plan and book trips.
Based on our survey findings, our recommendations for revenue managers and marketers in
the U.S. for the first half of 2021 are as follows.
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Do not let up on marketing.
Invest in inspirational marketing to stay top-of-mind with travelers.
Marketing is often one of the first budgets to be cut when revenues are down,
but hotels should avoid going completely dark on digital marketing. As the survey
shows, people are dreaming, researching, and planning travel. Hotels will want to
be at top-of-mind when travelers finally do decide to book their accommodations.
Invest what budget you do have wisely. Decide whether it makes sense for your
hotel to win new guests, to re-engage previous guests, or a combination of
both. Depending on what you decide, work with your agency partner or team
to set appropriate goals for campaign performance. Acquiring new guests will
need to have less of a focus on return on ad spend, while strategies that
re-engage previous guests will likely yield a higher return.
Take advantage of relatively inexpensive channels such as email marketing
and Instagram stories or Facebook ads where you can run inspirational
top-of-funnel marketing campaigns, especially if you can make your property
a key part of the destination experience. As approximately half of all
potential travelers rely on friends and family for recommendations,
using tools that can target users with content that is easily
shareable can be especially helpful.
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People are planning less trips than usual—but they’ll want to make the
ones that they do take count. Use this knowledge to smartly promote
extended stays, upsells and add-ons.
Apply strategic length-of-stay discounts to encourage longer bookings, for example,
offering 25% off bookings of three nights or longer, or a “book 3, get one night free”
offer. Other ways to encourage longer bookings include free room upgrades or
special packages for guests staying a week or longer. Tools like Dynamic Pricing
Rules on Pegasus Reservations can help you easily create and quickly promote
offers, including creating dedicated landing pages on your website to showcase
your offers.
Upsells and add-ons are also a way to increase per-booking value. Curate your
offerings to include amenities that will be popular for the moment, including
parking, outdoor activities, bicycle rentals, and socially distanced
dining options.
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pegasus
reservations

Strategic Pricing
Capabilities
Pegasus offers hotels great flexibility when it comes to
setting rate plans and promotional offers for the Pegasus
Booking Engine. Our Dynamic Pricing Rules allow hotels
to apply discounts based on a number of factors, including
LOS (% off BAR based on length of stay), Booking Channel
(% off BAR based off device booked, such as mobile),
and Lead Time (% off BAR based off booking lead
time). Offers can also be targeted geographically by
specific country, region, or city, as well as by radius
from hotel, which is especially useful for
drive in markets.
For more information on this feature, contact
your account manager or request a demo of
the Pegasus Reservations platform.
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People are still willing to travel far from home, so consider widening
your geographic radius for marketing accordingly.
While most respondents reported planning to travel by car (78%), more than
half (56%) also reported considering traveling by plane. In either case, travelers
felt comfortable traveling relatively long distances of 6+ hours to reach their
destinations. This is in line with what our resort customers have seen in 2021,
with hotels in New England, Mid-Atlantic and Florida reporting strong leisure
traffic from drive markets and major metropolitan areas this year.
In addition to offering in-state resident promotions, consider adding promotions
for residents of neighboring states or metropolitan areas with direct flights,
albeit with quarantine restrictions in mind. Using a CRM, even a basic one
with no frills, can help you segment past and potential guests by geography,
allowing you to send targeted email blasts with these promotions.
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Price and flexibility are key selling factors.
Though public health measures still are a top priority for potential
travelers and should clearly be communicated on any distribution
channel, price and flexibility still rank highly among deciding factors
for choosing an accommodation. Make clear with any special offer
what the cancellation and rebooking policies are, as potential
guests may still need to make last-minute changes due to shifting
travel restrictions.
On your website, audit your offers and policies to see how they
resonate with guests. Messages such as “25% Off to Book Now,
Rebook for Free, No Upfront Payments” can help reassure
travelers and convince them to make the reservation.
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Use the downtime to audit your promotion and distribution channels.
As travelers have reported, the most popular online channels to research travel are on
online search sites (71%), TripAdvisor (39%), and OTAs (30%). These are key channels that
you should be auditing to ensure that your hotel’s presence on them is up-to-date.
For example, perform a Google search on your hotel name. How does your hotel
website rank? What is the meta description that appears? Does your website take up
significant real estate with sitelinks? If not, these are SEO elements that you can work
to improve. As every website is different, talk to an experienced digital agency or
website provider for tips on how to improve your site’s search ranking.
Spend time auditing and replying to reviews on TripAdvisor. Given the amount
of operational changes that hotels have had to make this year, it’s likely that
some guests may have been inconvenienced or disgruntled from unexpected
disruptions in service or amenities. Take the time to thoroughly reply to reviews
and address any concerns or questions that potential guests might have.
When auditing your OTA listings, double-check to make sure that you’ve
updated your amenities along with your health and safety measures.
The major OTAs have updated their sites to include checklists of common
health and safety practices that hotels can include in their listings.
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Direct bookings are preferred, but don’t always happen in practice.
Hotels should evaluate whether their direct bookings meet
industry benchmarks.
Respondents overwhelmingly prefer to book their accommodations directly online
with the vendor (60%) vs. with a third-party like an OTA (39%), but in practice
this does not always translate to more direct bookings for a hotel. For branded
hotels, direct online bookings often make up about 50% of their total bookings,
with 20-30% of bookings coming from OTAs. In contrast, independent hotels
often see only 20% of bookings coming direct, with 40-50% of bookings
coming from OTAs.
Where are the discrepancies? If your hotel is not meeting typical benchmarks
for direct booking contribution, it may be prudent to evaluate whether the
website itself is underperforming. Some reasons for a low conversion rate
may include a poor design or poor user experience on the site or the
booking engine. Poor overall traffic to the site may also be an indicator of
lagging marketing efforts, including poor SEO or underperforming digital
marketing campaigns.
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pegasus
e-commerce

Maximize
Direct Bookings
Pegasus E-commerce is the first CRS-integrated solution
helping hotels maximize direct bookings from search
to stay. Hotels can use solutions like the Pegasus
Website Platform and Dynamic Ad Connectivity
to bring real-time CRS data into the hotel website
and Google and Facebook ads, helping to boost
conversions and increase the ROI of ad campaigns.
Direct booking tools like Rate Match help to
monitor rate parity with OTAs and can automate
your hotel’s best rate guarantee on the site.
For more information on how to improve your
direct channel production, reach out to your
account manager or request a demo of the
Pegasus E-commerce platform.
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