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Backpacking and Youth Tourism Investigative Study 

Executive Summary 

 
This study was commissioned by the City of Cape Town Tourism Department with the aim of 

identifying prevailing trends/challenges/potentials/needs and the appropriate measures and 

actions to develop the backpacking and youth tourism niche sector to its full potential. The other 

studyôs goal was to develop an action plan to facilitate the departmentôs implementation of 

appropriate actions, initiatives, programs and processes to unlock the potentials of this sector. 

The scope of the study included: 

× To conduct specific backpacking and youth tourism market research 

× Analysis and synthesis of challenges/constraints and potentials/opportunities of the niche 

sector 

× Description and evaluation of facilities/enterprises, both spatially and by type 

× Description of, and argument for the niche for Cape Town  

× Propose guidelines, proposals and recommendations to support, facilitate and promote 

the niche sector 

× Develop an action plan with specific actions identifying the role of partners and 

stakeholders 

× Establishment of a technical working group and/or niche sector liaison committee 

× Run workshops with the industry role players and stakeholders.  

To meet these study requirements the study method was designed and conducted in several 

stages. First, concepts were defined and understood before proceeding with the study to ensure 

that there was consistency in what was being referred to as a backpacker since the term is 

widely used.  For this study backpacker was defined, as is defined by Tourism Australia, as a 

traveller who spends one or more nights in backpacker/hostel accommodation while travelling in 

the destination.  This definition ensures that overlaps between backpackers and other tourists 

are limited since backpackers also engage in a lot of the activities done by all the other tourists. 

Second, a review of secondary data and existing literature was conducted to establish trends at 

all levels including global, national and local. Secondary data and literature were reviewed for 

both the supply and demand sides, at this stage.  

 

Third, primary data was collected, also for both the supply and demand sides to establish and 

confirm trends especially at the national and local levels. The target supply-side sample sizes 

were: 30 each of lodging providers, attractions and tour/transport operators while target sample 

sizes for the demand-side were as follows: 100 international and 70 domestics who had visited 

the destination and 50 international and 30 domestics who had not visited Cape Town, but had 
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visited other destinations on backpacking trips. It was a great challenge to meet these targets 

due to several reasons including: scepticism and lack of buy-in and co-operation from industry, 

low response rates and incorrect e-mails in the case of demand-side interviews, among others. 

Some interventions had to be implemented including: use of an online survey company 

(Surveymonkey), use of banners and links on Backpacking South Africa site, offer of prizes for 

responses, and conduct several follow ups. Even after these interventions, response rates didnôt 

improve much. As a result the study achieved the following valid supply-side responses: seven 

from lodging providers, three from attractions (language schools) and four from tour operators. 

The following valid demand-side responses were achieved: 84 international óhave-visited,ô four 

domestic óhave-visited,ô five international óhave-not-visited,ô and none domestic óhave-not-visited.ô 

As a result only descriptive analysis could be done on the rest except for the international óhave-

visitedô group. However, even though the response rates were lower than expected a lot of data 

were generated from the secondary and international óhave-visitedô parts of the study to reach 

the required conclusions, derive substantial recommendations and develop the action plan.  

 

Key secondary research findings  

The key findings from the secondary research showed that backpacking at the global level is 

dominated by destinations such as Australia, Thailand and New Zealand. Globally backpackers 

are known to: 

× Spend more and stay longer than other tourists (US$ 3 000 average spend/trip). 

× Visit more exotic locations, thus pioneering new destinations and expanding the diversity 

and depth of the market. 

× Stay longer than other types of tourists (53 nights average length of stay). 

× Have high repeat visitation rates, about three times that of other tourists. 

× Participate in a wider range of activities than other tourists. 

× Be more resilient to negative shocks such as terrorism, natural disasters and political 

upheavals. 

× Help reduce seasonality as they are more likely to travel out of the peak season to avoid 

more expensive flight tickets. 

× Be obsessively concerned with money and budgeting. 

× Have a preference to travel alone. 

× Be highly educated. 

 

Key secondary research findings at the national level yielded similar trends. The findings 

showed that backpackers to South Africa are mostly: 

× From Western Europe and well travelled long haul tourists. 
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× Young men and women between the ages of 21 to 25 years. 

× Stay longer than other types of tourists (42 days average length of stay), but stay 

relatively shorter in South Africa than they do in other global destinations. 

× Have a budge of R10 000 or less. 

× Tend to want to interact with locals. 

× Prefer Cape Town followed by Kruger Park, Durban, and Port Elizabeth. 

× Participate in: visiting natural sites, museums, townships and historical sites; game 

viewing; and clubbing 

Secondary data analysis also showed that the majority of backpacking accommodation suppliers 

are in the Western Cape Town followed by the Eastern Cape and KwaZulu-Natal.  

 

Key primary research findings 

Primary research supply-side findings showed that backpacking service providers were overall, 

satisfied by the direction of business in the sector, as they stated that business had been on an 

increasing trend in the past five years. The following were the key findings from backpacking 

lodging suppliers: 

× The Internet and word-of-mouth are their main advertising channels. 

× Most of their business is in summer, but business is relatively high across all the other 

seasons (51%-75% occupancy). 

× The top sources of their business are UK, Germany, domestics, USA and the 

Netherlands. 

× Most of their visitors have short to medium length of stay at their establishments (7-14 

nights). 

× Europeans bring the most yield per visitor, followed by Americans and domestics. 

The lodging suppliers highlighted several challenges to their business including:  

× Minimal to lacking government commitment 

× Lack of marketing domestic and international  

× Safety and security/crime 

× Lack of marketing support for SMMEs 

× Skills development and training  

× Lack of networking 

× Negative perceptions towards backpacking 

× Cape Town winter 

× Public misconception of industry  
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The lodging suppliers also brought up a number of key areas that they view as critical to the 

development and promotion of the niche sector going forward. These included:  

×  Working on changing perceptions about the sector and improve the image 

× Provide marketing support to SMMEs 

× Improve safety and security 

× Standardize laws and regulations  

× Sector specific marketing campaigns 

× Provide government assistance 

× Establish skills development and training programs   

× Improve communication and networking within the sector 

 

Other suppliers including tour operators and attractions (language schools) had more or less the 

same challenges as those cited by lodging suppliers. One interesting result from the language 

schools was that there is a substantial difference in the source markets for the main stream 

backpackers and those that travel for educational purposes. While the main source markets for 

backpacking was Europe the main sources of those that travel for educational purposes such as 

language also included Africa, South America and Asia. 

 

Demand-side results showed that there really are no gender differences in participation in 

backpacking and that backpackers are mostly young with 68% below the age of 30. Findings 

also showed that backpackers are relatively highly educated (50.4% with undergraduate degree 

and 27.3% with a postgraduate degree). However, the majority (73%) earn less than US$3 000 

a month with 22% earning even less than US$1 000/month signaling that they are mostly at the 

early stages of their careers. Other key facts are that backpackers: 

× Travel mostly motivated by their desire to explore new places (61.4%) and to learn about 

other places & cultures (51.1%). 

× Main purpose of visit is holiday (69.3%) followed by visiting friends and family (11.4%) 

and volunteerism (10.2%). 

× Plan their trip about three months to a year before visiting. 

× Learn about Cape Town mostly from their own experiences (68%) and from friends and 

family (37.5%). 

× Travel mostly alone (31%) and in couples (22%). 

× Had visited Cape Town an average of two times within the past five years. 

× Travel in the destination (Cape Town) mostly by rental car (74%) and on foot (44%). 

× Mostly make use of backpacker hostels for accommodation (89%) and that cost is the 

main reason for choosing backpacker hostels. 
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× Mostly prefer to stay within the CBD (32%) and Gardens area (20%). 

× Stay an average of 11 nights in Cape Town during their trip. 

× Spend an average of R7 737 in Cape Town, and the highest spend being on food & 

beverage (R1 544).  

× Visit all the major Cape Town icons such as Table Mountain (76%), V&A Waterfront 

75%), Cape Point (71%) and others.  

× Participate in a wide variety of activities including: shopping (68%), visiting museums and 

historical sites (65%), visiting natural sites (63%) and others.  

× Consider other competing global destinations such as South America (7%), Australia 

(6%), USA (6%) and other before settling for Cape Town.  

× Have poor perceptions especially on safety and security before visiting the destination, 

but tend to be very satisfied with the destination once they visit.  

× View accommodation cost, overall cleanliness, clean beds, clean bathrooms and safety 

and security as problem areas in Cape Town. 

 

Action Plan  

The final stage included developing an action plan for the backpacking niche sector. Four key 

areas were identified after careful analysis and examination of all the findings from the study. A 

detailed action plan with the time frames and proposed budgets are in the document but the 

identified key areas include: 

× Industry organisation and Government support 

× Growth and Development 

× Marketing  

× Skills and human resources 

 

These four key areas were further broken down into specific action items given below. 

× Industry organization and Government support 

o Establish a public-private sector backpacking working/ regulatory body 

(addressing zoning issues).  

o Hold biannual BP industry networking sessions/ workshops.  

o Establish BP specific lodging grading and certification system.   

 

× Growth and Development 

o Establish a BP SMME support assistance program.  

o Develop a CoCT BP product development & growth plan.  

o Develop higher end BP products within the CBD and other areas. 
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o Enhance safety and security and effectively communicate to tourists and potential 

tourists of existing programs. 

o Develop and enforce environmental and sustainability plans for service providers. 

 

× Marketing 

o Establish BP specific JMIs with other African countries.  

o In the short term focus on the already established Cape Town markets such as 

domestic, UK, Germany, Netherlands & USA. 

o Establish BP specific marketing program for the non-conventional Cape Town 

markets.  

o Develop and conduct both trade oriented and consumer oriented marketing 

programs. Trade programs such as Fam-trips, trade shows, tour operator and 

agent workshops and consumer programs such as hosting media, direct mail 

campaigns and consumer advertising.  

o Produce BP and youth tourism specific marketing collateral after careful review of 

current to avoid overlaps and incorporate a BP specific visitor information system 

into the current one. 

o Support the BP industries bid to host WYSTC conference in Cape Town in 2012. 

  

× Skills and human resources 

o Participate on advisory boards of tourism departments of Cape Townôs institutions 

of higher learning.  

o Establish internship programs. 

o Encourage on the job training programs.  

o Customise already existing programs such as SA Host to cater for BP and Youth 

tourism skills requirements. 

 

Stakeholder Workshop 

After the study was completed an industry stakeholder workshop was held on the 30th of June 

2009 to review the findings and discuss the action plan. The result was a prioritisation of the 

actions in the plan. While the rest of the details of the workshop are presented in the 

appendices, the revised plan is shown in the Table below:  
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Revised Action Plan 

No. Action Designated Organisation Evaluation 

Key Area 1: Industry Organisation and Government Support 

1  Establish a public-private sector backpacking 

working/ regulatory body (address zoning 

issues)  

CoCT Tourism Department  Å  Success of the body 

Å Periodic review of public-private 

sector relations  

2  Hold biannual BP industry networking 

sessions/ workshops  

CoCT Tourism Department Å  Assessment of participation by 

industry stakeholders (public and 

private)  

3  Establish a BP specific lodging grading and 

certification system based on a minimum 

standard approach  

CoCT  Å  Constantly evaluate number of 

graded facilities  

Key Area 2: Development and Growth 

4 Establish a BP SMME support assistance 

programme  

CoCT Tourism Department 

in collaboration with 

marketing bodies  

Å  Continual evaluation of BP trends 

and participation  

Å  Continual evaluation of SMME and 

niche sector growth  

5 Develop a CoCT BP product development & 

growth plan  

CoCT Tourism Department 

in collaboration with  BP 

service providers  

Å  Continuously assess and monitor 

BP product and experiences 

Å  Regularly update inventory 

Å  Continuously monitor progress of 

plan  

6 Develop higher end BP products and activities 

within CBD and other areas  

Private sector with support 

and encouragement from 

government  

Å  Continuous assessment of product 

supply to ensure new products are 

developed and inventoried  

7 Develop and support environmental and 

sustainability plans for service providers with 

incentives and award schemes  

Service providers with 

CoCT coordinating, 

monitoring and providing 

support  

Å  Continuous monitoring of 

attraction to ensure policies and 

plans are implements  

8  Effectively communicate existing safety and 

security programmes to tourists, BP industry 

and alert responsible departments  

All stakeholders, CoCT,  

public safety dept. CoCT 

tourism dept. facilitating 

communication and action  

Å  Continuous monitoring of tourists 

and stakeholder satisfaction and 

perceptions 

Å  Keep track and record incidences to 

establish trends  

Key Area 3: Marketing 

9 Establish BP specific JMI with other African 

countries  

CoCT destination marketing 

body and private sector 

partnerships  

Å  Destination performance research 

to measure flow of BP traffic in and 

out of destination  

10  In short-term, focus on already established 

markets eg. domestic, UK, Germany, 

Netherlands and USA  

CoCT destination marketing 

body and private sector  

Å  Destination performance awareness 

research  

Å  Continual tracking and monitoring 

of BP performance indicators  

11  Establish BP specific marketing programme 

for non-conventional CT markets and insert 

BP as a separate niche in all marketing tools 

Target Asian & S. American markets for 

language and educational tourism  

CoCT destination marketing 

body and private sector  

Å  Research and performance 

evaluation and monitoring of key 

indicators  

12  Develop and conduct trade and consumer 

oriented marketing programmes eg, trade 

shows, tour operator and agent workshops, 

consumer programmes, media hosting etc.  

CoCT destination marketing 

body  

Å  Assess success of programmes on a 

regular basis 

Å  Evaluate niche sector performance 

through performance research  
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No. Action Designated Organisation Evaluation 

13  Produce BP and youth tourism specific 

marketing collateral (review first to avoid 

overlap) 

Incorporate a BP specific visitor information 

system into existing one  

CoCT destination marketing 

body and private sector  

Å  Destination performance awareness 

research  

Å  Continual tracking and monitoring 

of BP performance indicators  

14  Support BP industryôs bid to host international 

conference in Cape Town in 2012  

Private sector driven with 

CoCT support, in discussion 

with CTRU due to support 

supplied  

Å  Successful bid  

Key Area 4: Skills and Human Resources 

15  Participate on advisory boards of tourism 

departments of higher learning institutions in 

Cape Town  

All tourism stakeholders 

(public and private)  

Å  Continual assessment and 

participation in curricular 

development  

16  Establish internship programmes  All tourism stakeholders, 

CoCT can promote and 

coordinate  

Å  Assess impact of internship 

programme  on a regular basis   

Å  Assess placement rates of interns 

by institutions  

17  Encourage on-the-job training  All tourism stakeholders 

(public and private)  
Å  Continuous assessment of 

relevance of on-the-job training  

 Red shaded rows indicate Big 5 priority areas  

 Green shaded rows indicate High Priority actions 

 

At the workshop the City also presented the achievable actions by scope of time within which the 

actions can be implemented. These actions by scope are presented in brief below. Again, the 

details are in Appendix 1 and the action plan.  

 

Short-term Achievable 

× Public-private backpacking working body (zoning) 

× Industry networking sessions 

× Communicate existing safety and security programmes (through CTT). 

× Strengthen existing Cape Town source markets including domestic and the UK. 

× Backpacking-specific marketing programme 

× Specific marketing programmes at trade and consumer shows. 

× Backpacking/ youth tourism specific collateral 

× Support for WYSTC 2012 to prospectively be held in Cape Town and networking session 

at WYSTC 2009 

× Participate on advisory boards  

× Establish internship programmes (together with industry) 

× Encourage on the job training (together with industry)  

 

Medium-term Achievable 

× CoCT backpacking product development growth plan 

× Develop higher-end backpacking products and activities in the CBD 

× Backpacking specific Joint Marketing Initiatives (JMIs) with other African countries 

 

Longer-term Achievable 
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× Backpacking specific grading certification system 

× Backpacking-specific SMME support programme 

× Environmental and sustainability plans for service providers with incentives 

 
Below were the other Key outcomes of the workshop going forward: 
× The need to establish an industry liaison group between the City and the backpacking 

sector to ensure constant communication between the two regarding all aspects of the 

niche sector. Some participants were identified as the industry representatives with 

whom the City can communicate, and vice versa.  

× The City indicated that there is budget available to assist the sector with collaborative 

efforts and that the sector should provide a óneedsô list way in advance so that there is 

enough time to allocate finances/ resources accordingly. 

× With regards to support for WYSTC 2012 in Cape Town, the City requested a 

motivational proposal highlighting how the Cityôs support will be needed as well as the 

benefits of this support to the City. Since there is about three years until the conference, 

now would be the best time to motivate for this support.  

While there was a wealth of information derived from this study, it wasnôt without limitations. 

Most challenges in this study were related to data collection. There was a lot of scepticism within 

the industry and lack of trust that resulted in unwillingness to cooperate and very poor response 

rates. However, the information and data that was sourced provided enough background to draw 

up relevant and useful conclusions and recommendations. The greatest recommendation that 

comes out of this study, among others, is the critical need to work on relations among all 

stakeholders to improve communication and most importantly, trust. There is need for consistent 

and seamless flow of information for decision-making, development, monitoring and evaluation 

among all role-players of the niche sector to ensure success. That can only be achieved through 

collaboration underpinned by trust and spirit of togetherness towards achieving mutual goals.   
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Backpacking and Youth Tourism Investigative Study 

1.0 Introduction 

With an estimated 160 million international tourists accounting for 20% of total global 

international travel, the youth travel market is becoming more lucrative and impossible to ignore. 

This is now a US$136 billion a year market accounting for 18% of global tourism receipts, 

(UNWTO, 2008). Todayôs youth are travelling more often, exploring more destinations, staying 

longer and spending more than any other tourist group. Average spend per trip increased by 

40% between 2000 and 2007 to ú1 915 (WYSET Confederation, 2007).  

 

The travel and tourism industry has always been known for its resiliency to global catastrophes 

including epidemics such as the bird flu, climatic disasters like the Tsunami, and even terrorist 

attacks and threats. However, the current global economic meltdown has managed to challenge 

the travel and tourism industry resulting in a slow-down of international travel.  According to the 

UN-World Tourism Organisation (UNWTO) international travelôs response to the global 

economic crisis was drastic. Arrivals dropped by 1% in the second half of 2008 after a 5% year-

on-year increase in the first half of the year. The year ended with 924 million international 

arrivals only 2% year-on-year increase and 7% less growth than the previous year.  With this 

slowing down of international travel comes immense competition among destinations to attract 

and get tourists to their shores and even more pressure for destinations to concentrate on low 

cost travel visitor segments. Destinations, therefore, need to be proactive and precise in their 

selection and targeting of niche sectors and markets.  

 

Backpacking is one tourism niche sector that is lucrative and competitive for destinations due to 

a number of reasons. It includes a diverse range of travellers, is mostly constituted by the youth 

who, even though they travel low cost are also relatively less price sensitive. Backpackers stay 

longer, therefore, spend more and they get to visit exotic and less visited places in the 

destination, thereby promoting geographic spread of tourism benefits. However, the diverse 

nature of this group requires that proper research be conducted to properly understand the 

particular needs, demands and travel patterns before investing heavily in its pursuit.  

 

Australia and New Zealand have been the leading destinations with the UK and Germany being 

the leading origin markets. Both Australia and New Zealand have been enjoying a positive 

growth trend in backpacking tourism. South Africa, however, has not gone unnoticed in this 

regard having been ranked one of the top 20 destinations (number 16) by Lonely Planetôs 2006 

Travellers Pulse Survey and ranked 10th favourite destination by UK travellers. South Africa has 
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entered the highly competitive international backpacking market which has now been 

acknowledged by government as an important niche market for the South African tourism 

economy. Cape Town is ranked the first of the top 20 backpacker óhot spotsô by international 

backpackers to South Africa (Department of Trade & Industry, 2007). Sustained growth of this 

niche sector, however, requires commitment and targeted strategies based on adequate 

knowledge and understanding of the markets and consumers from sound research.  

 

This report covers both the desktop and primary research parts of the study showing the 

different trends of backpacking and youth tourism at the global, national and local levels from 

previous studies and secondary and primary research findings. The report covers both the 

supply and demand side trends of this tourism sector. Additionally, a draft action plan to grow 

this sector in Cape Town has been developed, drawing from both the supply and demand side 

trends. 

2.0 Descriptions and Definitions 

Backpacking has historically been used to denote a form of low-cost, independent international 

travel. The factors that traditionally have been used to differentiate backpacking from other forms 

of tourism included: use of public transport as a means of travel, preference of youth hostels to 

traditional hotels, length of the trip vs. conventional vacations, use of a backpack, an interest in 

meeting the locals as well as sight-seeing. Backpacking is a term that has also been mistakenly 

used to group all budget conscious and adventurous travellers. Research has shown that this is 

a very diverse group of travellers whose characteristics often overlap with other groups, but have 

key similarities including: 

Á A preference for budget accommodation 

Á An emphasis on meeting other travelers 

Á An independently organized and flexible travel schedule (i.e. no plan) 

Á Longer, rather than brief holidays 

Á Travel more widely 

Á An emphasis on informal and participatory activities. 

Tourism Australia defines a backpacker as a traveller who spends one or more nights in 

backpacker/hostel accommodation while travelling in Australia. According to the South African 

Department of Trade and Industry (2007) a backpacker is visitor who stays at least one night in 

backpacker hostel/accommodation during their travel. Visitors do not necessarily need spend all 

their nights in backpacker accommodation, but may also stay in other types of accommodation. 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Independent_travel
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Independent_travel
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Independent_travel
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tourism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Public_transport
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hostel
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hotel
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vacation
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Backpack
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Several other researchers have also tried to define and classify backpacker tourists. Oô Reilly 

(2006) defined backpackers as international long-term budget travellers who were historically 

only youth, but have now broadened into the wider spectrum of travellers. Rogerson (2007) 

defined backpackers as having a preference for travelling alone, educated, middle-class, single, 

and obsessively concerned with budgeting.  

 

Richards and Wilson (2003) classified backpackers as flashpackers and denture ventures or 

grey gapers. Flashpackers are the technologically savvy Generation Y travellers who take to the 

road seeking adventure, new friends, have high disposable income and demand a more 

upmarket travel experience. Denture ventures or grey gapers on the other hand are older 

backpackers usually more than 50, have high disposable income and also demand a more 

upmarket travel experience.  

 

Youth tourism involves the travel of young people 30 years of age and under travelling outside 

the family unit, not for business, and not to primarily visit friends or relatives. Their travel usually 

includes at least one overnight stay (The Student and Youth Travel Association of North America 

(SYTA), 2003). The main features of youth tourism are: the low organisation and flexible travel 

arrangements, a high level of cross cultural interaction and the availability of free time. Youth 

tourists are also prepared to put up with a lesser degree of comfort than older travellers and 

normally travel alone or in a group made up of other travellers. There are several other 

subsectors of tourism that are closely related to backpacking and youth tourism, some of which 

include:  

2.1 Volunteer tourism  

According to Wearing (2001) volunteerism can be defined as a form of tourism that makes use 

of holiday-makers to fund and work on conservation projects around the world. It aims to provide 

sustainable alternative travel that assists in community development, scientific research or 

ecological restoration. Volunteer tourists seek a tourist experience that is mutually beneficial, 

that contributes not only to their individual development, but also positively and directly to the 

social, natural and economic context in which they are involved. 

2.2 Education, student and language tourism  

Edu-tourism refers to any program in which participants travel to a location as a group with the 

primary purpose of engaging in a learning experience directly related to the location. It is 

comprised of several sub-types including ecotourism, heritage tourism, rural/farm tourism, and 

student exchanges between educational institutions (Bodger, 1998). Student tourism refers to 

the movement of young people in higher education. This movement is a good source of income 
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for many countries. Student tourism also refers to travel by schoolchildren, often related to 

learning about the history and culture of their own country (Richards, 2005). Language tourism 

on the other hand is comprised of programmes of study or cultural exchange for people 

interested in visiting other countries and in meeting local residents, with the aim of increasing 

their knowledge of culture and language (UNWTO, 2002). Japan is the most important source 

market for language schools, followed by Spain and Germany. The United Kingdom is still a 

major destination for language travel and new destinations are constantly developing, notably 

Australia.   

3.0 Backpacking at the Global Level 

Globally backpacking has been drawing the attention of many destinations. This has mainly 

been due to the fact that young people are travelling more often, exploring more destinations as 

they become more experience hungry, spending more during their travel and are resilient to 

global problems (Richards, 2007). Some destinations are more popular than others. Some of the 

most popular backpacker destinations include Thailand, New Zealand and Australia. However, 

many governments around the world have recognised the importance of backpacker tourism. 

Australia is well known globally as a backpacker destination due to the high preference the 

country has given to this niche sector. Australia has, for years now, dedicated resources to the 

development and marketing of the backpacking sector for several reasons including the fact that 

backpackers:    

× Spend more and stay longer than other tourists 

× Visit more exotic locations, thus pioneering new destinations and expanding the diversity 

and depth of the market. 

× Have high repeat visitation rates, about three times that of other tourists. 

× Tend to participate in a wider range of activities than other tourists. 

× Are more resilient to negative shocks such as terrorism, natural disasters and political 

upheavals. 

× Help reduce seasonality as they are more likely to travel out of the peak season to avoid 

more expensive flight tickets. 

Research has shown that backpacking encourages pro-poor tourism because backpackers 

spend their money locally and not on luxury imported goods; they pioneer remote destinations 

helping locals to participate in mainstream tourism and they are resilient. Backpacker lodges 
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employ local unskilled workers and they are on the cutting edge of global consciousness 

regarding poverty, inequality, climate change and sustainability.   

3.1 Global demand-side trends 

Youth and backpacking tourism has been on the rise. The youth travel industry with 106million 

international arrivals now accounts for over 20% of global international arrivals. This market is 

worth US$136 billion a year which is 18% of global international receipts (UNWTO, 2007). The 

growing visitor numbers and backpacker accommodation are true indicators of growing demand 

from this market. Frequency of travel within this group increased from 6.2 trips in five years to 

7.3 trips in five years between 2002 and 2007, while 50% of youth accommodation suppliers 

globally increased their capacity in 2006 to accommodate the growing demand (UNWTO, 2007).   

 

Globally, youth and backpacking tourism is well represented across all the regions of the world. 

Europe with 54.5% represents the single majority of this market (Richards, 2007). Figure 1 

below shows the representation of this market by region. Africa represents only about 0.8% of 

this market globally, which is rather expected due to harder economic conditions in Africa in 

comparison to other world regions. 

 

 

        Figure 1: Distribution of international youth & backpacking tourism (Source: Richards, 2007)  

3.1.1 Who is the backpacker? 

The concept of backpacking has been defined and classified in several different ways by 

different researchers and groups. The wide range and diversity of backpackers has been a 
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source of continuous discussion. Some researchers have classified backpackers based on their 

travel behaviour, some have classified them based on their underlying motive to travel, while 

others have classified them based on age and life stage. However, most seem to converge at 

some typical common features identifying backpackers as travellers who: 

× are obsessively concerned with money and budgeting. 

× prefer travelling alone 

× are educated 

× are from the middle-class 

× are single 

Backpackers have a preference for budget accommodation, place an emphasis on meeting 

other people during their travels, have an independently organised and flexible travel schedule, 

prefer long rather than brief holidays and place an emphasis on informal and participatory 

holiday activities.  

 

Loker-Murphy (1996) identified four sub-categories of backpackers with respect to their travel 

motivations. These are: 

× escapers/relaxers  

×  social/excitement seekers 

×  self developers, and  

×  achievers.  

Seven other categories of youth tourists have also been identified according to their motives and 

experiences, including: 

× Moratorium travellers, those taking the opportunity to travel before entering a career or a 

family life and have sufficient resources to travel comfortably. 

× Ascetic travellers who abstain from comforts and pleasure, have unplanned journeys and 

spend very little money. 

× Adventurers who test their limits but have sufficient finances and have planned their trip 

extensively. They are often looking for new óunconqueredô destinations. 

× Goal-directed travellers who need a reason for their travel such as education.  
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× Party travellers who see the trip as a party and an opportunity to meet new people. 

× Alternative travellers looking for new experiences and avoiding mainstream tourism. 

× Peter Pan travellers who are older and in search of their second youth by abandoning 

normal life and joining young people on their travels. 

Other backpacker segments based on age and life stage have been identified including: 

× the traditional youth backpacker (15-25 years) who sees backpacking as a social and 

cultural experience,  

× the transition backpacker (26-29 years) 

× the contemporary backpacker (30 years or older).  

As the backpacker grows older their desire and willingness to pay for privacy with regard to 

accommodation also increases. Other groups of backpackers that have been identified are the 

óbackpacker plusô and the óflashpacker.ô The óbackpacker plusô are older travellers who have 

already worked for several years, but not tied down by family responsibilities or senior work 

positions. The óflashpackersô, have high disposable income and demand more upmarket travel 

experiences. The ógrey gapperô or the ódenture venturerô are the older than 50 travellers.  

 

Rogerson (2007) defines backpacking as a mindset and a way of experiencing the world not 

limited to one particular group. He states that backpacking is enjoyed by a variety of travellers 

including those who are long-term world travellers on a restricted budget; those working their 

way around the world; the traditionally youthful backpacker; the over 40ôs with families wanting 

to travel in the backpacking style; those seeking confirmation of identity and those relaxing 

before a significant career change. Either way, one chooses to define backpacking, it is clear 

that there are many ways travellers can be identified as backpackers and that there is no óone 

size fit allô definition of a backpacker. In this study a simpler definition will be adopted defining 

backpackers as those travellers that have spent at least one night of their trip in backpacker 

accommodation. Given that there is a big overlap in the kinds of activities that backpackers and 

traditional tourists participate in while Cape Town it is important to make that slight distinction to 

ensure that the backpackers are accurately identified among others. 
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3.1.2 Demographics of backpackers 

3.1.2.1 Age 
Even though the preceding section has identified different types of backpackers at different life 

stages, a survey conducted by the International Student Travel Confederation (2007) with 

backpackers from Canada, the Czech Republic, Hong Kong, Mexico, Slovenia, South Africa, 

Sweden and the UK, found that the majority of backpackers are students aged below 26 years.  

The World Tourism Organisation (WTO, 2006) states that backpackers are between the ages of 

15 and 25 usually from Western countries. They are more likely to be students, with formal 

education completed at high school and university levels. In less developed countries, younger 

people are more likely to join the workforce in order to survive and donôt have the means to 

travel (refer to Figure 1, for African representation). The Lonely Planetôs 2006 Pulse Survey 

showed that the majority of these travellers are young between the ages of 18 and 34, and 

about 10% between the ages of 35-44 (Figure 2). This finding seems to corroborate the 

importance of the age factor in backpacking tourism. However, it doesnôt invalidate other 

categories as the same study also showed that about 7% were between the ages of 45 and 54.  

 

 

               Figure 2: Traveller age (Source: Lonely Planet, 2006)  

3.1.2.2 Education and income 

The same study by the International Student Travel Confederation (2007) showed that 

backpackers have high education levels, but with lower incomes (51% earn less than US $5,000 

per annum). The students are prepared to save and/or work during their travels to increase their 
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spending power, (Richards, & Wilson, 2003). About 60% of these travellers have bachelorôs 

degree and 20% with postgraduate degree (Figure 3).  

 

         Figure 3: Backpacker educational qualifications (Source: Richards, 2007) 

 

Backpackersô income ranges from as little as less than US$ 1 000 to over US$20 000 per annum 

(WYSE Confederation, 2007). The single largest group was that below US$ 1 000 (Figure 4). 

The fact that backpackers are highly educated, but low income suggests that they are still at the 

early stages of the professional lives and/or that they are taking a break between their academic 

and professional life, therefore, donôt have stable income as yet. 

 

 

                 Figure 4: Backpacker & Youth touristsô income ranges (Source: WYSET Confederation, 2007) 
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Many backpackers are at a crossroads in their life. They either have recently graduated, just 

married or divorced or are in between jobs. The aim of their travels is normally to go beyond 

normal life while they have the chance. They spend most of their time travelling with other 

backpackers in impromptu groups formed along the journey (Rogerson, 2007). 

3.1.3 Length of stay 
On average backpackers stay in a destination considerably longer than the regular tourists. 

Even though they are budget travellers, their overall spend often matches or even exceeds 

those of regular tourists, mostly due to their longer length of stay.  The average length of stay 

was about 53 days in 2007 down from 63 days in 2002 (Richards, 2007). However this is still far 

much higher than the two weeks for traditional tourists. Backpacker length of stay varies across 

countries as programs differ by country. For example Australia tends to enjoy longer than usual 

length of stay (73 nights) probably due to its holiday work visa program. The WYSE 

Confederation 2007 study showed that while African youth and backpackers represent only a 

small proportion of the global market they do stay the longest when they do visit (refer to Table 

1). 

         Table 1: Trip length by region of origin 

Origin Region Average length of Stay (days) 

Africa  68 

Asia/Pacific 55 

North America 56 

Latin America 47 

Europe 53 

All  53  

(Source: WYSET, 2007) 

3.1.4 Spend 
WYSE Travel Confederation and the United Nations World Tourism Organisation (UNWTO) in 

their Youth Travel Matters report (2008) state that the young independent traveller in 2007 would 

have an average spend on their main trip of US$ 3 000. North Americans tend to spend the most 

(US$ 3 300) per trip followed by Latin Americans (US$ 2 300). Europeans spend about 

US$2400 per trip, but generate the most overall spend as they tend to travel most often (an 

average of six longer than 7-day trips in five years) compared to those from other world regions.   

For work experience travellers, the average length of a trip is seven months and the average 

total budget is almost US$ 4 800 (including travel and expenditure at the destination). Of this 

40% is earned while working in the destination. Over 60% of work experience travellers decide 

to work abroad based on information from friends (WYSE Travel Confederation, 2008).   
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3.1.5 Mode of transport 
Overall, the main mode of transport used by backpackers to reach their destination is air. Once 

in the destination, however, younger backpackers tend to make use of more rail and coach 

networks, while the older segment is more likely to use tour busses. The most commonly used 

mode of long distance transport within the destination between major cities is bus (62.6%), 

followed by car (45%), rail (42.5%) and Air (32.5%) (Richards, 2007).  Those under 26 are more 

likely to travel by train, rail, coach or tour bus, use their own car or hitchhike while those over 26 

are more likely to make use of air travel. European backpackers from travelling within Europe, 

use less of less air transportation as there are various other modes of transport for travelling in 

within the region. Other transport modes used by backpackers within the destination are walking, 

tram, metro or local busses, motorcycles and bicycles.  

3.1.6 Purpose of visit and travel motivators 
Holiday is the most commonly listed main purpose of visit with close to 80% of travellers 

travelling for holiday purposes (Lonely Planet, 2006). Visiting friends and family is also important 

with about 40% of travellers sighting it as the main purpose of travel. Friends and relatives play 

an important role as they provide backpackers with accommodation at the destination. Other 

important main purposes of travel include: taking career break (33%), to relax (32%) and others 

(refer to Figure 5).  

 

                     Figure 5: Main purpose of visit (Source: Lonely Planet, 2006) 
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The underlying travel motivations, however, reveal a completely different scenario. While most 

travellersô main purpose of visit is holiday, the most common underlying motivation is to explore 

other cultures, (Lonely Planet, 2006). Understanding the underlying motivating factors for travel 

is of critical importance when trying as it touches the core of why one decides to visit in the first 

place. Those destinations that touch this core beat the competition as tourists settle for those 

destinations they feel will address their underlying desire to travel and fully satisfy their core 

needs.  Interestingly, while VFR comes second with regards to main purpose of travel, it doesnôt 

appear on the óunderlying motivating factors to travelô list.  Increasing oneôs knowledge (84%) 

comes second followed by experiencing everyday life in another country and others (refer to 

figure 6). This discrepancy in purpose and motivation to travel should signal to destination 

marketers the critical need to fully understand exactly why people travel and choose certain 

destinations, without which they continue losing them to those who understand.  

 

 

     Figure 6: Backpacker Travel Motives (Source: Jones, 2008 (WYSET Confederation)) 

3.1.7 Accommodation use 
Global demand for and the choice of accommodation by backpackers is closely related to their 

motivation for travel. For example, those staying in backpacker hostels are more likely looking 

for excitement, adventure and a social holiday while those making use of hotels are more likely 

to be looking for rest, relaxation and a calm atmosphere (Richards, & Wilson, 2003). The most 

common form of accommodation used is hotels, followed by hostels and family and friends 

(Staywyse, 2007). Establishments which are used less frequently by backpackers include 
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guesthouses, bed and breakfasts, self catering establishments, camp sites and campervans 

(Figure 7).  

 

                   Figure 7: Accommodation use (Source: Staywyse, 2007)  

 

Global demand for backpacker hostel accommodation varies by region. The choice of 

accommodation depends on the destination and the availability of different forms of 

accommodation. Figure 8 below illustrates backpacker hostel use by world region. The 

Australia/Oceania region has the highest demand for hostel accommodation followed by South 

East Asia and Southern and Central Africa. The high demand in Australasia could be partly due 

to the popularity of Australia as a backpacker destination.  

 

             Figure 8: Backpacker hostel use by world region (Source: Staywyse, 2007) 
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Hostels tend to be chosen by backpackers largely based on their location and price. Brand 

reputation and online book ability are seen as the least important factors when selecting a hostel 

(Staywyse, 2005).  

 

                               Table 2: Global backpacker accommodation choice factors  

Factor % rating very important 

Location 52 

Cost 45 

No curfew / rules 25 

Independent quality rating 23 

Ability to book online 20 

Brand reputation 12 

                (Source: Staywyse, 2007) 

3.1.7.1 Recent backpacker accommodation developments 
There has been a dramatic increase in the quality and professionalism in youth travel 

accommodation due to new markets and peer-to-peer reviews conducted online. Most youth 

travel accommodation providers are investing in increasing their capacity and improving 

facilities. The industry turnover is expected to rise (WYSE Travel Confederation, 2008).   

 

Backpackers with a greater disposable income are having a significant impact on the 

accommodation sector. Youth hostels are revamping their facilities in order to meet the needs of 

this more up-market backpacker segment. Up-market hostels now have free WiFi, rainfall 

showers and rooftop bars, to mention some. Technology is also becoming increasingly important 

as youth tourists now generally travel with Laptops, iPods and MP3 players (WYSE Travel 

Confederation, 2008). Higher quality establishments seem to have higher profitability as they 

can charge higher rates. It has been established that there is a direct relationship between 

hostel rating and profitability. Establishment profitability increases with high hostel ratings. Figure 

9 below illustrates this relationship between hostel rating and profitability. This trend also 

illustrates that there is an increasing demand for more upmarket accommodation facilities from 

backpackers.  
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                Figure 9: Relationship between hostel rating and profitability (Source: Staywyse, 2007)  

 

3.1.7.2 Hostel users sources of information 
The above rating-profitability relationship of backpacker hostels could partly be related to the 

main sources of information of the users. With the current growth of internet use especially 

among the youth, it has become quite easy and common practise for travellers to check out 

ratings of service providers and suppliers from previous users and those with experience before 

making commitments.   Research has shown that when looking for a hostel to stay in, 

backpackers mostly use the web among a number of other information sources (refer to Figure 

10). Other important information sources include guidebooks and word-of-mouth.  

 

 

                      Figure 10: Hostel usersô information sources (Source: Staywyse, 2007) 
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3.2 Global supply-side trends  
There is an abundant supply of backpacking products and services at the global level ranging 

from different competing destinations, to travel insurance companies, travel agents and transport 

suppliers, accommodation providers, youth and backpacker supplies retailers and many others. 

While there is an abundance of a variety of backpacker services suppliers globally, the most 

distinguishing are accommodation and the destinations themselves. With regards to 

accommodation suppliers there are numerous of such across the globe most of which belong to 

and are represented by different organisations. One of the largest backpacker accommodation 

organisations is Hostelling International (HI) to which a lot of hostel operators belong including 

90 Youth Hostel Associations in over 80 countries, operating over 4,000 hostels (HI, 2009). 

Others include Hostelworld, representing hostels in over 170 countries around the world and the 

most recent Stay Wyse non-profit global youth accommodation organisation. The international 

backpacking industry has experienced rapid growth in recent times, mainly the accommodation 

and travel and tour products and services (Rogerson, 2007). In economically unstable times 

such as these backpacker numbers remain resilient and are less affected then other market 

segments.  

 

Regarding backpacker destinations, there is growing competition with increasing recognition of 

the importance of youth and backpacking tourism. While the traditional backpacker destinations 

such as Australia and New Zealand remain popular, there are other emerging competing 

destinations including Thailand and India, to mention some. The young and new backpackers 

usually start with well developed and tested destinations such as Australia and Europe while 

more experienced backpackers are more adventurous and try out new destinations. In 2007 

destinations that did well with experienced travellers included Vietnam, Morocco, South Africa 

and Argentina (Richards, 2007). Overall, the most popular destinations are Australia, New 

Zealand and Thailand, but popularity varies with origin country of visitor (Lonely Planet, 2006). In 

the Lonely Planet 2006 Pulse survey South Africa ranked 16th most popular destination overall, 

but ranked higher (10th) with UK Travellers (Table 3). Given the diverse nature of the backpacker 

market the important fact for destinations, therefore, is to know and understand their particular 

market and go for it. There are some destinations that are popular in all markets including 

Australia, Thailand, New Zealand and Italy and others that are popular only in one market such 

as South Africa (in UK) and Japan (in Australia). It is interesting that Australians prefer their 

destination the most while UK travellers donôt have their own country as one of their top ten 

favourite destinations to visit. South Africa is the only African country to appear on the top ten 

favourite destinations list of any of these major generating countries.  
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Table 3: Top 10 favourite country to visit by country of origin 

Rank  Australia UK USA 

1 Australia Australia Italy 
2 Italy Thailand Australia 
3 Thailand New Zealand France 
4 France USA UK 
5 New Zealand Italy Thailand 
6 Canada India Spain 
7 UK Spain USA 
8 USA France New Zealand 
9 Spain Canada Mexico 
10 Japan South Africa India 

      (Source: Lonely Planet, 2006) 

Given the wide range of the global backpacking suppliers, these can be better understood by 

looking at a case study of a successful backpacker destination. Since Australia has been the 

champion of backpacking tourism this section will be covered by looking at trends in Australia as 

the major global backpacking tourism product and experience supplier.   

3.2.1 The Case for Australia as a backpacking destination 
Tourism Research Australia (2008) defines a backpacker as óa visitor who stayed at least one 

night in a backpacker/hostel accommodation during travel to Australiaô or óa traveller aged 15 

years or above who spend one or more nights in backpacker/hostel accommodation during 

travel in Australiaô. The five different segments of backpackers which they have identified 

include: 

 The working holiday maker who is an individual backpacker (mostly from the UK), that is 

granted a 12 month work visa. 

 The free independent traveller, covering a wider range of ages and couples, including 

people who are backpacking for social reasons. 

 The domestic backpacker, a substantial market that is expected to grow because of low 

costs.  

 The Asian sector which includes travellers from Japan and Korea, a segment with major 

growth potential. 

 Students or young people travelling to study. 

These segments can be further divided into those seeking fun in the sun, conventional Japanese 

travellers, balanced good timers, tribal travellers, aspiring explorers, discerning discoverers and 

real explorers.  

3.2.1.1 Demand-side trends 
Demand for the Australian backpacking product has been on the rise recently in line with the 

increasing global trend in youth travel. Backpacking is the best performing tourism niche sector 

of Australia. Demand trends of the Australian backpacking sector are discussed in this section 
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starting with visitor volumes, followed by accommodation demand, spend and other visitor 

patterns.  

Recent visitor trends-Visitor numbers 
International backpacker arrivals have been increasing since 2000 by an average annual rate of 

3% to reach 566 000 visitors in 2007 (Tourism Research Australia, 2008). This is higher than the 

overall growth rate of international visitors to the country. However, there was a slight year-on-

year decrease (-1.2%) in international backpacker visitors in 2008 (Figure 11). Domestic 

backpacker arrivals have been less predictable as there have been large year on year 

fluctuations. However, the average length of stay has decreased since 2000. Overall, Australia 

received 5. 2 million international visitors in 2008 of which 11% were backpackers.  

 

 

     Figure 11: 2004-2008 Backpacker international visitors to Australia (Source: Tourism Australia, 2008) 

 

International nights spent in Australia have also increased at a rate of 2% since 2000. 

Backpackers accounted for 40.8 million out of a total 167.8 million visitor nights in 2008. The top 

most contributing source markets were the UK, Germany, USA, Korea and others (refer to Table 

4 below). There are several important points for Cape Town that emerge from the Australian 

source markets data: 

× First, it is clear that Australian main international backpacker source markets coincide 

with the major overall international source markets for Cape Town namely the UK, 

Germany and the USA. 
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× From the rankings it can be seen that those source markets that contribute the highest 

visitation numbers donôt necessarily also contribute the highest bed-nights and spend. 

While the UK consistently ranks first, the same canôt be said for the others. For example 

Korea ranks sixth in numbers, but fourth in nights and fifth in total spend, implying that 

Korean are fewer in numbers, but stay longer and spend more. The USA ranks fourth in 

visitor numbers, but sixth in nights meaning they visit in larger numbers, stay shorter, but 

still spend more as they maintained the same (4th) rank on spend. Also, New Zealand 

ranks fifth in visitor numbers, but 10th on both bed-nights and spend implying that they 

have high volume, but bring less value per visitor as they stay shorter (an average 25 

nights compared to an overall average of 72 nights), therefore spend less.  

× It can be concluded that some markets bring more value per visitor than others, and it is 

up to the destination to decide which markets to pursue. Higher value visitors are usually 

better as they bring the same if not better financial benefits to the destination, but with 

less negative (especially environmental) impacts. 

        Table 4: 2008 Top ten backpacker source markets for Australia 

Origin Country Visitors Total nights in Australia Total spend in Australia  

Number ó000 Rank Nights ó000 Rank Spend (Au$ million)  Rank 

UK 114 1 7 129 1 581 1 

Germany 53 2 4 147 3 292 3 

Other Europe 52 3 4 471 2 379 2 

USA 47 4 2 379 6 234 4 

New Zealand 37 5 940 10 85 10 

Korea 29 6 3 635 4 225 5 

Scandinavia 29 6 1 910 9 167 6 

Japan 28 8 2 647 5 157 7 

France  27 9 2 319 7 149 9 

Canada 26 10 1 969 8 152 8 

                                                                                                           (Source: Tourism Australia, 2008) 

 

Backpackers from Korea and New Zealand have had the strongest growth since 2000, both 

increasing at an average annual rate of 11%. Overall, there has been robust growth in 

backpacker numbers from Asia as can be seen that two of the top ten source markets (Korea & 

Japan) are Asian countries.  
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There, has been growth in domestic backpacker visitors, but not as consistently as the growth in 

international backpackers. Figure 12 below shows the inconsistent growth pattern of domestic 

backpacker tourism in Australia. Growth has been recorded more in the domestic backpacker 

visitors in the 40-49 age groups since 2000. However, domestic backpackers spending patterns 

are just the same as those for non-backpacker visitors, as illustrated in Table 5 below (Tourism 

Australia, 2008).  

 

Figure 12: 2004-2007 Backpacker domestic visitors in Australia (Source: Tourism Australia, 2008) 

Backpacking accommodation demand 
Apart from the visitor numbers themselves, there is no other better indication of demand for 

backpacking services than demand trends for backpacking and youth accommodation. While 

there has been a growing trend in use of upmarket accommodation due to changing 

demographics of backpackers, backpacking accommodation use still remains an accurate 

indicator for demand as there is great overlap between different kinds of tourists when it comes 

to other accommodation types.  

 

Backpacker accommodation demand has been increasing in Australia as shown by rising 

numbers of guest nights, rising occupancy rates and receipts and rising employment within the 

backpacking accommodation sector. Guest nights increased by 22% from 7.15 million in 2002 to 

8.73 million in 2008, while the number of people employed and receipts from backpacking 
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accommodation each increased by 16% and 66% respectively during the same period (Tourism 

Australia, 2003 & 2007). These trends are illustrated in Table 5 below. 

 
Table 5: Backpacking accommodation demand indicators-Australia 

Item/Year 2000 2003 2005 2006 2007 2006/2007 
%change 

Guest nights (million) 7.15 8.26 8.31 8.54 8.73 2.2 

% Bed Occupancy 49 46.4 47.8 49.7 51.2 3.0 

Receipts from accommodation (Aus 
$million) 

130.9 175.9 192.3 203.4 218.4 7.4 

Number of people employed 2 972 3 506 3 337 3 271 3 449 5.4 
 (Source: Tourism Research Australia, 2008) 

How much do they spend? 
The following Table 6 illustrates 2007 expenditure patterns by backpacker visitors in Australia. 

As can be seen international backpackers spend more per category than other tourists. 

However, the same canôt be said for domestic backpackers. Domestic backpacker spending is 

the same as that of the traditional tourists. International backpackers spend almost twice as 

much on accommodation as the other tourists, about five times as much on domestic airfare, 

about five times as much on organised tours and three times as much on entertainment. 

Backpackers travel more out into the regions than regular tourists explaining the higher airfare 

and other transport costs in comparison to traditional tourists.  However, the total spend of 

backpackers ends up less than that of traditional tourists because of the higher total volume of 

traditional tourists in comparison to that of backpackers. It can therefore, be concluded that 

international backpackers are higher value tourists than traditional tourists as they bring more to 

the destination per arrival. 
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        Table 6: 2007 Expenditures by backpacker visitors in Australia by category of spending  

Expenditure Item International (Aus$) Domestic (Aus$) 

Backpacker Other Backpacker Other 

Accommodation, food and beverages 2 592 1 147 389 295 

Shopping 458 403 68 62 

Domestic airfares 208 43 119 71 

Other transport 525 201 117 93 

Organised tours 469 88 - - 

Education 680 463 - -     

Entertainment 149 56 35 15 

Other 289 159 104 51 

Total per visitor 5 371 2 259 831 588 

Total expenditure (Aus $ million) 3 039 11 852 415 43 130 

                                                                                   (Source: Tourism Research Australia, 2008) 

Age profile 
The age profile has been changing over the past few years. Previously the domestic backpacker 

market was largely comprised of visitors between the ages of 20 and 29. However, there 

recently has been a growth in older aged backpackers between the ages of 40 and 49. This 

older age group now represents 12% (62 000 visitors) of all backpacker visitors. There also has 

been a shift towards older groups with international backpackers. However the majority (79%) of 

international backpackers still fall within the ages of 20 and 49 years. 

 

What do they do? 
International backpackers participate in more activities than non-backpackers. This is expected 

due to the much higher average length of stay compared to other international visitors. 

International backpacker visitors are more likely to engage in active outdoor/sports activities and 

arts/heritage activities than non-backpacker visitors. 

 

Domestic backpackers participate more in social (88%) and outdoor/nature (52%) activities than 

any other activity type. Eating out at restaurants, general sight-seeing and going to pubs, clubs 

and discos were the most popular activities among domestic backpacker visitors (Table 7). 
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Table 7: The top ten activities enjoyed by backpackers in Australia  

Rank International backpackers Domestic backpackers 

Activity  % Activity  % 

1 Go shopping for pleasure 84 Eat out/restaurants 59 

2 Go to the beach (swimming, surfing, diving) 81 Walk or drive around/general sightseeing 48 

3 Pubs, clubs, discos etc 76 Pubs, clubs, discos etc. 43 

4 Visit national parks/state parks 69 Go shopping for pleasure 33 

5 Go to markets 68 Go to the beach (swimming, surfing, diving) 32 

6 Visit botanical/public 63 Visit friends and relatives 25 

7 Visit wildlife parks/zoos/aquarium 61 Visit national parks or state parks  21 

8 Visit museums or art galleries  53 Bushwalking or rainforest walks 20 

9 Visit history/heritage buildings/sites/monuments 52 Other activities  16 

10 Go on guided tours 52 Picnics or BBQ 14 
                                                                                                         (Source: Tourism Research Australia, 2004) 

Where do they go? 
Three quarters of international backpackers disperse into regional areas of Australia. In 2007 

international backpackers spent 34% of their total nights in regional Australia. They were also 

more likely to stay in regional backpacker accommodation with 41% of all backpacker 

accommodation nights spent in regional areas. The most popular backpacker regions/territories 

are New South Wales, Queensland, Victoria, Northern Territory and Western Australia in that 

order. However, outside of capital cities, coastal areas such as Tropical North Queensland and 

Hervey Bay/Maryborough (Queensland) are the most popular regions for international 

backpacker visitors (Tourism Research Australia, 2008). 

Where do they stay? 
Domestic backpackers were more likely to spend all of their nights in backpacker 

accommodation (76%), compared 23% for international backpackers. However, domestic 

backpackers also stayed in other accommodation types, including friendôs or relativeôs property, 

caravan parks or camping grounds. International backpackers also chose to stay in rented 

houses, apartments, units or flats (28%) and homes of friends and relatives (12%). 

Why do they travel? 
Backpacker visitors are more likely to travel for the purpose of holiday than non-backpacker 

visitors. In 2007, 93% of international backpacker visitors travelled for holiday compared to 54% 

of other international visitors. Backpackers travelling for the purpose of employment and 

business have experienced strong growth since 2001, increasing by 20% and 12% respectively. 

Domestic backpacker visitors also travel mostly for holiday purposes (75% in 2007). 
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3.2.1.2 Supply-side trends 
Australia has been in the backpacking business for a while and it leads in terms of recognition as 

a global backpacker destination. Therefore, it has a well developed backpacking tourism system 

with a variety of destinations, activities, and accommodation and other services. Since 

backpacking accommodation is the most distinguishing feature of backpackers from other 

tourists, it is the supply sector that will be looked at mainly in this section. With other services, 

there are overlaps between backpacking and traditional visitorsô demand that isolating 

backpacking effect on the supply trends gets complicated.  

 

Australia experienced growth in backpacking accommodation supply between 2000 and 2003. 

Bed-space increased by 20% between 2000 and 2003. However, backpacking accommodation 

supply has been decreasing from 2005 to 2007, but occupancy rates and number of employees 

increased during the same time. Table 8 below shows backpacking supply trends between the 

period of 2000 to 2007, including number of establishments, number of people employed in the 

backpacking accommodation establishments and available bed spaces.   

    

 Table 8: 2000-2007 Australia backpacking accommodation supply & demand 

Item/Year  2000 2003 2005 2006 2007 

Number of establishments* 466 494 456 429 424 

Number of persons employed* 2 972 3 506 3 337 3 271 3 449 

Bed spaces*  40 659 48 588 48 000 47 000 47 000 

Guest nights (million) 7.15 8.26 8.31 8.54 8.73 

Bed occupancy (%) 49 46.4 47.8 49.7 51.2 
                       *Data based on establishments with 25 or more bed spaces 

 

The decrease in supply between 2005 and 2007 might have been due to the global economic 

conditions as it wasnôt due to declining demand since bed occupancy and guest nights increased 

during the same period. 

4.0 National Level: Backpacking in South Africa 

4.1 Demand-side trends 
Nationally, backpacking accommodation demand indicators have been showing a downward 

trend, contrary to global trends. This finding, however, doesnôt automatically imply decreasing 

backpacking activity, but could be signalling a shift in type of accommodation now in demand by 

backpackers with changing demographics. Figure 13 below shows backpacking and camping 

sites bed-nights trends over the past six years from SAT accommodation data. It can be 

concluded that demand for camping and caravan accommodation has been consistently 

declining during that period with a very insignificant gain (0.5%) in 2007 from 2006. Backpacker 

hostels trends have been more unpredictable from year to year. However, 2007 year-on-year 
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growth showed robust growth, but only time can tell whether or not the momentum will be 

sustained.  

Figure 13: 2002-2007 Backpacker hostel and Camping accommodation use (Source: SAT 2002-2008) 

 

Research indicates that the nature of the international backpacking market in the country has 

changed from the formerly typical 18-22 year old to older and more financially independent 

travellers who demand en-suite rooms instead of dormitory accommodation. There have also 

been more visits by school and sport groups who make use of backpacker services and facilities 

(Rogerson, 2007). This new trend could be the reason why demand for typical backpacker 

accommodation has been declining.   

 

Most backpackers looking for accommodation in South African backpacker hostels are from 

Western Europe and are well travelled, long haul travellers (Barker, & Visser, 2004). Of these 

tourists, most are from Germany, United Kingdom and the Netherlands. Most tourists visiting 

South Africa are generally young men and women between the ages of 21 and 25. The majority 

of these are employed full time and are visiting the country for a period of 2 weeks to a month. A 

large proportion of these travellers travel alone and for those who travel in groups, the main 

reason is to share costs. The general budget of backpackers to South Africa is a total of 

R10 000 or less, excluding travel costs and any types of insurance.  
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4.1.1 Source Markets 
According to the 2007 study commissioned by the Department of Trade and Industry (DTI, 2007) 

more than half of international backpackers in the country come from Western Europe, followed 

by Australasia (30%), North America (14%) and Central and South America (5%).  The study 

also found that Southern Europe, Asia or the Middle East were insignificant markets for South 

Africa as there were no visitors at all from those regions. Israel was also found not to be a 

significant source market for South Africa even though it is a well-established market for the 

backpacking industries of Asia and South America.  

 

Figure 14 illustrates the major source countries for international backpackers to South Africa. 

From figure 13 the main significant source markets for backpacking for South Africa include the 

UK, Australia, USA, Germany, Netherlands and to a lesser extent New Zealand and Canada.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

     Figure 14: Main source markets for international backpackers to South Africa (Source: DTI 2007) 

 
The majority (83%) of the international backpackers are first time visitors to South Africa. There, 

however, is a significant repeater rate of about 17%. Important to note is the fact that these 

travellersô decide to travel to the country an average of about four months before they depart. 
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4.1.1.1 Demographics 

Age 
There are no significant gender differences in backpackers to South Africa as the 2007 DTI 

study showed that visitors are about equally divided 52% male and 48% female. This finding is 

consistent with findings in other destinations. Backpackers to South Africa are mostly between 

the ages of 21 and 30 (70%), followed by below 20 (15%), over 35 (11%) and over 50 (4%). The 

average age of international backpackers to South Africa is 28 (DTI, 2007). Figure 15 below 

shows the age distribution of international backpackers to South Africa. 

 

                     Figure 15: The age distribution of international backpackers (Source: EciAfrica, 2007)   

Education  
The typical international backpacker to South Africa is well educated and often already working 

as an early career professional. Consistent with backpackers in other global destinations, the 

majority (about 70%) have tertiary or post graduate university qualifications. Some of the 

common areas of profession include law, IT, computers and engineering. Some (17%) of these 

professional are ógapersô taking a gap year in between studies or professions (DTI, 2007).  

4.1.1.2 Average length of stay 
International backpackers to South Africa stay for a period of 22-31 days, with the average 

length of stay being 42 days (DTI, 2007). About 73% of backpackers visit for a period of one 

month or less (Table 9). A critical finding is that backpackers spend much less time in South 

Africa then they do in other destinations such as Australia, Southeast Asia or the United 

Kingdom. Commonly, the stay in those countries would be 2-4 times longer than the stay in 

South Africa (EciAfrica Consulting, 2007). A critical factor influencing this trend might be to do 
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with availability/or lack of work opportunities. Australia has work visa programs allowing 

backpackers to work during their long trips for income that they spend in the destination during 

their visit. In South Africa, working opportunities relate mainly to volunteer work with no formal 

pay.  

 

Table 9: International backpacker length of stay in South Africa 

Length of stay Percent 

3-7 days 8.7 

8-14 days 19 

15-21 days 21 

22-31 days 24.6 

32-90 days 15.9 

91-180 days 7.2 

181-365 days 3.1 

More than 1 year 0.5 

                                                                                 (Source: EciAfrica, 2007) 

 

Backpackers donôt spend all their trip nights at backpacker establishments. Only about 45% of 

international backpackers spent all the nights in backpacker accommodation, the rest also use 

other forms of accommodation. Most volunteers use accommodation organised by the 

organisations that they work with. However, 68% spend three of every four nights at backpacker 

establishments and the remainder of the time is spent mainly with friends and family and/or in 

organised tours accommodation.  

 

The several backpacker accommodation attributes considered as important by international 

backpackers when making accommodation choices are illustrated in Table 10 below. 

Cleanliness and friendly staff top the list of important attributes. However, almost all of the 

attributes are generally considered important except for a few including swimming pool, 

restaurant, satellite television and medical bay.  This finding is important as it highlights that 

backpacker tourists might be an easier group to please than regular tourists as they look for and 

require the most basic features from the destination.   
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 Table 10: Accommodation attributes considered as essential by international backpackers  

Service / facility Proportion rating it as essential 

Clean bathrooms 91.5 

Clean beds 90.1 

Friendly staff 88.7 

Self-catering 78.2 

Internet 76.8 

Travel information 76.1 

Lockers 63.5 

Laundry 61.4 

Bar 56.3 

Shuttle transport 55.3 

Pay phones 54.6 

Swimming pool 24.6 

Restaurant 16.0 

Satellite television 13.3 

Medical bay 10.6 

                                                   (EciAfrica Consulting, 2007) 

4.1.1.3 Spend 
Table 11 below shows that accommodation is the highest item of expenditure for both 

backpackers and non-backpacker international visitors to South Africa. For backpackers 

accommodation is followed by activities and food in that order while local transport costs come 

second for other visitors. An important fact to note is that backpackers to South Africa donôt 

consistently spend more across all categories as is the case with Australia. Recall that spending 

categories for Australia discussed earlier showed international backpackers consistently 

spending more than traditional tourists. In South Africa backpackers spend more than traditional 

tourists on activities and food, but not on accommodation. Since the spend is for the whole trip, 

this finding might be due to the shorter length of stay of backpackers in South Africa compared 

to that for Australia, therefore length of stay gains fail to off-set the loss from use of lower cost 

backpacking accommodation.   

 

Lower transport costs for backpackers might be an indication of less travel to different 

backpacker destinations within South Africa, implying that backpackers probably visit one major 

destination and stay within that area, due to either lack of a variety of backpacker offerings 

across the country or lack of knowledge about such offerings. Australia has a lot of well known 

backpacker destinations in the different regions of the country that visitors spent a lot of money 
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on domestic flights and other transport modes connecting between all those destinations. The 

case for South Africa might be inadequate or lack of advertising and showcasing of all the 

different backpacker offerings across the different regions/provinces of the country.     

 

Table 11: 2007 Average spend per trip in South Africa by international backpackers & other visitors by 

category of spending 

Item Backpackers*** Other tourists**** 

Accommodation R2 686 R4 580 

Activities/leisure R2 490 R1 860 

Food R1 880 R1 680 

Local transport R1 754 R1 900 

Souvenirs / shopping R1 379 R1 800 

Beverages R1 359 - 

Volunteer work* R17 591 - 

Other ** R11 373 - 

        *Includes accommodation, meals, transport and certain activities during period of placement 

                       **Includes medical costs; ***(Source EciAfrica, 2007); ****(Source: SAT, 2007) 

4.1.1.4 Purpose of visit 
Holiday (39%) is the main purpose of visit for most of the international backpackers visiting 

South Africa, followed by search for adventure (28%), touring (19.9%), and visiting friends and 

family (7.8%). A small percentage of backpackersô main purpose of visit is business (7.5%) (DTI, 

2007). The listed motivating factors for visiting South Africa include: 

× To experience the culture 

× To meet local people 

× To experience South Africaôs natural diversity, wildlife and game parks. It is important to note 

that in the 2007 DTI study 82% if the international backpackers indicated that South Africaôs 

natural diversity had played an important to very important role influencing them to select the 

destination. 

Backpackers visit South Africa expecting authenticity with regards to cultural experience. They 

expect to enjoy a cultural experience that is real and not staged. Other things they come 

expecting include: 

× meeting locals outside of the tourism environment 

× being able to see traditional and contemporary South African life 

× get to experience both the urban and rural areas 
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× be able to could wander around and meet people 

× get to experience the way of life of the locals first-hand, not through a window 

× interact with locals from all socio-economic sectors and cultures 

Other strong motivations for travel to South Africa are that backpackers see it as a gateway to 

Africa as they travel on an expanded itinerary and for humanitarian work. For many travellers, a 

visit to South Africa is part of a wider global itinerary.  The most significant destinations visited in 

Africa apart from South Africa on these global itineraries include Swaziland, Mozambique, 

Botswana and Namibia.  

4.1.1.5 Information sources 
When sourcing information for their trip to South Africa, the core channels used include Lonely 

Planet, word of mouth recommendation, the Internet, Coast to Coast, previous visits, information 

from friends and relatives, tour operators, brochures, volunteer programmes, travel agents and 

the Best of Backpacking Southern Africa. The main information sources used when looking for 

information on the country are the websites of South African Tourism and the Lonely Planet. The 

Internet also plays a key role in pre-trip planning and in communication once at a destination has 

been selected. The two most important websites used by international backpackers are those of 

Lonely Planet and of South African Tourism. Other websites used regularly include Greyhound, 

Alternative Route, About Cape Town and various travel blogs. It is important to note that in terms 

of information sources, blogs are often more useful to backpackers than official websites such as 

Hostelworld, STA travel and the Baz Bus.  

 

With bookings, although backpackers make use of travel agents for some parts of their trip, the 

most common channels used to make bookings and arrangements include the Internet, which 

accounts for one third of all flight bookings made.  

4.1.1.6 Mode of transport 
When travelling to various destinations once arrived, a variety of transport services are used. 

However the most commonly used are rental car, Bazbus, private car and hostel shuttle in that 

order. The following figure illustrates transportation usage by international backpackers. 
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             Figure 16: Transportation use by international backpackers (Source: EciAfrica, 2007) 

 

4.1.1.7 Where international backpackers go & what they do in South Africa 
The Western Cape is the most popular backpacker destination in South Africa, with almost all 

(93%) of international backpackers visiting the province. Kwa-Zulu Natal, Gauteng and the 

Eastern Cape come second, third and fourth respectively (Barker & Visser, 2004). The following 

table illustrates provinces visited by backpacker and other tourists in South Africa. It should be 

noted, however, that the Western Cape is still the most popular destination even with the other 

non-backpacker international tourists (Table 12). 

 

Table 12: Provinces visited by backpacker tourists in South Africa  

Province Average overseas tourists 
(%) 

Average backpacker tourists 
(%)  

Eastern Cape 23 56 

Free State 5 10 

Gauteng 45 64 

Kwa-Zulu Natal 26 71 

Limpopo 6 0 

Mpumalanga 12 43 

North-West 6 0 

Northern Cape 6 9 

Western Cape 65 93 

                                                                                                         (Source: Barker & Visser, 2004)   

From Table 13 below it is clear that backpackers take part in a wide range of activities. This 

finding is consistent with what happens in other regions of the world. It has been documented 

that backpackers engage in a lot more activities within the destination than do regular tourists 
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do.  It can be seen that Cape Town is quite a popular destination with a lot of backpackers 

participating in a variety of activities offered in Cape Town. Visiting natural sites tops the list, 

followed by game viewing, visiting museums, historical sites, townships and many others (refer 

to Table 13. 

 

Table 13: Popular activities of backpackers in South Africa (in %) 

Activity Proportion 
Participated 

Hotspots 

Visiting natural sites 59.4 All of South Africa but especially Cape Town, 
Drakensberg, Coastlines, St Lucia and the Wild Coast 

Game viewing / safaris 50.7 Kruger Park, St Lucia, Addo 

Museums 49.3 Johannesburg, Cape Town 

Historical sites 46.1 Cape Town 

Night clubbing 44.3 Cape Town, Durban, Johannesburg, Garden Route 

Township tour 43.4 Johannesburg, Cape Town 

Hiking 42.5 Drakensberg, St. Lucia, Swaziland, Cape Town, Wild 
Coast, Garden Route, West Coast 

Cultural village 32.0 Wild Coast, KwaZulu Natal, near Kruger Park, Swaziland 

Wine tours 29.7 Cape Winelands 

Mountain biking 15.5 Cape Town, Oudtshoorn 

Surfing 15.1 Wild Coast, KZN South Coast, Cape Town, Durban 

Horse riding 12.3 Lesotho, Cape Town, Wild Coast, Garden Route 

Rafting / kayaking 10.5 Garden Route, Wild Coast, KZN South Coast 

Shark viewing 10.1 Hermanus, Cape Town 

Bungee jumping 8.7 Storms River 

Whale watching 7.3 Hermanus, St. Lucia 

      (Source: EciAfrica Consulting, 2007) 

4.1.1.8 International backpacker experience in South Africa 
Generally, international backpackers make positive assessments of South Africa. Of particular 

importance is the fact that about 93% of international backpackers interviewed in the 2007 study 

by EciAfrica indicated that they would recommend South Africa as a destination to other 

backpackers, family and friends. The most commonly cited highlights of the South Africa visit 

included Cape Town, Kruger Park, adventure activities, social interactions with South Africans, 

shopping, entertainment, township tours and the countryôs natural diversity. The two most 

outstanding disadvantages identified of South Africa as a destination are crime on and the poor 

public transportation system. 

4.2 Backpacking in South Africa: supply-side trends 
The largest number of backpacking accommodation establishments is found in the Western 

Cape, followed by the Eastern Cape, Kwa-Zulu Natal, Gauteng and Mpumalanga. By contrast, 

there is only limited provision of accommodation in the Free State, the Northern Cape, the North 

West and Limpopo. There are significant clusters of backpacker accommodation establishments 

along the Garden Route, the Wild Coast and the Kwa-Zulu Natal coast, and also in inland areas 
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such as Hogsback and Nelspruit. In terms of local development, backpacking plans a large role 

in the economies of Coffee Bay, Jeffreyôs Bay, Mossel Bay and Oudtshoorn (DTI, 2007).  

 

The following figure illustrates the geographical distribution of suppliers of backpacker 

accommodation in South Africa by province.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 17: The geographical distribution of suppliers of backpacker accommodation (Rogerson, 2007)   

 

The figure above shows that most backpacker accommodation facilities are located in the 

Western Cape, followed by the Eastern Cape, Kwazulu-Natal, Gauteng and Mpumalanga. Very 

little backpacking accommodation can be found in the Northern Cape, the Free State and the 

North West. The following Figure 18 illustrates the geographical distribution of suppliers of 

backpacker accommodation in South Africa by locality. 
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Figure 18: Geographical distribution of suppliers of backpacker accommodation, by locality (Source: Rogerson, 2007)  

 

Recently there has been increasing competition amongst backpacker establishments in South 

Africa, particularly in the Western Cape and the Eastern Cape. This suggests that unless 

backpacker numbers increase and international backpackers stay longer, the number of 

backpacker suppliers in the areas may be reaching saturation point (Rogerson, 2007).  

 

In the South African backpacker study conducted by (EciAfrica, 2007) it was noted that the 

backpacking accommodation sector is dynamic as there is constant emergence of new 

enterprises and demise of the old ones. This trend is in line with the previously discussed global 

trends of continual upgrading and modernising of backpacking accommodation in response to 

the changing demographics of this niche market. The study also found that the segment is 

significantly greater than assumed, at least double the number that is recorded with South Africa 

Tourism. The backpacking accommodation sector is predominantly male with some 

entrepreneurs originally from the United Kingdom, Namibia, Poland, Germany, Ireland, 

Mauritius, the Netherlands, Zambia and Austria. Most backpacking establishments are SMMEôs 

and are owned either by individuals, families or by partnerships. 
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5.0 Backpacking at the Local Level: Cape Town & Western Cape 

It has been discussed in the preceding section that the Western Cape is the most popular 

backpacking tourism destination in South Africa, particularly Cape Town. The Western Cape and 

more specifically, Cape Town, is the focal point of attraction for international backpackers. On 

average, 75% of backpackers stay at least one night in the region (DTI, 2007). Other popular 

places include the Kruger Park, Durban, Port Elizabeth, Jeffreyôs Bay, Paarl and Stellenbosch, 

Knysna, Coffee Bay, Plettenberg Bay and Wilderness. The most frequently visited provinces are 

the Western Cape, Eastern Cape, and Kwa-Zulu Natal. Gauteng plays a special role as its 

airport in Johannesburg is a major point of entry for backpackers. A significant point to note is 

that a good majority (60%) of international backpackers are not able to visit all the places in 

South Africa that they would have liked to because of lack of awareness of the attractions and 

facilities and shortage of time. This signals lack of marketing by service providers and 

destinations.  

5.1 Cape Town backpacking demand trends 
Demand indicator data at the local level in terms of backpacker occupancy rates, employment, 

receipts and growth figures is limited as service providers are either sceptical or unwilling to 

provide their business data. The researchers are still in the process of soliciting these data and 

will be analysed as it is received. However, this section will be covered more fully with the 

primary data as this research process includes primary data collection at the local level.  

5.1.1 Backpacker accommodation demand and employment  
Since Cape Town is the hot point of tourism in the Western Cape, the available provincial 

demand data gives an indication of backpacking demand in the city.  The Western Cape enjoys 

the highest occupancy rates in backpacking accommodation with annual average occupancy 

rates of about 66% (DTI, 2007). Figure 19 below shows that the Western Cape is, by a 

substantial margin, the leading backpacker destination as the average annual occupancy rates 

are quite high in comparison to other provinces. 
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           Figure 19: Backpacking accommodation average occupancy rates by province (Source: DTI, 2007) 

 

Jobs data also show a similar trend with the Western Cape leading in terms of number of 

employees per establishment, implying that there is greater demand for backpacking services in 

the Western Cape compared to all the other provinces. Employers hire more help to cope with 

increasing demand. However, since the data is cross-sectional it doesnôt show the trend over 

time. Figure 20 shows employment by backpacking accommodation enterprises in the 

provinces.  

 

               Figure 20: Number of employees/establishment (Source, DTI, 2007) 
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5.1.2 Attractions visitation 

Some of the most popular backpacker activities in Cape Town include visiting attractions such 

as exploring Table Mountain through both hiking and cable car, visiting the Green Market 

Square, Cape Point, Robben Island, the Castle, wine and township touring. While attraction 

visitation numbers are not the best indicator of backpacking activity due to overlaps as all kinds 

of tourists also visit these areas, they give an indication of the general trend of demand of tourist 

products. Figure 21 below shows visitation trends to major attractions in Cape Town, which are 

most popular by backpackers. Visitation trends to the attractions show a decreasing trend as 

well except for Table Mountain National Park-Cape of Good Hope. The decreasing 2008 year-

on-year trends could be compounded by the global economic crisis.  

 

Figure 21: 2004-2008 Visitation numbers to Cape Townôs most popular attractions (Source: Attractions)  

5.1.3 Travel patterns  

Activities participated in by backpackers in Cape Town donôt particularly differ from those 

participated in by backpackers elsewhere. Backpackers are generally outgoing and adventurous 

and the pattern can be seen in Cape Town as well.  The most popular backpacker programmes 

include exploring Table Mountain, whether hiking or using the cable car; visits to Green Market 

Square, Cape Point, Robben Island and the Castle; a wine tour and a township tour. In more 

rural locations such as Coffee Bay and the Wild Coast, activities are limited to hiking, drinking in 
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the local pub and participation in hostel organised activities such as abseiling (Barker, & Visser, 

2004).  

 
What is distinguishing with Cape Town is the average length of stay compared to that of other 

regions. Cape Town average length of stay of backpackers was estimated to be six-seven nights, 

compared to two nights in other places within the Western Cape, two nights across the Eastern 

Cape, KwaZulu-Natal, Gauteng and Mpumalanga and, between one and two nights in the elsewhere 

(DTI, 2007).  

5.2 Local supply-side trends 

5.2.1 Accommodation 
It is evident that the Western Cape, particularly Cape Town has the greatest supply of 

backpacker accommodation. As discussed earlier (in the national section) and illustrated in 

Figures 17 and 18, the Western Cape and Cape Town have about 200 and 100 backpacker 

accommodation respectively (DTI, 2007). Figure 22 below shows the spatial distribution of 

accommodation suppliers in Cape Town including backpacking accommodation. It is evident that 

backpacker accommodation is highly concentrated around the city.  
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Figure 22: Spatial distribution of accommodation establishments in Cape Town (Source, Van Der Merwe 

Ferreira and Van Niekerk, 2007) 

 

In terms of bed supply, the bed number data sets between CTRU and CoCT differ between 

having 14 and 20 Hostels, and the bed data from CoCT indicates 455 beds. In searching the 

following publications, www.alternativeroute.net and www.coastingafrica.com, 34 backpacker 

accommodation establishments are listed.  Clearly, there is a need to confirm actual supply. The 

Backpackers ñOverviewò map (Figure 23) shows the overall backpacking accommodation 

density for the metropole, while the Backpacker ñHotspotsò map (Figure 24) expands on the 

highest accommodation density to illustrate distribution of backpackers (Accommodation) in the 

City. 

 

http://www.alternativeroute.net/
http://www.coastingafrica.com/
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Figure 23: Overview of Backpacker Accommodation Supply in Cape Town (Source: CoCT and CTRU GIS data) 
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Figure 24: Backpacker Hotspots in Cape Town (Source: CoCT and CTRU GIS data) 

 

5.2.2 Tour operators and transport 
The 2007 audit of backpacking suppliers of transportation and tour services commissioned by the 

DTI identified nearly 60 enterprises in this category nationally, of which more than half are in the 

Western Cape. The biggest backpacker transport and tour operator is Bazbus and it maintains its 

headquarters in Cape Town since Cape Town is the national epicenter of this niche sector. 

Outside of the Western Cape it is evident that the only significant transport suppliers are small 

clusters of transport, travel service or tour suppliers operating in Johannesburg. Other transport 

operators are the based in Nelspruit dealing with Kruger Park tours. Figure 23 below clearly shows 

the dominance of the Western Cape with regards to backpacking transport suppliers.  
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Figure 25: The Location of Suppliers of Backpacker Travel and Tour Services (Source: DTI, 2007) 

 

5.2.3 Attractions 
The Western Cape and Cape Town in particular has a lot to offer to the backpacker tourists. 

There are plenty of world class attractions and offerings including the hot spots such as Table 

Mountain, Robben Island, Kirstenbosch Botanical Gardens; historical and cultural tours such as 

township tours; museums; winelands; parks and scenic natural attractions such as Cape Point 

and many others.  It can be concluded from the desktop data and information that there might be 

other issues in Cape Town with regards to backpacking tourism, but lack of ówhat to do and visit,ô 

is certainly not one of them.  The niche market map below (Figure 26) is of the metropole 

showing points of operation for the various niches (operations can include establishments and 

activities, which would need detailed site visits to clarify). This map gives a sense of zoning and 

where most nature and adventure activities take place. 
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Figure 26: Cape Town Tourism Niche Categories (Source: CoCT and CTRU GIS data, 2006) 

 

6.0 The Impacts of Backpacker Tourism 

6.1 Positive impacts 
Little emphasis has been placed on the impacts of backpacking on local economies, 

development, local communities and the physical environment. As backpacking to an area 

increases, local economies may move from agriculture and fishing as the demand for labour 

increases, property values rise and infrastructure improves. In many cases, former backpackers 

settle down in a destination and establish their own businesses (Brenner & Fricke, 2007).  

 

Backpacking tourism can contribute significantly to local economic development as backpackers 

generally purchase locally produced goods and services and prefer to interact with local people. 


