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The holidays are finally here, the time of year 
when we leave behind – at least for a little 
while – the hustle of daily life to enjoy the 
company of friends and family. For more 
than 70,000 Americans each holiday season, 
those friends and family are in Hawai‘i. 

This month’s Spotlight On: Visiting Friends 
& Relatives Travel breaks down this oft-over-
looked segment of the travel market. While 
the Visiting Friends and Relatives (VFR) 
segment tends to spend less overall, they still 
account for more than one-in-ten visitors to 
Hawai‘i from the U.S. mainland and one-
fifth of visitors to the islands during the hol-

iday season.
Only half of U.S. VFR travelers eschew paid 

lodging altogether, and their lower spending 
is offset by a higher likelihood to make re-
turn trips. In fact, VFR travelers represent a 
disproportionate share of the Holy Grail of 
business enterprise: repeat customers. The 
U.S. VFR segment is one of the most loyal, 
with the average visitor making their eighth 
trip to Hawai‘i in 2015.

The following provides an overview of 
VFR travelers’ demographics, travel planning 
sources, and vacation activities compared to 
the overall leisure travel market.
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Visiting Friends & Relatives Travel
TRAVEL INTENTIONS

Recently released data shows 
Hawai‘i travel intentions hit a 
new fourth quarter high, with 
more than four-in-ten U.S. air 
leisure travelers saying they 
are very or extremely likely to 
visit the islands in the next 24 
months.
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Americans as VFR Travelers
Outside of the peak summer months, the 
holiday season is the most popular time for 
leisure travel among Americans. For those 
traveling to visit friends and relatives, De-
cember is actually their overall preferred 
month. Considering more than half of all 
U.S. air leisure travelers incorporated VFR 
into a trip in 2015, this translates into sig-
nificant proportion of total visitor days.

The typical U.S. VFR air traveler differs 
somewhat from their non-VFR counter-
part. While they are remarkably similar 
in age (43.9 vs. 44.2 years old on average) 
and total travel days (21.4 vs. 22.4 days per 
year on average), U.S. VFR air travelers are 
more likely to be single (43.3% vs. 39.2%) 
and less likely to rate leisure travel as a 
high priority. In 2015, only 46.3 percent 
of VFR air travelers indicated they traveled 
‘as much as possible’, as compared to more 
than 53 percent of the non-VFR popula-
tion. 

Somewhat predictably, U.S. VFR air 
travelers were more likely to use personal 
experience and connections to plan their 
trip, with one-third leaning on their own 
past experience, and 36 percent relying on 

a close friend or family member. Of note, 
nearly 60 percent of U.S. VFR air travelers 
also utilized online resources while plan-
ning their trip. This fact sheds light on an 
important truth of VFR travelers: while 
this segment is less likely to utilize lodging 
options typical of their non-VFR counter-
parts, they do not pass on activities and 
amenities altogether.

To put it another way, U.S. VFR air trav-
elers still dine out, immerse themselves in 
local culture and entertainment, and even 
stay in hotels, albeit at a lower rate. With 
regards to high-expenditure activities such 
as fine dining, shopping, spa visits, going to 
night clubs, or taking in a show, VFR trav-
elers are only about one-fifth less likely to 
participate than the general leisure traveler. 
This smaller than expected difference is re-
flected in spending habits as well. Overall, 
U.S. VFR air travelers spend 30 percent less 
than other travelers, with the vast majori-
ty of the difference accounted for in lower 
lodging and transportation costs as op-
posed to food and entertainment. But even 
hotels and other lodging establishments do 
not lose out as much as one would think;  
only slightly more than half of all U.S. 
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Lodging Choice in 
Hawai‘i

Continued on PG3

Source: HVCB analysis of HTA Visitor Arrival data, 2015
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VFR air travelers reported staying in a pri-
vate residence, implying the rest paid for 
lodging. 

One of the greatest benefits of VFR trav-
el, however, is that they are frequently re-
peat visitors. Tied to a destination by tight 
bonds with local residents, U.S. VFR air 
travelers are much more likely to return 
than normal air leisure travelers. Last year 
saw 56 percent of U.S. VFR air travelers 
returned to their destination for the third 
(or more) time in the last five years, as 
opposed to just 45 percent of non-VFR 
travelers. Thus, what they lack in per trip 
expenditures, they often make up with the 
frequency of visits.
Visiting Friends & Relatives in Hawai‘i
A total of 717,000 VFR air travelers vis-
ited Hawai‘i in 2015, an increase of +5.8 
percent from the previous year. Of those, 
approximately 90 percent came from the 
U.S. mainland market.

In many ways, the trends of Hawai‘i’s 
VFR visitors mirror those of the broader 
U.S. market segment. As with U.S. VFR 
air travelers as a whole, December proved 
to be the most popular month for VFR 
trips to Hawai‘i. Such is the popularity 
of the Hawaiian Islands as a VFR desti-
nation during the holidays that this travel 
accounted for nearly one-fifth of total air 

leisure travel from U.S. mainland in De-
cember of 2015.

Hawai‘i’s VFR air travel market mimics 
the broader market in several notable ways, 
but by far the most important and encour-
aging similarity is their prevalence to visit 
again and again. In 2015, only 20 percent 
of VFR visitors were making their first trip 
to Hawai‘i, as opposed to over one-third 
of total visitors. Likewise, the typical visi-
tor to Hawai‘i  was making their fifth trip, 
while VFR travelers were making their 
eighth.

Overall, VFR travel might not be the 
flashiest or most sought-after market seg-
ment, but it accounts for over ten per-
cent of visitors to Hawai‘i from the U.S. 
mainland and should not be ignored. VFR 
travelers are not hermits that retreat into 
their families’ guest rooms upon arrival; 
they want to experience the art, culture, 
and natural beauty of Hawai‘i just like ev-
ery other visitor. Targeted marketing cam-
paigns that highlight entertainment and 
dining options, particularly during the 
holiday season, could be instrumental in 
ensuring VFR visitors get the most out of 
their numerous trips to the Hawaiian Is-
lands –  and that Hawai‘i’s visitor industry 
gets the most out of them.
Sources: HVCB analysis of HTA & TNS TravelsAmerica data
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Popular VFR Traveler Activities in Hawai‘i

Source: HVCB analysis of Visitor Satisfaction & Activity Report, 2015

Ph
ot

o 
co

ur
te

sy
 o

f H
TA

 / 
To

r J
oh

ns
on

12.5%

9.5%

12.9%

34.2%

26.8%

23.2%

24.7%

30.5%

45.3%

34.8%

52.0%

62.6%

50.4%

69.7%

72.3%

87.4%

7.7%

8.1%

16.5%

19.7%

25.1%

25.9%

28.2%

31.6%

37.0%

40.0%

51.2%

54.1%

57.6%

66.9%

76.4%

84.1%

Spa

Golf

Nightc lub / bar

Museum  / art gallery

Hiking  / camping

Historic military site

Snorkeling / scuba  diving

Farmer's market

State park / botan ical garden

Fine dining

Mall  / deparment stores

Scenic views / natural landmarks

Family  restaurant

Beach / sunbathing / swimming
VFR TRAVELERSLEISURE TRAVELERS



Travel Intentions

For more information regarding this 

issue of the Market Insights Update, 

to subscribe to the distribution list or 

submit topic requests for future issues, 

please contact insights@hvcb.org. 

As a result of strong traveler sentiment, Ha-
wai‘i travel intentions have grown substan-
tially in the past year. Nearly half of U.S. 
air leisure travelers (47%) say they are very 
or extremely likely to visit Hawai‘i in the 
next two years, a +10 percentage point in-
crease year-over-year and +28 points higher 
than five years ago, reaching a new fourth 
quarter high.

Despite strong travel intentions, a portion 
of U.S. air leisure travelers say they have 
considered visiting Hawai‘i but decided not 
to after all. While the cost of a Hawai‘i va-
cation still remains the top travel deterrent, 
the percent of travelers who cited high travel 
prices as the reason not to visit actually de-
clined at the end of 2016. Moderating air-
fares likely contributed to this decrease. 
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Hawai‘i Travel Intentions Hit Fourth Quarter High

Source: HVCB analysis of MMGY Global travelhorizons data

Hawai‘i’s Top Travel Barriers

Sneak Peek at 
Next Month

2017 Travel Industry 
Outlook
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