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Families love to gather beneath the stunning domed window into 
an aquatic world at The Grand Aquarium Ocean Park, Hong Kong.
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Introduction
We’ve all been there, as a child, a parent, or both.

It’s that delicate balance of interests, more complex than a 
Congressional subcommittee. It’s that persistence to find the 
right blend of activities that satisfies everyone. It’s the think-
on-your-feet flexibility to adapt when things don’t play out 
that way that you planned. It’s the after-the-fact hindsight 
that helps you do it better next time.

And just when you think that you’ve got the kids figured out, 
they change on you.

It’s the family vacation, the most creative act that most 
families will ever undertake together. Planning, executing, 
and enjoying a family vacation is truly a rich and complex 
art form. Even for experienced destinologists like us, this 
particular art form defies easy understanding.

So, like a lot of challenging subjects, we decided to do 
some research. We commissioned H2R Market Research 
to conduct an original, nationwide study for us, asking 
families for detailed information about the reasons they 
visit destinations, how they plan their trips, how they rank 
different attributes, and how they evaluate their experience. 
Perhaps most importantly, we compared our family results 
to a control group of adults-only travelers, looking for key 
differences.

The results are interesting, and often surprising.
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Why Do Families Matter? 

They’re only 

They pay more for their tickets—$22.87 on average, almost $2 more 
than the average price paid by adults without children. Families also visit 
attractions more often—2.9 times a year, on average, compared to 2.5 for 
adults without children—and they’re more likely to make repeat visits.

If they’ve had fun, together.

of the U.S. population–
but they make HALF of 
all visits to attractions.
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What’s the highest priority for families: Fun and adventure? 
Exciting new knowledge? Thrills?

Nope!  66% of them said that it’s simply the chance to 
be together.

We all know that interactive experiences are key motivators 
for families with children, right?

Well, sort of.  We actually found that the desire for 
interactivity diminished as kids enter their teenage years. In 
fact, boys in the 15-17 age range are the least likely to desire 
interactivity.

INTRODUCTION

A Sampling of Findings

Mom is the sole decider of travel plans, right? Everybody knows that.

Nope!  70% of children have a lot of influence, and 37% of children 
play a major role. In 13% of families, kids are the key decider.

Parents make trade-offs to get their kids to visit an “educational” 
attraction, right?

Yep!  In fact 39% of them “arbitrate” with everything from other 
attractions, food, souvenirs, even how much time they spend. This is 
truly a fine art.

Thrills are at the top of the list for most families, I would imagine.

Nope!  Actually only about 25% of families list thrills as a top 
attribute that they seek.

Technology is more important to boys than girls, right?

Yep!  While desire for technology grows for both boys and girls as 
they get older, it remains clearly strongest with boys at every age 
group.

Shopping is important as a destination activity for families.

Yep!  In fact, four out of five families say that they include 
shopping in any destination visit. Unique souvenirs seem most 
important in atttractions that are considered historic or science-
related. 

Saying “hello” at the Brookfield 
Zoo’s Great Bear Wilderness.
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The Question Freud Never Answered:
What Do Families Want?
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You’ll never forget your first jaw-dropping view of Niagara 
Falls at the Ontario’s Table Rock Welcome Centre.
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The most important ingredient for a family is 

togetherness—nearly 66% of the families in our 
study said so. Families want to do something as a family, even 
if they do head off to different parts of the destination so 
everybody can see what most interests them. At least they’ve 
all come to the same place, away from their crazy routines 
and separate computer screens. They have a rare chance to 
create memories they can smile about—and tease each other 
about—for the next 50 years. 

Togetherness sounds old-fashioned, but the need for it is more urgent than 

ever. Often both parents are working, more than full-time. Children are 

gone more than they’re home, racing from school to sports, piano lessons, or 

tutoring sessions, then diving behind their computer screens to play games or 

post status updates. 

Busy families, especially, are looking for ways to connect. “Mom romanticizes 

a great family outing where everyone is happy,” notes Jerry Henry, president 

of H²R. That puts the burden on attractions: Take a group of people of varying 

ages and make it possible for them to not only enjoy the same place, but 

feel a sense of togetherness that’s becoming hard to achieve in everyday life.

THE QUESTION FREUD NEVER ANSWERED: WHAT DO FAMILIES WANT?

Families who visit aquariums, zoos, and historic sites tend 
to rank togetherness even higher than families overall—as 
do parents whose children are younger than 7.

The Question Freud Never Answered:
What Do Families Want?

Our study establishes that there are numerous 
priorities for families as they travel. This section 
will focus on the top three, namely:

1. Togetherness

2. Fun

3. Variety

Rounding out the top ten priorities (in order):

4. Unique experiences

5. Learn something new

6. See animals

7. See new rides/exhibits

8. Someplace we’ve never been before

9. Have a discount/coupon

10. Special event/festival



8

The Curse of DarKastle ride is full of 4-D, multisensory 
thrills at Busch Gardens, Williamsburg.
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Once the family’s together, what matters is having  fun. 
Families want “fun & excitement” more than they want 
education, interactivity, friendliness, or anything else, 
ranking fun’s importance 4.56 on a scale of 0 to 5.

Above all, parents want their children to have fun. If the kids are happy, so are 

the grown-ups—who, for their part, are often thrilled just to get out of the 

house, away from housework and honey-do’s. “I like a change of scenery, too,” 

one mother remarks. “It’s a break in the action, and you get a chance to just be 

somewhere else.” 

For kids, the escape’s even more dramatic, because nowadays, they spend so 

much time cooped up indoors, eyes glued to various screens. Nearly 4 in 10 

(38%) of the parents in our study mentioned “getting out of the house” as 

a motivation for visiting attractions.

Often they can’t just go outside and play; maybe their parents aren’t 

home from work yet, or it’s dark, or they’ve been warned that even the 

neighborhood playground isn’t safe. They text their friends and play on 

their computers, settling for virtual reality. But when the family goes to 

a museum or science center, theme park or historic site, there’s plenty of 

security. Helpful adults are everywhere. The play areas are all childproof and 

engineered to be as safe as possible.

Kids can be kids, and the grown-ups can relax.

FUN & EXCITING!

interactive

friendliness

educational

THE QUESTION FREUD NEVER ANSWERED: WHAT DO FAMILIES WANT?
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Antler Hill Village at Biltmore Estate offers families a 
place to relax, shop, dine, and invent their own fun!
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Variety ranked third in importance for families; they 
gave it a 4.51 on a 5.0 scale. “That’s because, in order for 
Mom to generate that romantic view of everybody doing 
something together, you need different things for everybody 
to do,” remarks Jerry Henry. “Nearly 4 in 10 families say 
variety is one of the things that inspires them to visit an 
attraction.” 

In response, more attractions are becoming hybrids, making sure they have 

a combination of hands-on activities, amazing things to see, exciting rides or 

experiences, and then of course dining and shopping.

“Until recently, a lot of places missed that lesson,” remarks PGAV Destinations 

Principal Mike Konzen. “Now you see zoos starting to experiment with rides, 

museums coming up with fun restaurant concepts; historic sites adding 

unique retail experiences.”

Families are already 21% more likely than adults without children to list 

variety as one of the top reasons they visit, and it’s likely to become even 

more important in the future. The Pew Research Center reports that in 2008, 

a record 49 million Americans lived in a multigenerational household (two 

adult generations or a grandparent and at least one other generation). That’s 

up from 28 million in 1980, and the number’s still rising. So attractions 

need to offer something for the youngest children, whose parents are 

always looking for places to bring them; for the eager grade-school kids; 

for teenagers, whose parents want to travel with them as much as possible 

before they go off to college and the family vacations get tougher to pull off; 

for young parents; for middle-aged parents who’ve seen it all before; and for 

grandparents or even great-grandparents, who are eager to be with the kids 

but don’t have their energy and endurance.

VARIETY IS IMPORTANT TO FAMILIES,
RANKING 4.51 OUT OF 5

4.51

THE QUESTION FREUD NEVER ANSWERED: WHAT DO FAMILIES WANT?
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Boys & Girls, Toddlers & Teens:
Keeping Up with the Differences
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1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17

THRILLS

AUTHENTICITY

VARIETY

EDUCATIONAL

FUN & EXCITING

INTERACTIVITY

Ages 4–7

Ages 4–7 Ages 12–14

Ages 12–14

Ages 15–17

Ages 4–7

Ages < 4

Ages 4–7

Ages < 4

WHAT KIDS WANT CHANGES OVER TIME
Boys and Girls from age 1 to 17

Age When Girls Are Most Interested

Age When Boys Are Most Interested

Ages 4–7

Ages 8-11

Ages 15–17

Ages 15–17
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We’ve come far in our thinking about gender…yet you can 
still go to a playground and see boys crashing through a wall 
of bodies while girls stand in clumps chatting or playing 
jumprope. Researchers continue to turn up differences in 
play themes and types, activity levels and partner choices. 

Boys like more movement and 
exploration, girls more role-playing.
Back in 1981, research by Dorothy and Jerome Singer fit every stereotype: 

Boys liked adventure themes and fantasy characters, superheroes and 

spacemen. Girls liked family pretend roles, playing house, and dress-up 

clothes. Their favorite toys were passive, static, or at least gentle: dolls, tea-

sets, toy stoves, and carriages. Boys’ favorites were cars, trucks, rocket ships, 

boats, miniature tools, and toy weapons. 

Sound dated? A 2003 study at the Children’s Digital Media Center at 

Georgetown University looked at kids playing multi-user online games and 

found boys choosing fantasy and mythical names for themselves (lots of 

superheroes) and girls choosing pop culture names, usually music stars. Even 

online, boys moved around more and changed scenes faster. Interacting with 

each other, they were more playful. When girls interacted with each other, 

they used more words. 

BOYS & GIRLS, TODDLERS & TEENS: KEEPING UP WITH THE DIFFERENCES

Boys & Girls, Toddlers & Teens:
Keeping Up with the Differences

This section will explore that shifting landscape 
of different key aspects of family travel for boys 
and girls, with special focus on the following 
age groups:

• Ages 1-4:  Sense and Sensibility

• Ages 4-7:  The DIY Years

• Ages 8-11:  Identity Quest 

• Ages 12-17:  The Thrill Years



In our study, based on their parents’ reports, high-tech exhibits were more 

important to boys than girls in every age group. Technology’s relevance increased 

with the child’s age, but even for the oldest girls, ages 15 to 17, it mattered to 

44.3%, noticeably less than the 53.3% of boys the same age. 

“There are differences; anyone who’s raised both knows that,” says Doug Nickrent, 

a senior exhibit designer at PGAV Destinations. “All kids like physical play and 

pretend play, but boys and girls go about it differently.” His favorite strategy is to 

include both genders by keeping an exhibit open-ended, so they can script their 

own pretend play. In a shuttle cockpit, for example, they’re moving a joystick like an 

astronaut and feeling some of the sensations of flying—but they may bring entirely 

different ideas to that experience, script it with different kinds of stories. Or get so 

caught up in the zooming action that they don’t even need a story.   

In our study, parents of boys indicated that they seek extreme thrill rides sooner 

than girls do; they lose interest in educational activities sooner, too. Parents of 

boys ages 4 to 11 reported negotiating and trading-off to get their sons to visit 

educational attractions. The negotiations with girls didn’t reach the same pitch until 

age 12.

Parents of girls, especially girls between 4 and 11, wanted to make sure a site would 

have a variety of fun, exciting activities. Parents of boys weren’t as concerned with 

variety, and they weren’t even quite as concerned with fun and excitement. “Maybe 

that’s because it takes more to keep girls’ interest,” Henry suggests. “If you have one 

great roller coaster, boys might go and do it again and again and again.” 

All this makes sense when you remember that boys’ brains have more gray matter, 

which concentrates activity into a single area. Girls’ brains have more white matter, 

which connects brain activity to various parts of the brain, including emotional 

centers. Girls are wired to make connections. Different parts of their brain can work 

together simultaneously; they can multitask with ease. 

Quinten likes a lot of running around, and Haleigh 
likes it too, but not for as long. Maybe five minutes.

IMPORTANCE OF TECHNOLOGY
GIRLS: 15–17 YEARS

44.3%
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Boys’ brains also rest more often throughout the day, and they have different 

ways of paying attention, organizing, and completing tasks. They have more 

neural centers in the right hemisphere of their brain—the one involved in spatial 

reasoning. They engage with each other by using objects and physical activity. In 

girls, by contrast, the hippocampus—the brain’s memory center—is more active. 

They track relationships more diligently and remember emotional experiences more 

readily. Because their brain’s lobes are more active, they’re more apt to connect their 

experiences to feelings, memories, and senses. 

When parents of boys leave a destination, their satisfaction falls with the age of 

their son until the age of 15. The satisfaction of girls’ parents increases with the girl’s 

age—until she hits 15. 

Why? We’re not sure. We do know that boys are demanding thrills and extreme 

experiences sooner than girls are—at 12 instead of 15. And girls like educational 

experiences for much longer, but at 15, their priorities are often very, very social. 

Our current understanding of gender differences is far more flexible than society’s 

old stereotypes; we know that, while these differences show up consistently, they’re 

not absolute. Kids land in different places on the continuum, and they shift in and 

out of preferences at different points in their lives, too. As a result, our expectations 

aren’t so rigidly boxed. And destinations, with their new emphasis on variety, are 

learning to offer many more options that fall in the androgynous middle, or close 

the gender divide with universal appeal.

Josh is almost 13, and when he travels, he wants to do exactly 
what he does at home. He’s a big skateboarder, so he wants to 
find skateboarding parks. He’s willing to do new stuff—but you 
have to anchor it in what he normally does. Nora, his little sister, 
is just a lot more pliable. She doesn’t have that single overriding 
passion, even at home; she’s up for anything. She just wants to 
go and try new things.

IMPORTANCE OF TECHNOLOGY
BOYS: 15–17 YEARS

53.3%

BOYS & GIRLS, TODDLERS & TEENS: KEEPING UP WITH THE DIFFERENCES
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A family experiences a special close encounter 
at the Louisville Zoo’s Glacier Run.
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AGES 1 – 4
First, you appeal to a toddler’s senses. Maybe you use texture, the slick-rough feel 
of a turtle shell, the splash of water. Or games that involve matching shapes or 
colors. Then you work on his or her motor skills, but so cleverly, it looks like play. 
Children learn by play. 

Physical activities refine muscle control and coordination; crafts help fine motor 
skills and hand-eye coordination. Interactive play helps a child figure out who 
he is and form ideas about the world. Creative play helps a child deepen her 
imagination, become resourceful, and understand emotions—her own, and those 
of others. Play also helps kids develop language and social skills. 

Zoos and aquariums work beautifully for toddlers: They can pat a baby goat or go 
up to the glass and watch, rapt, as the fish move. A child needs no prior knowledge 
to be awed by the fish’s grace, fluid speed, or exotic weirdness.

Then, as language develops, you can reach kids through storytelling, fantasy, and 
wonder. At this age, a destination experience doesn’t have to be “authentic.” It has 
to be captivating. 

When they’re little, you’re really just about, ‘Where can I get/manage the 
strollers?’... They’ve got the tour bus-stroller thing down to a science.

SENSE AND SENSIBILITY

STORYTELLING
FANTASY
WONDER

STORYTELLING
FANTASY
WONDER

BOYS & GIRLS, TODDLERS & TEENS: KEEPING UP WITH THE DIFFERENCES
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Splash the day away at Aquatica, 
SeaWorld’s Water Park.
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AGES 4–7
These are the years when interactive experiences matter the most. Kids are full 
of energy, and they need things they can see and touch and not get yelled at. 
Once, that just meant a jungle gym or a petting zoo, but today’s interactivity is 
a whole lot cooler, bringing kids into the water with otters or dolphins, taking 
them into the Amazon or the Arctic Circle. They’re moving outward from the very 
young child’s world of fantasy, learning that it’s just as much fun to explore the 
real world. They want to take things apart, try them, see what they feel like. They 
still tend to personify objects, and they’re still very present-tense, but they’re 
beginning to learn how to think about other times and places and points of view. 

Beginning around age 5, our study showed, variety becomes very important to 
parents of both boys and girls—and even more important to parents of girls.

The need for interactivity peaks for girls in these years, then starts to decline; it 
will remain important for boys until they reach 12.

Educational value is important now—and that will change for the parents of 
boys, as soon as their sons hit 8. At educational attractions, design should take 
kids of these ages into account, rather than place everything at an adult’s eye 
level. “Seeing things from below or above, or having to crawl to see them—all 
that adds to the drama for everyone,” notes Tom Owen, Vice President for PGAV 
Destinations. “An exhibit becomes much less passive.” And kids in the DIY years 
are anything but passive.

On rides, Quinten’s very cautious. He’s 7. His friends like the scramblers and the 
fast, twirly ones. They don’t have any interest at all in the big roller coasters yet.

THE DIY YEARS

INTERACTIVE
VARIETY

EDUCATION

INTERACTIVE
VARIETY

EDUCATION

BOYS & GIRLS, TODDLERS & TEENS: KEEPING UP WITH THE DIFFERENCES



22

In the Georgia Aquarium’s tidal pool, kids can gently stroke 
the anemones, the turtles, even the horseshoe crabs.
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AGES 8–11
These are the years when gender starts to draw a few lines of its own—blurry lines, 
but noticeable ones. Kids are learning to think a little more abstractly; they’re 
not so dependent on concrete, sensory learning. It’s important for them to have 
chances to ask questions, think things through for themselves, and explain them 
back to a grown-up. But they still crave interactive experiences: the kind that let 
them imagine themselves in another world, piloting a plane or fighting in a 19th-
century battle. 

For parents of boys, this is when variety starts to matter. Boys’ desire for hands-on 
interactivity peaks in these years, then will begin to decline as they move toward 
the physical excitement of thrill rides. Already, they’re no longer as interested in 
educational experiences per se. Girls still are, according to the parents in our study, 
until they hit 12 or so. 

Quinten likes to do the hands-on, he likes to build stuff, do the experiments, kind 
of get his hands a little more dirty. At one museum, he built a rocket ship and 
launched it over and over again while Haleigh and I did all 12 stations in that 
hands-on room. She likes the bigger picture, looking at the whole exhibit, going 
through the whole space.

IDENTITY QUEST

INTERACTIVE

VARIETY
EDUCATION

INTERACTIVE
VARIETY

BOYS & GIRLS, TODDLERS & TEENS: KEEPING UP WITH THE DIFFERENCES
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Busch Gardens Tampa’s Cheetah Hunt gives 
guests the adrenaline rush they seek.
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AGES 12–17
As teenagers get older, they crave the challenge, risk, intensity, and excitement of 
extreme rides. Those aren’t experiences they can get staying home to play video 
games; even the best of the games can’t replicate the adrenaline.

Teens seek thrills, but also authenticity. Parents of boys over 12 and girls over 15 
look actively for authentic experiences they can share with their child before the 
days of family vacations come to an end. Abstract ideas have begun to matter, and 
can be adroitly manipulated, dissected, and compared. Historic sites are becoming 
more interesting, because a teenager’s sense of time is sophisticated, and she can 
consider events from different points of view and put them in context. A historic 
site’s usually lost on a child until he has enough reference points to make sense of it, 
and enough abstract intelligence to imagine the past. A teenager has enough living 
behind her to look back and recognize turning points and transformations. She also 
has enough knowledge of the world to make connections with what she’s learning.

Josh loves roller coasters, all that stuff. Nora’s just 9, and she’s more timid 
about the extreme rides, but even she’s asking about going to Six Flags now.

THE THRILL YEARS

THRILLS
AUTHENTICIY

HISTORY

THRILLS
AUTHENTICITY

HISTORY

BOYS & GIRLS, TODDLERS & TEENS: KEEPING UP WITH THE DIFFERENCES
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Intel, Command & Control:
How Families Plan Their Outings
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Parents say they let their kids choose…
“which is funner”...

“where to go”...

“how long the stay”...

“where we stay”...

“what time we leave home”...

“the route we should take”...

“any friends coming along”...

“where we will start and end”...

“which animals we will see”...

“which paths to go down”...

“what we will ride first”...

“what exactly we will do when we get there”...

“where we can eat if we have the money”...
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The travel industry keeps a tight focus on Mom, because study after study 
indicates that women make about 85% of travel decisions. What everybody 
forgets, though, is that women aren’t necessarily choosing what they want. 
They tend to be altruists, taking their partners into account, and above all, 
listening to their kids. 

Kids call dibs, race to the brochure rack or the Internet, post their vacation 
stories on Facebook, compare notes about dream destinations. In our study, 
70% of families said their kids help, in one way or another, plan their trips. A 
full 13% of parents said the initial choice of what attraction to visit was made 
by their child, and the child was the only reason the family visited. In 37% of 
families, the child may not have been the sole instigator, but he or she played 
a major role in the decision to visit.

In other words, in half the families surveyed, the child wielded a powerful 
influence over the choice of destination. 

Not only do kids say—loudly—where they want to go, they also negotiate 
which activities they’ll do there, and in what order. 

As children grow older, they’re increasingly likely to help with planning the 
trip. Technology gives them more instant information than any child could 
have gathered 20 years ago. And today’s parents tend to be less strict, less 
grim about pleasure, and less hierarchical about who wields power. They don’t 
inform their kids that children should be seen and not heard. They listen. 

In 70% of families we studied, the children either sometimes or frequently 
help plan a visit. As the kids get older, their influence expands, and their role 
becomes even more active. They’re technologically sophisticated: parents 
report their kids almost twice as likely to have visited a website as talked to 
friends. But they’re far more likely to have talked to friends than used any 
other source of opinion or information. And interestingly enough, they’re 
more likely to have paid attention to good old-fashioned newspaper ads than 
to social media. 

Intel, Command & Control:
How Families Plan Their Outings

INTEL, COMMAND & CONTROL: HOW FAMILIES PLAN THEIR OUTINGS

70%
CHILDREN HELP PLAN 

THE VACATION

CHILDREN PLAYED A 
MAJOR ROLE IN DECISION37%

CHILDREN WERE THE SOLE 
INSTIGATORS IN DECISION13%

In this section, we will outline the different roles that 
kids play in vacation planning:

1. Checks and balances

2. Consensus

3. Democracy

4. Meritocracy

5. Apprenticeship

6. Arbitration



THE ROLES KIDS PLAY
Some families are run like dictatorships, with the grown-ups 
laying down the law—at least when it comes to major decisions, 
money expenditures, or what the grown-ups deem best for the 
children. Asked what they do to encourage their child to visit an 
educational attraction, for example, 37% of parents said they 
simply insist that the child go. 

“They just come along.”

In other families, it’s the child’s power that’s absolute. Almost 
a fourth (24%) of families said if their child didn’t want to visit 
an educational attraction, the family simple wouldn’t go. Case 
closed. These parents figure the trip is mainly for the children’s 
benefit, so there’s no point being coercive about it.

“My child basically decides where we will go and 
what we will do there.”
“If they don’t like it, they will throw a fit and nobody 
will have a good time.”
“They tell me where exactly they would like to go and 
what they would like to see.”
Most families fall between these two extremes. 
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1. CHECKS AND BALANCES 
Sometimes, just for practical reasons, the children’s power must 
be limited by checks and balances. There’s the budget for the 
trip, for example; the logistics of travel; whether it’s possible to 
go by plane; how much time is available before work and school 
summon people back. So parents might poll the kids and then 
find a way to narrow the choices, or give the kids a short-list 
from which they can choose.

“They pick a place to go out of a pile of broochures [sic] 
we lay on the floor and then we do everything else.”

“Our children tell us what they would like to do, or 
where they want to go, and we try to make it happen.”

“They suggest a lot of ideas and if we like them we put 
in a hat and draw out and see where we go.”

2. CONSENSUS 
In the consensus model, families talk through every decision 
and get creative finding ways that everybody can be happy. 
“It’s like a focus group,” laughs Mike Konzen, “with the kids in 
the back seat debating what to do and my wife and I up front, 
mediating their separate interests.” The trick of consensus is, 
everybody needs to agree, not just glumly put up with the final 
outcome. It’s as collaborative as life gets.

“Everyone gets a say.”
“We decide as a family.”
“My children get online with me. We decide together 
which state we will be visiting.”

INTEL, COMMAND & CONTROL: HOW FAMILIES PLAN THEIR OUTINGS



3. DEMOCRACY  
In the democracy, everybody gets an equal vote, and the majority 
rules. There are, of course, subtle refinements—if the visit’s to a site 
that one of the kids is absolutely passionate about, maybe he gets 
first pick of what’s seen. The tinkering can get as sophisticated as 
the electoral college, with older children’s votes given slightly more 
weight, or it can be bluntly egalitarian, with the 6-year-old’s vote 
just as powerful as Dad’s, and the toddler’s vote a crucial tiebreaker.

“Open discussion equal role with everyone else.”

“They get a vote.”

“We usually give them veto power within reason.”

4. MERITOCRACY  
In the meritocracy, kids act as consultants, their role expanding 
with age and knowledge of the world. They ask their friends about 
their family trips; they collect brochures and news articles and pore 
over websites and social-networking posts. They also pursue their 
own interests, avidly, and they know about the places that will 
match their passions or answer their questions. As toddlers, they 
wield scant influence; by the time they reach their teens, they’re 
making most of the choices.

“My 6 year old helps with suggestions....and wants to 
teach his brother everything.”

“My oldest generally suggests things she wants to see 
based upon books or studies we do at home, such as 
asking to see ‘real live sharks.’”



33

5. APPRENTICESHIP  
In the apprenticeship, travel is a training ground, with parents 
actively teaching the child how to research a decision, work from 
a budget, juggle logistics, and make arrangements. Electronic 
technology makes that kind of learning easier; kids can book 
reservations online, with supervision, and make schedules for the 
family’s time. They can decide ahead where the family will eat—
checking menu prices and doing simple math to stay on budget. 
Even financial constraints turn into a game, setting limits it’s fun to 
outsmart by finding deals online ahead of time.  

“He does all the research online.”

“My four children all have responsibility in planning the 
whole visit. They each have their own assignments and 
they work together to plan the trip. This gives them the 
opportunity to learn valuable life experience.”

6. ARBITRATION  
And in arbitration, which nearly every family resorts to at some 
point, parents negotiate with their kids. In situations where the 
child wasn’t wild about an educational visit, 39% of parents sat 
down to talk about it and sweetened the deal with some kind of 
trade-off. Just about everything can be negotiated: where to eat, 
how much time to spend, what souvenirs may be purchased, which 
activities are pursued. In families who’ve perfected the art, parents 
know their children’s tastes, wants, and attention spans well 
enough to bargain effectively—and children know how to wheedle 
precisely to the limits of their parents’ patience and purse-strings. 

“If it is a long trip we will let them choose some of the 
places we will dine.”

“A lot of times it’s a trade-off: They’re not dying to go—they 
don’t know enough yet to know what they’ll like—so I have 
to bribe them. It’s a lot of negotiation: Let’s do this, and 
then we’ll do that.”

39%

PARENTS OFFERED TRADE-OFF 
FOR EDUCATIONAL VISIT

ARBITRATION

INTEL, COMMAND & CONTROL: HOW FAMILIES PLAN THEIR OUTINGS
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Real Thrills & Authentic Experiences:
A Trip to Remember
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Reaching out to touch a ray is just one of many 
wondrous experiences at Discovery Cove in Orlando.
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We’ve seen what motivates families, how they choose a 
particular destination, and how they plan their trip. But it’s 
what happens once they arrive that determines whether 
they will leave happy, already making plans to return.

Here are the elements that make the difference.

In this section, we will identify the kinds of 
experiences that matter the most to families:

Thrills

Interactivity

Technology

Authenticity

Storytelling and Immersion

Fun and Education at Once

Dining

Shopping

Real Thrills & Authentic Experiences:
A Trip to Remember
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Rhino Rally at Busch Gardens Tampa is 
full of unexpected twists and turns.
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THRILLS
The delight in thrills is nearly universal, appealing even to adult couples 
without children. And among families, 24.9% cited thrills as one of their 
top motives for visiting an attraction. Wild animals, extreme environments, 
knock-your-socks-off science exhibits, roller coasters... Even “family” rides 
aren’t as tame as they used to be. They make room for little kids but are 
hardly kiddie rides; they let riders of all ages get a tiny bit scared, safely, and 
conquer that fear, so they can giggle and brag about it. “Speed, in itself, isn’t 
necessarily scary,” notes Jim Wible, a senior attraction designer at PGAV 
Destinations. “What you feel is acceleration, the change in G-force.” Darkness 
heightens suspense and makes even a slow ride feel faster. Getting wet is cool, 
too, “and there’s some comedy release in it: ‘You got wet! I didn’t!’” The fun 
of comparing notes is part of sharing the experience. Ideally, family members 
can see each other’s faces during the ride, or at least watch from the perfect 
vantage point. Neuroscientists might use mirror neurons to explain how 
empathy intensifies the experience, but Wible puts it more simply: “It’s like 
laughing: It’s contagious.” 

We went to a historic exhibit I thought was fascinating, but it had only 
three touch-screen interactive things, and after five minutes with those, 
our son was bored.

FAMILIES  LIST “THRILLS” AS TOP MOTIVE 
FOR VISITING AN ATTRACTION

24.9%

REAL THRILLS & AUTHENTIC EXPERIENCES: A TRIP TO REMEMBER
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Kids can learn about weight and commerce in 
this fun interactive from the Saint Louis Arch.
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INTERACTIVITY
Families rated the importance of interactive experiences 4.23, much higher 
than adults without children. That’s because for the kids, especially under 
12, interactivity’s the secret to holding their attention: It’s how they learn 
and how they enjoy themselves. So you give them something to do, a way 
to participate. Maybe that means virtual reality, a simulated experience as 
a pilot; maybe it’s a DIY crafts activity, or a slide that feels like an orbiter 
landing, or a role-playing game in which a child crouches on a battlefield and 
envisions the enemy approaching. 

Interacting with people is still “the gold standard,” says Nickrent. “At parks, 
some of the most amazing moments are when the kids are eye-to-eye with 
a ranger and he’s showing them something about bear fur. You can’t get a 
computer or a video to respond to the really crazy question a 6-year-old is 
going to ask.” But experienced interpreters can’t be everywhere at once, and 
that’s where video comes in: It can tell a complicated story nobody’s going to 
take the time to read, and it can give that story emotional staying power.  

Interactive, hands-on activities are most important to parents 
of boys under 12 years of age and girls under 7 years of age.

“INTERACTIVE” AS IMPORTANT 
FACTOR CONSIDERED WITH 

EDUCATIONAL ATTRACTIONS BY 
SEX AND AGE OF CHILD
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The Georgia Aquarium’s big touch wall is a way for 
many to learn about aquatic species at the same time!
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TECHNOLOGY
The desire for interactivity leads straight to the desire for high technology. There 
are simpler kinds of interactivity, of course, like a panel that a young child can 
slide back to reveal more of the story his big sister is reading. But by and large, 
kids expect showy, magical high-tech. They enjoy touchwalls that give them just 
as much information as they want, right when they want it, in the coolest way 
possible. They like playing games projected on a floor while the exhibit reads their 
position and reacts to them. Of the families with children old enough and savvy 
enough to have an opinion, more than three-fourths preferred attractions 
that made the most of technology; fewer than one-fourth preferred attractions 
that used less technology.

“They’ve never lived without it,” explains Henry. “So stuff that doesn’t have 
it feels old. Adults have a different perspective; they don’t tend to demand 
technology for its own sake. They only want it if it helps tell the story.” Even so, 
only 14% of adults wanted attractions to limit the use of technology.

As children get older, their hunger for technology increases. Will they become 
more selective when they’re adults, adopting their parents’ attitudes? Not likely, 
Henry says. “Experts say your values are in stone by age 10, and they shape how 
you view the world for the rest of your life. We change our minds, but we typically 
don’t change what we value.” 

Preferences toward the use of technology tend 
to skew toward boys and older children.

TECHNOLOGY PREFERENCES 
BY SEX & AGE OF CHILD
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Kennedy Space Center’s new home for Atlantis will give 
everyone an up-close opportunity to see a space ship 
that has circled the earth more than 4,600 times.
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AUTHENTICITY
Authenticity can be as simple as a genuine smile from a site interpreter or as 
nuanced as using historically accurate materials and construction methods. Kids 
are quick to spot what’s canned, fake, generic, or gimmicky. Make-believe isn’t a 
problem; when they’re little, the world’s one big storytime, told in installments. 
But fantasy recedes as reality grows more manageable, and by the time children 
turn into teenagers, they’re determined to experience the real deal. Their 
parents are, too: They gave authenticity, the desire to experience real or genuine 
activities, a rating of 4.14 on a scale of 0 to 5.

Authenticity’s everything at historic sites, where the point is to experience the 
very conditions under which history was made. At museums, parents expect 
their kids to be able to see real paintings, genuine Egyptian mummies, actual 
pre-Columbian artifacts…not just replicas or virtual simulations. 

“Everything kids do is artificial these days,” remarks Tom Owen, a PGAV 
Destinations vice president who takes the creative lead for the firm’s museum 
design. “Life comes to them through electronics. But you can’t touch a real fossil 
through an iPhone, and a dinosaur is only two inches tall.” 

I’m looking for what is different and special about places. What makes 
this place unusual and do they do that well, do they convey the quality 
of why this place is different than other places?

“AUTHENTICITY” AS IMPORTANT ATTRACTION 
FEATURE BY SEX AND AGE OF CHILD

The desire for authenticity is most important to boys over 
12 years and girls over 15 years.
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There’s nothing between you and the penguins 
at the Saint Louis Zoo’s Penguin Puffin Coast.
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3.
61

STORYTELLING & IMMERSION
We’re all wired for beginnings, middles, and ends, no matter how old we are. 
Stories involve us, drawing on our imagination and experience, and they 
pull different sights and sounds, facts and feelings together. Until recently, 
Western education tended to present facts and ideas drained of emotion. 
Now neuroscience brings us plenty of good data that says emotion’s just as 
important as pure intellect—and if you want to make a memorable, lasting 
connection, emotion is even more critical.

Physical details can tell a story, too. At a zoo or aquarium, for example, people 
want to feel like they’re in this creature’s home. “The habitat and the place 
where the guest stands need to feel as seamless as possible,” explains Emily 
Howard, a PGAV Destinations Vice President. “If I’m looking at some fish 
from the Amazon, I want the place where I’m standing to feel like the Amazon 
as well. That really pulls you into the space with the animal.” Everything has 
to match—the style of the benches, the graphic design of the signs—from 
floor to ceiling. “In an Antarctic habitat, the air-conditioning would be set a 
bit lower. Colors would be whites and blues, and even the surface textures 
would be as slick as ice; you don’t want carpet underfoot.” You’re inside that 
world, away from your own.

“IMMERSION” AS IMPORTANT ATTRACTION 
FEATURE BY SEX AND AGE OF CHILD

The desire for storytelling and immersion is greater for 
boys until they reach the age of 15.
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Spread your wings to learn about eagle habitat 
conservation and native American traditions at 
the Brookfield Zoo’s Great Bear Wilderness.
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FUN & EDUCATION AT ONCE
Both families and adults like to learn and have fun—but families want both 
experiences at once. They want learning to be fun, and they like their fun 
to be educational—even when they’re visiting a theme park. At zoos and 
aquariums, “they want education mixed with the fun almost to the point 
where the kids don’t know they’re learning something,” says Emily Howard, 
who specializes in zoo and aquarium projects. “We might even introduce a 
math problem: ‘This animal has three stomachs…’ We do a lot with nuggets of 
information, giving them some fun facts they’re likely to remember.” 

Families’ priorities 
change, depending on 
whether they’re visiting 

entertainment or 
educational attractions.

Education is fine if it’s sandwiched with something fun to do. If it’s serious, 
like classical music, Haleigh tends to be more interested; Quinten gets 
bored to death and wants to go get something to eat. But if it’s a science 
center, where there’s a lot of hands-on, fun things to do and you’re also 
learning, they’re both happy.

Before visiting theme 
and water parks, 
families consider:

• Rides everyone in the family 
can do together

• Variety of rides/shows

• Value for the dollar

• Friendliness of employees

• Interactive experiences

Before visiting historic 
sites, museums, 
science centers, and 
botanical gardens, 
families consider: 

• Value for the dollar

• How educational the site is

• How many interactive, 
hands-on activities there are

• Whether the environment’s 
immersive

• Whether there are any new 
exhibits or galleries

REAL THRILLS & AUTHENTIC EXPERIENCES: A TRIP TO REMEMBER
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At Café Independence, grab a bite and learn 
about what else you can do in Philadelphia.
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DINING
Fewer than 1 in 5 families, 18%, say they’d actively welcome an upscale dining 
experience. Quick food, on the other hand, is essential: It provides both 
sustenance and respite. Families want quick, convenient dining; they’re far 
more likely to care about the speed of service and prefer “walk-up” windows, 
carts, or booths. One-third of the families in our study were only looking for a 
quick bite to hold them over until later; another third tended to use a meal to 
rest up before exploring the rest of the attraction. Only 9% expected a dining 
experience with good food and menu service, and only 9% expected a dining 
experience that was themed to continue the experience of the attraction. 

Families visiting museums, science centers, botanical gardens and state/
national parks tended to prefer better dining experiences than the overall 
average. Parents of boys between 4 and 11 and girls under 14 were most likely 
to prefer better dining experiences; toddlers make it tough to relax and enjoy 
your Cabernet Sauvignon, and teens are so self-reliant, there’s less urgent need 
for respite.

We always like to sit down and eat something, particularly something we 
haven’t had before. We want the really cool, fun, unusual food. Once we 
actually left a museum because they served only McDonald’s. We left and 
found the greatest burrito in Texas. We’ll occasionally eat in the museum if 
there’s something neat about it, though, like an open-air courtyard in the 
middle of the museum on a beautiful day.

32.7%

FAMILIES

24.0%

Adults

Like to order 
at counter, 
then sit down

33.1%

FAMILIES

26.5%

Adults

Good for 
quick bite 
to hold us

16.5%

Adults

9.4%

FAMILIES

Prefer dining 
experience 
with good 
food

9.0%

FAMILIES

13.0%

Adults

Best when dining 
experience is 
unique to the 
attraction

PREFERRED ROLE OF 
FOOD & BEVERAGE 

AT ATTRACTIONS

Most families see food & beverage 
offerings at attractions as having 
a functional role—a place to get a 
quick bite & to hold them over or an 
opportunity to take a break before 
seeing/doing the rest of the experience.

REAL THRILLS & AUTHENTIC EXPERIENCES: A TRIP TO REMEMBER
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Shopping’s an adventure at the Gateway 
Arch’s Museum Store.
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They have to go to the gift shop. They love the gift shop. I walk them through 
on the front side, so they can see what’s in there, and as we go through the 
exhibits, they can decide, given what amount of money they have to spend, 
on something that matches their favorite exhibit. That way they get something 
that actually means something.

SHOPPING 

The last stop’s the final impression a site makes. Four out of five parents told 
us they typically do some shopping when they visit attractions with their 
children. Over one-third (35%) said they typically shop for souvenirs. Another 
30% said they just enjoy browsing, and they might buy, if they find something 
of interest. Only 14% of the parents were searching for unique products they 
wouldn’t find anywhere else, products with special meaning in the context 
of that particular attraction. They tended to be parents of older children, and 
they were most likely to search for authentic purchases at science centers and 
historic sites. 

Those seekers are tricky customers, warns Jerry Henry. He says if he were 
running an attraction gift shop, he’d focus on the 30% who savor the 
experience of browsing. “They are shopping, not hunting with the firm intent 
to buy,” he explains. “So you make the experience so fun and unique and 
affordable that you can convert many of those shoppers into buyers. Because 
the 14% who are searching have something very specific in mind, and the odds 
of matching it aren’t that high. And the cheap souvenir buyers, you don’t have 
to worry about; as long as you have affordable souvenirs, they’ll buy them.”

And go home happy.

Families say the role of gift shops at attractions should be to 
allow them to purchase souvenirs and/or to savor the experience 
of shopping around for a while. More say they “don’t buy” than 
who search out unique merchandise from the experience.

FAMILIES PREFERRED ROLE OF GIFT SHOPS/
SHOPPING AT ATTRACTIONS

14.4%

Search for Unique Products

34.5%
Buy Souvenirs

29.5%

Savor The Experience

1.4%

Other
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About PGAV Destinations
& Destinology



A tasty treat is a great finish to your day at the 
Biltmore Estate’s Antler Hill Village.
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                                                                          has been creating 
highly innovative experiences for families for more than 
four decades.  If your family is among the nearly 100 million 
visitors each year to destinations like Universal Studios, 
SeaWorld, the Grand Canyon, the Georgia Aquarium, 
Niagara Falls, Discovery Cove, the National Aviary, Busch 
Gardens, the Biltmore Estate, Kennedy Space Center, and 
many others, chances are you’ve encountered our special 
blend of entertainment and enrichment.

We are the more than 100 artists, architects, storytellers, 
designers, interpreters, planners, analysts,  producers,  and 
other specialists who created:

   the ride that thrilled you,

 the vista that inspired you, 

  the story that moved you,

   the show that entertained you,

    the encounter that awed you,

 the experience that brought you closer together.

We’ll keep creating great destinations . . . as long as you keep 
making memories.
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Discovery Cove offers moments 
you’ll want to cherish forever.
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             is about understanding our 
audience – the families, couples, singles, and groups that choose to 
spend time in our destinations. For this reason, we invest in research 
like “The Art of the Family Vacation.” Some of our other national 
research projects have included:

Releasing Wild Success: Explores the interests and 
motivations of Zoo-goers.

Meet the Millennials: The next great travel generation.

Real Potential: The power of authenticity for destinations.

Survival of the Greenest: Destination consumer attitudes 
towards sustainable practices.

Destinations can only thrive through an exceptional understanding 
of their consumer. Because of this, PGAV has become a recognized 
leader in the incorporation of consumer insights and trends into our 
consulting process. We integrate primary and secondary consumer 
research into our planning process, and combine this with our extensive 
experience to develop highly successful concepts that draw increased 
attendance, and stimulate financial sustainability.

We also publish our research findings in our acclaimed  
newsletter, Destinology, which is distributed to nearly 6,000 
professionals in the industry. For more information about Destinology, 
visit www.pgavdestinations.com/insights.

A National Research Project

Meet the Millennials
Insights for Destinations

PGAVDESTINATIONS        Global Leaders in Planning & Design
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At Niagara Falls’ Table Rock Welcome Centre, you 
can dine with the best view in the world!
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Conner Prairie’s 1859 Balloon Voyage is a journey 
through space and time, with a thrill as well.
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At Hotel Gold River at Spain’s Port Aventura, the crew 
can escape to the Wild West from some fantasy fun.



63

You’ll find more treats than you can eat at Niagara 
Falls’ Fudge Factory.
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There’s good advice and adventure at the National 
Geographic Grand Canyon Visitor Center.
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At the National Aviary’s Penguin Point, you can play 
with a penguin.
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See the world’s greatest rockets at the Kennedy Space 
Center Visitor Complex.
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Everyone should experience the SeaVenture at the 
Grand Reef at Discovery Cove.
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There’s nothing like the feel of soaring on Manta at 
SeaWorld Orlando.



www.pgavdestinations.com
314.231.7318
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