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One of 
a Kind

Millennials spark travel 
trends in their search for 

unique experiences.
BY JACK GUY

LOCAL FLAVOR: 
Traveling and eating 
like a local
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A  quick scan of the media today reveals 
a real preoccupation with millennials 
and their lifestyle choices, but what of 

the generation’s tastes in travel?
Millennials are a much-maligned group, 

often accused of living an infantilized existence 
further into adulthood than their parents and 
grandparents. Others point out the economic 
and cultural changes in modern society inspired 
shifting priorities among today’s young adults. 
Whatever your opinion of them, it is an incon-
trovertible fact: Millennials are an incredibly 
important demographic.

For starters, the group is the largest-ever 
consumer generation, loosely defined as any-
one born from 1982–2000, depending on the 
source. As a result, millennials wield a great deal 

of economic clout and exert a huge amount of 
influence on societal trends.

When it comes to travel, millennials can 
be full of contradictions in terms of what they 
want. Marketing teams sometimes struggle to 
come up with millennial-focused strategies due 
to apparent contradictions in their behavior, 
but three main travel trends among millennials 
merit discussion.

THE FIRST IS A DESIRE to scratch below the 
surface of their chosen destination by pursuing 
unique, local experiences. Far from content to 
stay in identikit hotels on package tours, mil-
lennials seek homestays with local families or 
stay in traditionally non-tourist neighborhoods 
using services such as Airbnb, couch surfing or 
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home exchanges.
According to the WYSE (World Youth Student and Edu-

cational Travel Confederation) Millennial Traveller Survey, 
“Meeting friendly locals, living like a local and the new 
memories that result from these experiences were amongst 
the strongest motivations for millennial travelers.” 

The key idea here is that millennials look to assert their 
individuality by building tailor-made experiences none of 
their friends have had. This desire for authenticity in travel 
is a major motivator behind the trend for local experiences 
among millennials.

Another important benefit of these local experiences is 
the opportunity to interact with locals and learn a new skill 
such as a language or local handicrafts. According to a survey 
conducted by HVS, 78 percent of millennials indicated they 
prefer to learn something new when traveling, while 70 per-
cent indicated they expect special places to offer immersive 
experiences that are interactive and hands-on. 

Savvy tour operators now offer trips that combine learn-
ing experiences with travel, be it improving your Spanish 
while volunteering with an NGO in Mexico or learning how 
to weave with local Mayan women in Guatemala. Millennials 

are increasingly concerned with adding value to their vaca-
tion time, and interacting with locals to learn new skills is a 
popular way of doing so. 

For those who prefer independent travel over organized 
tours, a number of apps and online services offer to put 
millennial travelers in touch with local peers. The attrac-
tion of these services is linked to millennial attitudes toward 
user-driven content. As a group, they are more likely to 
trust recommendations from other users on sites such as 
TripAdvisor than traditional sources of information such as 
tour companies.

As a result, apps such as Spotted by Locals and Vayable are 
increasingly popular. Spotted by Locals curates city guides 
put together by local people, allowing millennial travelers 
to experience what is hot among local peers, while Vayable 
offers personalized private tours put together by local guides 
which include the best attractions in a certain subject matter 
such as art, design or fashion. These kinds of unique experi-
ences hold great appeal for millennial travelers.

SOME OF THESE LOCAL experiences focus on food and 
drink. As a generation, millennials care far more about the 

HANDS ON: 
Learning to weave 
with a Mayan 
woman at San Juan 
la Laguna, Guatemala
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culture of food than older groups. You need only take a quick skim through Instagram 
to see how restaurants and bars have become a key element of trendy millennial life.

The rise of the foodie, or someone who is obsessed with the food and drink they 
consume, feeds into related trends in travel. If millennials place great stock in find-
ing innovative culinary experiences at home, it stands to reason this will also prove a 
motivation while traveling. After all, if your friends have all posted photos from the 
same pop-up burger stall in Brooklyn, how better to stand out from the crowd than to 
post about the amazing mezze you just ate at the hippest restaurant in Beirut?

At the same time, millennials place great stock in creativity and enjoy expressing 
themselves while traveling. Instead of simply consuming local food, there is a growing 
trend toward learning how to make local dishes as part of a trip. The rise of culinary 
tours ticks various important boxes for millennial travelers, with local experiences 
allowing them to learn a new skill while interacting with new people in unique envi-
ronments.

ANOTHER BURGEONING TREND among millennials is pop culture tourism, with 
an increasing number of people inspired to travel after a destination is featured in a 
film or book. 

While some places, such as Los Angeles and New York, attract plenty of visitors 
without their pop culture references, others are more obscure. There would be little to 
mark the English town of Stratford-upon-Avon from its neighbors were it not known 
as the birthplace of William Shakespeare, a title which attracts almost 5 million visi-
tors per year.

Around the world, unlikely destinations are supported by income from tourism 
thanks to millennials’ desire to see the landmarks from cultural phenomena. Of all the 
cornfields in Iowa, one receives 65,000 visitors per year thanks to its role in the 1989 

FOOD AND FILM: Trying a 
traditional bánh mì sandwich 
in Hoi An, Vietnam (left), and 
a view inside New College in 
Oxford, England, where 
scenes of the Harry Potter 
movies were filmed (below)
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Brit Movie Tours
britmovietours.com

Field of Dreams 
Movie Site
fodmoviesite.com

Spotted by Locals
spottedbylocals.com

Tour for Muggles 
tourformuggles.com

Vayable
vayable.com

WYSE Travel 
Confederation
wysetc.org

INTERACTION: Cooking class 
at Dorogomilovsky Market, 
Moscow (above), and learning 
Dandiya Raas, an Indian dance in 
which participants bang sticks 
together to music (left)    
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movie Field of Dreams. In fact, pop culture tourism even led to the foundation 
of entire travel companies, such as Brit Movie Tours and Tour for Muggles. 
The former offers movie-themed tours around Britain while the latter is the 
only company in the world offering exclusively Harry Potter-themed tours.

THE COMMON THEMES of local experiences, food and drink, and pop cul-
ture travel illustrate millennials seek something unique. Whether that means 
learning a traditional dance, making local dishes or visiting the scene of their 
favorite cult movie, millennials see travel as an opportunity to express their 
individuality.

The sense that experiences should be unique and personal is linked to heavy 
use of social media among millennials. Many younger travelers would be hor-
rified to post a cliché picture of the Eiffel Tower, preferring instead to show off 
the tagine they just made at a cooking class in the bohemian 20th arrondisse-
ment of Paris or the meal they just ate at a café featured in the movie Amelie.

In many respects, millennials can appear a mysterious group replete with 
contradictions, perhaps due to the wide age range of the group. However, 
identifying and analyzing travel trends among millennials proves incredibly 
important for anyone connected to the travel or hospitality industries. After 
all, millennials represent a huge section of the population and wield great 
influence over trends from the next hot destination to accommodations, res-
taurants and activities.


