Backpackers in Australia

Australia is one of the few countries in the world that tracks inbound youth travellers closely. The

backpacker segment has been identified as a critical niche market to target as part of Australia’s

national tourism strategy. A number of marketing activities aimed at the backpacker and youth

traveller market have been launched by Tourism Australia since 2004, covering major markets

including the UK, France, Germany, Ireland, Switzerland and the US.

According to Tourism Australia, a ‘backpacker’ is a traveller who has spent one or more nights in

backpacker or hostel accommodation whilst travelling in Australia. In 2004, some 482,000 inbound

visitors spent at least one night in hostels. Generally, the number of backpackers, the majority of which

are aged under 30 years (67%), has been on the rise. In 2004, international travellers spent close to

four out of ten of their nights in Australia staying in backpacker accommodation. However, a fair

amount was also spent in alternative forms of accommodation, such as rented homes, as well as homes

of both friends and relatives.

Foreign backpackers were most likely to be holidaymakers. However, one in ten backpackers travelled

to Australia for educational purposes. The majority of inbound backpackers hail from the UK (26.7%),

a country Australia has close ties with, owing to the countries’ shared history. Foreign backpackers

visiting Australia tend to travel alone, with around two thirds travelling unaccompanied in 2004.

A significant proportion of backpackers probably arrive in Australia on working holiday visas. This

scheme is only open to citizens of selected countries aged between 18-30 years. Australia has

reciprocal working holidaymaker arrangements in effect with 22 countries including the UK, Canada,

the Netherlands, Japan, Ireland, Korea, Thailand, Malta, Germany, Denmark, Sweden, Norway, Hong

Kong, Finland, Cyprus, France, Italy, Belgium, Estonia, Bangladesh, Chile and Taiwan.

The Internet was the main source of information for international backpackers, followed by travel

books or guides. These findings are in line with those of both the ISTC-ATLAS and Lonely Planet

surveys. Tourism Australia also discovered that, prior to travelling, a quarter of international youth

travellers had consulted friends or relatives who had previously visited Australia. Again, it is clear that

word of mouth plays a vital role in influencing travel decisions.

Considering that international backpackers to Australia stay for an average of 33 nights at a time, a

figure marginally longer than the average tourist, it is no surprise that this group tends to engage in

more activities than those in the visitor category. Unsurprisingly, shopping, going to the beach and

visiting pubs, clubs and discos were the most popular activities carried out by international

backpackers. The longer length of stay also means that foreign backpackers tend to spend more than

other types of visitor. International backpackers spent US$3,721 on their trips to Australia in 2004,

representing more than double the spending of non-backpacking visitors.
Unlike the wider tourism sector in Australia, the distribution of backpackers is much wider. Most

tourists head either for New South Wales or Victoria, both home to Australia’s largest cities, namely

Sydney and Melbourne respectively. However, backpackers disperse further. In fact, according to

Tourism Australia, international backpackers visit an average of six regions during their stay in

Australia. When it comes to overnight stays, foreign backpackers have a far greater propensity to stay

in regional Australia; in 2004, they spent 34% of their nights in regional Australia compared to

international non-backpackers, who spent only 20%. Backpackers and youth travellers evidently prefer

to travel off the beaten track.
