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The FYI on the Hilton 
Head Island Affluent 
Traveler 

Welcome to the University of South Carolina 
Beaufort Lowcountry and Resort Islands 
Tourism Institute White Paper Series 

F inance education website Investopedia defines a “White Paper” as an 
informational document issued by a company to promote or highlight 

the features of a solution, product or service. At the request by the Hilton 
Head Island-Bluffton Chamber of Commerce, University of South Carolina 
Beaufort (USCB) Lowcountry and Resort Islands Tourism Institute (LRITI) 
researchers have developed this white paper series to explain visitor trends 
extrapolated from the recent Hilton Head Island Visitor Profile Study. In late 
2013 and early 2014, USCB’s LRITI conducted the Hilton Head Island    
Visitor Profile Study for the Hilton Head Island-Bluffton Chamber of      
Commerce to explore the characteristics of our visitors, booking patterns, 
their experiences while vacationing on Hilton Head Island, and how they 
consume media at home and while on vacation. This white paper series will 
identify characteristics of market segments specifically selected by USCB 
LRITI researchers. We hope you will find this series of white papers       
beneficial to your agency or business  
 
How did LRITI conduct the study? 

 
LRITI researchers worked closely with the Hilton Head Island-Bluffton    
Visitor and Convention Bureau in conducting the research. Researchers 
randomly selected a population from the agency’s visitor database, but also 
separately conducted a random sampling of the US population, the top 24 
feeder markets to Hilton Head Island, and a national sampling of             
millennials. The random samples were asked to complete an online survey 
during a one month period. All samples were representative of their       
populations within a + or – 3% to 7% error of margin.  
 
Why understand visitor segments? 

 
Marketing efforts that utilize visitor segmentation analysis to explore the  
demographics, vacation demands, experiences, and expenditure patterns 
of tourist are important to any tourism community. These efforts can lead to 
developing strategies that ensure the economic vitality of a destination. 
Identifying the demographics and trip behaviors of Hilton Head Island      
visitors can lead to prioritizing tourism marketing and development        
strategies, and demonstrate if our community is meeting visitor                
expectations. This first white paper is dedicated to the affluent visitor     
segment that had household incomes of $150K or higher. 
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“Marketing efforts 
that utilize visitor 

segmentation  
analysis to explore 

the  
demographics,  

vacation demands, 
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expenditure patterns 
of tourist are  

important to any  
tourism community.” 
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What exactly does 
$150,000 look like?  

 

Where do our $150K visitors live, who are they, and who travels with 
them? 

 

F or many years, LRITI researchers have been analyzing the visitor point 
of origin for the destination marketing organizations and major events 

within the Lowcountry community. Researchers have conducted the     
analysis for events such as the RBC Heritage Golf Tournament and the  
Hilton Head Island Motoring Festival and Concours d’Elegance. The    
method produces a listing of Metropolitan Statistical Areas (MSAs) showing 
where our visitors are from while controlling for the size of the MSA       
population. The Visitor Profile Study shows that the top feeder markets that 
are home to our $150K visitor are (in order): (1) Atlanta, (2) Washington, 
DC, (3) Pittsburgh, 
(4) Philadelphia, 
and (5) Boston. 
The visitors with 
household         
incomes at $150K 
or higher         
comprised         
approximately 28% 
of all visitors to  
Hilton Head Island. 
The average age 
of the $150K    
traveler was      
between 50 to 54 
years old, 89% of the population was married and 82% was very educated 
having Bachelor degrees or higher. The average travel party size of $150K 
visitor was 4.6 people per party. Eighty-two percent of traveled with a 
spouse or significant other, 57% traveled with kids between the ages of      
0-18, while 21% traveled with adult children 19 or older. 
 
What are their trip characteristics? 

 
The length of stay of the $150K traveler was 6.7 days. Almost 40% traveled 
by plane for their vacation to Hilton Head Island which represents a larger 
percent of air travelers when compared to the average visitor to the Island.  
Twenty-eight percent of the $150K travelers stayed in timeshare units, 22% 
rented a villa or condo, and 20% stayed a full service hotel or resort.  
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“The average age 
of the $150K  
traveler was  

between 50 to 54 
years old, 89% of 

the population was 
married and 82% 

were very  
educated having 
Bachelor degrees 

or higher.” 
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What exactly does 
$150,000 look like?  

 

What are their trip characteristics? 
 
Eighty-five percent indicated the primary reason for their visit to Hilton Head 
Island was recreation/vacation whereas 69% describe Hilton Head Island 
as relaxing, and 76% said vacationing on the Island makes them feel      
relaxed.  
 
While visiting Hilton Head Island, the $150K visitor spends an estimated 
$3,970 per trip. The top expense categories outside of Lodging, Dining, and 
Groceries were: (1) Shopping, (2) Golf, (3) Biking, (4) Museum/Historical 
Tours, and (5) Performance/Visual arts.  This compares to an estimated 
$2,782 spending of all Hilton Head Island visitors where the top 5 spending 
categories were: (1) Shopping, (2) Biking, (3) Golf, (4) Museum/Historical 
Tours, and (5) Performance/Performing Arts. 
 
So what’s the snapshot of the $150K visitor? 

 
Atlanta is the closest MSA and the strongest feeder market with an affluent 
population. The $150K visitor to Hilton Head Island is between the ages of 
50-54, highly educated, and travel with children and adult children. They 
come to us to recreate and for vacations and describe our destination as 
relaxing. Their vacation expenses are considerably higher when compared 
to the general population and participate in golf activities at a higher rate 
when compared to the general population.  

SMARTER  
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Insights 

“While visiting  
Hilton Head Island, 
the $150K visitor 

spends an  
estimated $3,970 

per trip.”  
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SMARTER  
STRATEGY: 

Research  
Insights 

“Seven in 10 of the 
total $150K  

population (both 
visitors and  

non-visitors to  
Hilton Head Island) 
surveyed by USCB 
used online search 
engines -- Google, 
Yahoo, Bing, etc. -- 
for travel planning.”  

How do the affluent consume media when travel planning? 
 

M edia analysts like to categorize data; it's what we do. Identifying   
specific patterns of media consumption allows us to make            

generalized conclusions about who is using what, how much they are using 
it, when they are using it, and for what purpose.  
 
The latest reports on digital media use follow a consistent theme:            
Millennials (generally defined as 18-34-year-olds) continue to blaze the trail 
as the heaviest users of smartphones and tablets. The wired generation 
has grown up in a digital environment. They embrace the role as early 
adopters and are the current poster children for "technological                 
determinism" (the theory that innovations in technology determine the     
direction of the culture). What should not be overlooked, though, is how  
older generations of adults are using mobile technology.  Online and digital 
consumption continues to increase across all audiences but most         
noteworthy is the steady rise in mobile usage among more affluent      
Americans. This is especially relevant to area travel and tourism-related 
businesses.  
 
A spring 2014 study by Google and Ipsos MediaCT found that individuals 
with household incomes of $250,000+ are highly likely (70%) to research 
vacation destinations online. Once deciding on a location, affluent travelers 
are even more likely (80%) to do online due diligence on the destination  
prior to their trip. Additionally, two-thirds of affluent travelers use 
smartphones or tablets for travel-related information.  
 
Seven in 10 of the total $150K population (both visitors and non-visitors to 
Hilton Head Island) surveyed by USCB used online search engines -- 
Google, Yahoo, Bing, etc. -- for travel planning. After family members and 
friends, search engines were the most trusted sources of travel-related   
information among affluent visitors. Interestingly, those with the highest 
household incomes were more reliant on Web-based sources than the total 
population of survey respondents. 

All you can eat  
media consumption 
for $150,000 

By Brett Borton, PhD  
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SMARTER  
STRATEGY: 

Research  
Insights 

 
How do they consume media while on vacation? 
 
After arriving on Hilton Head Island, affluent visitors are highly likely to   
continue using mobile devices for local information. More than 80% of    
survey respondents relied on search engines – accessed via laptops,     
tablets or smartphones – to seek out area restaurants, amenities and      
attractions.  Nearly 70% used mobile devices to visit the websites of local 
businesses.    
 
What does it all mean?   
 
Affluent travelers are becoming more proficient and more comfortable with 
mobile media devices in planning vacations as well as seeking news and 
information during their stay. Local businesses would be well served by  
leveraging their marketing resources to maximize their online presence and 
connect with visitors before and during their stay. Websites should be    
continually updated to ensure that information remains current and fresh. 
Search engine optimization remains an option for enhancing your online 
presence, but a more cost-effective approach may be a geo-targeted     
program that communicates directly with affluent visitors as they are     
planning their vacation and directs them to your business once they arrive.    
Affluent travelers interested in coming to Hilton Head Island are finally 
jumping on the mobile media bandwagon. Make sure that you are there to 
greet them.    

(continued) 

All you can eat  
media consumption 
for $150,000 

Media Strategies for 
Success 

Leverage resources to 
maximize your online 
presence and stay  
connected with visitors 
before, during and after 
their stay. 
Keep website content 
fresh by constantly   
updating text and      
images and creating 
timely, online-specific 
offers. 
Consider search       
engine optimization 
(SEO) strategies that 
enhance your exposure 
to prospective and   
current visitors. 
Explore geo-technology 
as an option for using 
customer data to  
specifically target  
affluent travelers in key 
feeder markets. 
Take advantage of cost
-effective partnerships 
with area businesses or 
co-op programs with 
the HHI Visitor &  
Convention Bureau to 
increase online traffic. 
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Attractors and the 
physics of the Hilton 
Head Island affluent 
tourist 

SMARTER  
STRATEGY: 

Research  
Insights 

“In 2013, LRITI  
estimated that  

Hilton Head Island 
hosted over 2.6 
million visitors.”  

By Brandon Cosley, PhD 

What destinations compete with decisions to travel to HHI? 
 

I n 2013, LRITI estimated that Hilton Head Island hosted over 2.6 million 
visitors. Compare this visitor volume to the nearly 8 million who visited 

Hawaii (Associated Press, 2013), over 14 million who visited Myrtle Beach 
(Myrtle Beach Chamber of Commerce, 2013), and over 25 million who    
visited the   Caribbean (Caribbean Tourism Organization, 2013). Survey 
results from the Visitor Profile Study reveal that, for those affluent travelers 
(over $150,000/year) considering a vacation to Hilton Head Island, the top      
competitor destinations included Hawaii, the Florida Keys, the Caribbean, 
Orlando, and Charleston.  
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Attractors and the 
physics of the Hilton 
Head Island affluent 
tourist 

What brings people to HHI? 
  

With the competition in mind, we sought to determine the features of a   
destination that are most appealing to visitors and how those interests    
predict whether or not they decide to visit HHI. Participants were asked to 
rate several different general travel destination features and asked whether 
they have visited Hilton Head Island in the last 18 months. The top 3       
attractors for booking a HHI vacation included Golf, Tennis, and Culinary 
appeal. Those who expressed more interest in Golf were 34% more likely to 
visit HHI. Greater interest in Tennis was associated with a 32% greater 
chance of visiting the island. Finally, those more interested in Culinary     
experiences were 21% more likely to visit the island.  
 
Where does opportunity exist? 
 
These results clearly demonstrate the importance of continuing to market 
what we do well (Golf, Tennis, Food). In addition, our results also identified 
potential areas of new opportunity for market differentiation among affluent 
visitors. For        
example, although 
interest in Golf and 
Tennis were 
strongly predictive 
of a trip to HHI,  
affluent travelers 
also rated other 
features such as 
Beaches,           
Relaxation, and           
Intellectual         
Vacationing (e.g. 
Learning,           
Exploration, Immersion) as highly appealing. Taken together, these results 
help to demonstrate where  Hilton Head Island has strong competitive     
advantage (Golf, Tennis, and Culinary) as well as features that people find 
appealing but do not yet differentiate us from the competition                 
(e.g. Beaches, Relaxation, Learning).  

 

SMARTER  
STRATEGY: 

Research  
Insights 

 

Model Strategies for 
Success 

Continue to recognize 
the importance of golf 
and tennis for the HHI 
experience. 

Continue to support 
and market the unique 
culinary experiences 
that continue to evolve 
on the island. 
Opportunity exists to 
differentiate ourselves 
in terms of Beaches, 
Relaxation and  
Rejuvenation  
experiences, and  
Intellectual tourism 
(Exploration, Learning, 
and Immersion). 
Identify Cultural Artistic 
experiences that pique 
the interest of the     
affluent tourist. 

(continued) 
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The FYI Takeaway! 

T he affluent visitor to Hilton Head Island is extremely important to our 
community because they have a longer length of stay, travel in larger 

parties, and have the propensity to spend more money while visiting our 
community. Prior to visiting Hilton Head Island, they use online search     
engines for travel planning, but also families and friends remain to be 
strong influencers in their trip decision. However, this population is more 
reliant on Web-based resources when compared to the average Hilton 
Head Island visitor. Their primary reason for visiting Hilton Head Island  
continues to be Recreation and Vacation.  Although these affluent travels  
also find Relaxation and Beaches to be most appealing, these features do 
not necessarily differentiate us from the competition. In addition, as interest 
in Golf and Tennis still sway these visitors toward choosing us as a          
destination, the interest in Culinary Arts and Cultural Attractions can help   
differentiate our destination from our competitors.   
 
While the affluent traveler is visiting Hilton Head Island it is important for 
owners of hospitality and tourism businesses to understand that this market 
is extremely educated and will look to various sources (both family and   
internet) for information and those sources will influence their travel related 
decisions. Also having your business information easily accessible on the 
internet via search engines and apps is extremely important and can help 
tourism operators reach the affluent traveler before and during their visit to 
Hilton Head Island. The context of their vacation is centered on vacationing 
and recreation, therefore strategically aligning your service or product with 
businesses in this area (e.g. spas, leisure tours, etc.) will connect your  
business to this vacation context. As equally important is the connection 
your business has with the Island’s timeshare and condo/villa markets.  
Collaborative marketing and advertising efforts with strategic lodging     
partners can help you increase your bottom line revenues both in and out of 
season. Lastly, future opportunities to grow the affluent market share can 
be found in the ongoing evolution of our Culinary sector and Cultural         
Activities in the years to come. Opportunities to explore new ways to        
differentiate ourselves exist by focusing on the features that are appealing 
and consistent with the affluent traveler (e.g. Intellectual Experiences).  

 
 

SMARTER  
STRATEGY: 

Research  
Insights 

“Lastly, future     
opportunities to 
grow the affluent 
market share can 
be found in the  
ongoing evolution 
of our culinary  
sector and cultural 
activities in the 
years to come.  
Opportunities to 
exploring new 
ways to               
differentiate      
ourselves exist by 
focusing on the 
features that are 
appealing and   
consistent with the 
affluent traveler 
(e.g. Intellectual 
Experiences).” 
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Meet the Research 
Team! 

 

Brett A. Borton, Ph.D., is an Assistant Professor of          
Communication Studies. Borton received a Bachelor's degree 
in Journalism from Ohio University, and Master's degree and 
Ph.D. in Mass Communication from University of South       
Carolina. He was an award-winning print journalist in Ohio and 
South Carolina, which was followed by a successful career in 
marketing communication and public relations for the golf and 

travel industries. Borton is the former Executive Director of the Lowcountry 
Golf Course Owners Association. His research areas of interest include 
sustainability of journalism, digital convergence, First Amendment law. 
 

Brandon J. Cosley, Ph.D., is an Assistant Professor of 
Psychology in the Department of Social Science at USCB. 
Cosley received a Bachelor’s degree in Psychology at San 
Francisco State University, and a Master’s degree in      
Psychology at the University of Maine at Orono. He earned 
a Ph.D. in Psychology at the University of Maine. Dr. 
Cosley’s research has focused on social, economic, and 
environmental issues impacting Lowcountry residents. He 
currently serves as the PI on the Together for Beaufort 
County Community Indicators Research Project.  
 

John P. Salazar, Ph.D., is a Professor of Hospitality 
Management and the Director of the Lowcountry and  
Resort Islands Tourism Institute. Salazar received a 
Bachelor’s degree in Recreation and Resort              
Management from Northeastern University, Master’s   
degree in Tourism from University of South Alabama, 
and Ph.D. in Hotel and Restaurant Management from 
Auburn University. He has participated in city, county, 

state, and regional tourism and economic development projects throughout 
the US and has conducted research that has been funded by corporations, 
universities, regional and state tourism bureaus, various farm bureau      
initiatives, and the US Department of Transportation.  

 

SMARTER  
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For questions  
concerning this  
report please  

contact: 
 

John Salazar, PhD  
jsalazar@uscb.edu 

 
 

Brett Borton, PhD 
bortonb@uscb.edu 

 


