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and a manifestation of unequal society 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Paper presented in the 9th Annual ESPAnet Conference, 8-10 September 2011, Valencia, Spain 

 

Introduction 

 

This article investigates to what extent holidaying away from home reflects one’s social status 

in the society. From the time use perspective, holiday away from home is considered well-

needed interruption of the clock time and daily routines. Furthermore, it gives a possibility to 

leave behind problems for a few days, rest and relax, and spend time with family (Minnaert 
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and Schapmans 2009, 53). In the modern affluent world travelling to various tourist attractions 

have become a common way to use time during holidays. With the becoming of Internet it has 

become easy to book flights and hotels in the tourist destinations near and far, and the range 

of possibilities for the holiday trip continue to grow rapidly. Consequently, more and more 

people are travelling away from home for a holiday. Moreover, the trend is to take more than 

one holiday per year (Nawijn et al. 2010, 36). As a result, rather than being luxury, holidaying 

away from home has come to dominate patterns of consumption to the degree that we can 

consider it a predominant higher need beyond subsistence (Minnaert and Schapmans 2009, 

44; see also Veblen 1953).  

 

Whether we consider holiday trips as an answer to human need or not, holidays are widely 

regarded as a necessary part of contemporary life (Smith and Hughes 1999, 124). According to 

Smith and Hughes (1999, 124), “limited access to holidays can be seen as exclusion from a 

common way of life and from needs which everyone has the right to be met in order to 

become a full citizen of one’s society”. Consequently, it can be argued that those not able to 

holiday away from home, as being poor or for other reasons, are to certain degree socially 

excluded. According to the definition of the CEC (1993, 10), social exclusion refers, among 

other things, to suffering from low self-esteem and stigmatization (see also Rodgers 1995, 43). 

In other words, we feel ourselves less worthy when unable to participate in the commonly 

accepted style of life of the community (see Dawson 1988; Richards 1998). Therefore holidays 

can be seen as a tool to achieve equality and social inclusion (Minnaert et al. 2006, 9).  

 

One way to counter social exclusion is to offer social holidays for the disadvantaged groups. 

Social holidays have a strong ethical foundation. It can be argued that it is the duty of the 

stronger strata in society toward the weaker strata to give the opportunity to develop their life 

to an acceptable standard. The argument is based on the idea that holidaying away from home 

is a necessity that without the risk for social exclusion increases (Minnaert et al. 2006, 9.) 

There are obviously alternative ethical theories that do not support this a priori obligation for 

the stronger strata to support the weaker ones when it comes to holidaying. These different 

views as regards holidaying are manifested in the national policies (see Richards 1998). In 

some countries social holidaying is an integral part of policies combating social exclusion. In 
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other countries alternative measures are seen more important and the organizing of social 

holidays is either left to charitable organisations or as such social holidaying do not exist. 

 

The focus in this paper is not on social holidaying, but on the meaning of a holiday in more 

general level. I will show that exclusion from holidaying away from home depresses one’s 

social status. Thus, holidays can be considered an important part of contemporary life, and 

non-participation in holidays will lead to social exclusion (Hughes 1991; Smith and Hughes 

1999).  

 

The article is structured as follows: section II describes the idea of “a right for a holiday” and 

some previous research results concerning the relationship between holidaying and subjective 

social status. Section III presents the data and the methods of analysis used in the study. The 

results of the study are presented in section IV, and the conclusions along with the discussion 

in section V. 

  

 

 

Holidaying as socially accepted and expected way of using time 

 

Holidays are generally considered as an extended period of time away from employment or 

education. In that case holidays, and leisure in generally, are considered as an opposite to 

work or labour. Besides paid work, there is common understanding for the need of an 

occasional break also from demanding studies. A broader definition would include not only 

employees and students but all citizens. In that case holidays would equal to a period of time 

away from daily routines, not just from paid work or studies.   
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Some would argue that one has to earn the right for a holiday by working (or studying). 

Regarding paid vacations this might be the case. However, if we use the broader definition of a 

holiday the exclusion of non-workers can not be justified. According to Clarke and Critcher 

(1985, 171), “*holiday+ is a special sort of time. If not actually timeless, holidays replace the 

rhythms of paid work and domestic work obligations with potential choice over the use of 

time.” Hence, holidaying appears equally important for both those in paid labour and those 

whose daily routines consist of housework, child care, and other non-paid work.  

 

In this article the broader definition of holiday is used. Therefore holiday is considered here 

rather as a way to spend time than an entitlement to free time from work. The idea is that 

holiday is a break from daily routines, not just from paid work but also from non-paid work. 

Haukeland (1990, 182) found that most people have the need to travel occasionally away from 

home during holidays in order to break away from the routines of everyday life. Moreover, 

among involuntary non-travellers, a feeling of lack of change in everyday life was found to be 

most important cause for deprivation.  

 

Furthermore, holiday is considered as a necessity, a basic life-style consumable that enables 

people to become full citizens of the society (see Smith and Hughes 1999; Nolan and Whelan 

2010.) According to Urry (1990, 4), holidaying can be compared to possessing a car or a nice 

house. Although Nolan and Whelan (2010, 311) regard a (yearly) holiday equal to food and 

clothing when distinguishing various dimension of non-material deprivation, holidaying away 

from home obviously is not a matter of human subsistence. Nevertheless, it can be considered 

a matter of status in modern affluent society and a cause for social exclusion.  

 

If we consider holidays (away from home) a human need, consequently we may argue that 

people should have a right to spend time holidaying from time to time. According to Haulot 

(1981), holidays could be considered as a benefit equally as valuable and inalienable as the 

rights to education and training, health, and the general safeguards of life and dignity. He does 

not claim that people should have a right for a holiday but sees that the benefit of a holiday for 

person’s well-being is as valuable as that of health, for example. The premise is that holiday 
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travel is good for everyone and everyone should have a holiday. Consequently, leisure travel is 

regarded as a positive event that people should encounter or experience. (Gilbert and 

Abdullah 2002, 353.) 

 

Minnaert and Schapmans (2009, 58) also found a positive impact of holidaying, more 

specifically social holidaying. Their study showed that social holidays can have a positive effect 

on various aspects of the daily life. For example, a substantial number of holidaymakers 

experienced greater self-confidence and felt mentally stronger after the holiday. On the other 

hand, Nawijn (2010) did not find any long-term positive effects of vacationing on happiness or 

life-satisfaction. The positive effects which vacationing has are, according to Nawijn (2010) and 

Nawijn et al. (2010), limited to the duration of the holiday trip itself and a brief phase of 

anticipation and afterglow. Also, not all holiday trips turn out to be pleasant breaks from the 

daily routines. Some people suffer from jet lag, homesickness, worries about crimes, 

relationship problems, and different kind of health problems (Nawijn 2010, 281). They 

constitute however a small minority of all travellers. Generally people, and also different types 

of people, feel good during their holiday trips (Nawijn 2010, 287).   

 

Previous results concerning the impacts of holidaying away from home are somewhat 

contradictory. On the one hand holidays are seen essential for one’s well-being as they ensure 

more dignity and improve the enjoyment of life (see e.g. Haulot 1981; Minnaert and 

Schapmans 2009). On the other hand, holiday trips are seen only short-term, temporary states 

of happiness with no long-term life-improving impact (see Nawijn 2010; Nawijn et al. 2010). I 

would argue that rather than being occasional happy moments, holidays away from home are 

a much needed break from daily routines and have a long lasting positive impact on 

individuals’ well-being. Holidaying is not just about happiness but as a socially accepted way of 

using time it defines individuals’ place in the society.  

 

One explanation for contradictory results could be that holidays’ impact is different for 

individuals with different social status in the society.  Considering the benefits of holiday trips 

especially for the socially excluded, there are many who do not have the possibility to spend a 
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holiday away from home. Those with little money, with care commitments, or with disabilities 

may find it difficult to take advantage of the opportunities offered by the tourism industry 

(Richards 1998, 147). One major reason for not taking a holiday away from home are economic 

constraints (see Hughes 1991). Firstly, it is costly to travel, even with public transport, to 

holiday destinations, whether being domestic or abroad. Secondly, accommodation is costly. 

Money is also needed for recreation. For those from lower income groups even a small 

investment for a holiday may turn out to be unbearable.    

 

The inability to fulfil one’s basic needs increases the risk for social exclusion. According to 

deprivation studies, those who cannot afford certain identified necessities face an enforced 

lack and are thus deprived (Saunders and Naidoo 2009, 419). The items that identify 

deprivation usually include a week’s holiday away from home once a year. Thus, those who 

cannot afford a week’s holiday away from home each year are in risk of deprivation. Of course, 

in order to be deprived one has to lack few of the necessities simultaneously. Nevertheless, to 

be “shut out of society” where other people plan their holidays and look forward for travelling 

away from monotonous daily routines at home, may lead to feelings of being socially excluded.  

 

Social exclusion refers to experienced shortfalls in the living standards. Social status on the 

other hand refers to objective or subjective assessment of one’s social position compared to 

others in the society. It can be argued that socially excluded are on the objective measures 

located on the lower social strata than those with sufficient economic resources. Subjective 

assessment of social status is more ambiguous. People may compare themselves to different 

reference-groups but also objective characteristics have an influence. For example education 

and income have found to have a significant influence on people’s opinion regarding their 

social status (Lindemann 2007, 64).   

 

In this article I will argue that there is relationship between holidaying away from home and 

one’s subjective feeling of social status. This relationship should occur even after controlling 

for objective characteristics such as age, gender, income and labour market status. According 

to Lindemann (2007, 54-55), subjective social position depends not only on the objective 
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characteristics but also on how people experience society, the way they perceive their position 

in comparison to others, and what they imagine their position would be in the future. When 

comparing to others in a certain reference group, people assess their location in the light of 

the people around them. If it is considered normal to have a holiday away from home once or 

twice a year in this reference group, those forced to forego holiday trips should locate 

themselves lower in the social strata.  

 

Also Evans and Kelley (2004) found that reference-group processes are important, although 

they emphasize that one should not ignore the objective circumstances. There is tendency that 

people’s perception of their social position is pushed towards the middle, while people tend to 

place many others above and under themselves on the social strata (see also Lindemann 

2007). Consequently, respondents are reluctant to choose the extremes on numeric scales of 

this sort (Evans and Kelley 2004). At the same time, social stratification pulls people apart, 

away from the middle strata. Therefore, Evans and Kelley (2004, 29) argue that reference-

group forces mitigate rather than obliterate the subjective impact of social inequalities. Those 

whose perception of their social position is lower, also locate themselves lower in the numeric 

scales of subjective social status rather than “sticking” to the middle. 

 

In the next part of this article I will introduce the data and the variables more in detail. Also in 

the data used in this study, people are reluctant to locate themselves on the extremes of the 

10-point numeric scale. Nevertheless, all of the 10 stratum are represented reflecting the 

different social positioning of the citizens. 

 

 

Data and methods 

 

This study analyses data from the International Social Survey Programme (ISSP) 2007 with 

focus on leisure time and sports. The ISSP is a continuing annual program of cross-national 
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collaboration on surveys covering topics important for social science research 

(http://www.issp.org/). The first ISSP was conducted in 1985 with focus on the role of the 

government. Since then national data has been collected on yearly basis and merged into one 

cross-national database. The annual topics vary, although some modules have been replicated 

one or more times. Leisure and sports –survey has been conducted only once, in year 2007. 

 

The ISSP surveys are conducted by interview and mail. Most surveys begin with interviews with 

a stratified random sample followed by a leave-behind self-completion questionnaire with the 

ISSP items. Some surveys are conducted entirely by mail and some entirely by interview. 

(Evans and Kelley 2004, 29.) The 2007 Leisure and sports module contains a number of 

questions on leisure time activities, meaning of time and leisure in relation to work and other 

spheres of life, and social determinants and consequences of leisure. It also contains questions 

on sport/game activities but since the focus in this study is on holidaying, sport-related 

questions are ignored.  

 

The 2007 survey covers 34 countries from Europe, Asia, Australia, North America and South 

America. Since the interest in this study is on holidaying away from home as an integral part of 

contemporary life in the modern affluent society, and the consequences of non-travel to social 

status, ten wealthy countries have been selected to the study. More specifically, ten wealthiest 

countries in terms of GDP with the question of subjective social status included in their 

questionnaire, have been selected from the original 34 countries in the ISSP 2007. These 

countries are in alphabetical order Australia, Belgium, Finland, France, Germany, Ireland, 

Japan, Norway, Sweden, and Switzerland. Number of respondents per country vary from little 

over 1 000 to almost 2 800. Altogether there are 15 915 respondents in the final data.  

 

Respondent were asked, where they would put themselves on the scale measuring social 

position in the society. They could choose between 1 and 10. Respondents found the question 

rather easy to answer, with missing data averaging 6.4 per cent overall. Missing data was not 

equally distributed between the countries. Belgians were most likely to answer the question 

with missing data of only 0,8 per cent. Least likely to answer were the Australians with missing 
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data of 13,0 per cent. Moreover, there were individual differences between the respondents 

according gender, age, and education. Men were little more likely to answer the question than 

women. Also older people and those with lower education were less likely to answer the 

question.  

 

Respondents were also asked how many nights altogether they stayed away from home for 

holidays or social visits within last 12 months. They could choose between (1) I was not away, 

(2) 1-5 nights, (3) 6-10 nights, (4) 11-20 nights, (5) 21-30 nights, and (6) more than 30 nights. In 

the descriptive analysis the original variable with 6 point scale is used. For multivariate analysis 

the original variable is recoded to binary variable with 0 representing non-travellers and 1 

those who spent at least one night away from home holidaying.  

 

Other independent variables are age (continuous), gender (1 = male), education (in years), 

status on the labour market (1 = employed full-time), marital status (1 = married), household 

composition (1 = family with children), subjective health (1 = good, very good or excellent), 

lack of money (1 = very much or to a large extent), and lack of time (1 = very much or to a large 

extent).  The two latter variables measure the extent to which these conditions prevent the 

respondents from doing the free time activities that they would like to do. The ISSP 2007 data 

also includes objective variables for individual and household income. For this study subjective 

measure was chosen as it describes the financial security of the family better than the 

objective variables that do not take account the household and individual differences in the 

financial adequacy. Also lack of time was included in the model to control for possible time 

shortage due to long working hours or other time-consuming commitments.  

 

In this paper, I first focus on distributions and means of subjective social status identifications 

and the central tendency of these distributions for each ten countries. Furthermore, I look at 

these distributions and means separately for each of six groups (how many nights altogether 

respondent stayed away from home for holidays) of non-travellers and travellers. After the 

descriptive analysis I use linear regression analysis to assess the impact of individual level 

variables and national context on social status. Linear regression is chosen, while it is assumed 
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that respondents, when answering the question of social status, think the response scale in 

numerical terms, considering distances as equal. In addition, the use of linear regression 

models in this case is justified, while the subjective social status variable has a relatively large 

number of categories (ten). Thus the measure of subjective social status can be treated as a 

continuous variable. The assumption of equal distances is critical while if it is assumed that the 

different social strata do not represent equal intervals on an underlying social hierarchy, other 

estimation procedure, such as logit or probit models should be applied (see Evans and Kellet 

2004, 31.)  

 

 

Results 

 

Table 1 shows that subjective assessment of social status increases as the number of holidays 

away from home increases. In fact, there seems to be a linear relationship between holidaying 

and subjective social status. Although most respondents chose the middle strata, the group 

means show that the more people are holidaying away from home the higher they locate 

themselves in the social strata. Where 19 per cent of the non-travellers locate themselves in 

the three lowest strata, from those holidaying away from home more than 30 nights per year 

only 5 per cent locate themselves in those strata. On the other hand, from the non-travellers 

only 8 per cent locate themselves in the three highest strata compared to those travelling the 

most with as much as 20 per cent. 

 

 

Table 1. Distributions of subjective social status by number of holidays and country 

Subjective social status: Percent in each stratum 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 N Mean  

I was not 4 4 11 14 26 23 10 6 1 1 2432 5.1  
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away 

1-5 nights 2 4 9 14 24 24 14 7 1 1 2262 5.4  

6-10 nights 1 2 7 10 26 27 17 8 2 1 2183 5.6  

11-20 nights 1 2 5 10 21 26 22 11 2 1 2989 5.9  

21-30 nights 1 1 4 8 19 28 24 13 2 1 1980 6.1  

More than 30 

nights 

1 1 3 6 18 27 24 16 3 1 2722 6.2  

             % of  

non-

travellers 

Australia 1 1 4 7 20 19 22 12 2 1 2408 6.1 15 

Belgium 0 1 3 6 30 24 25 8 2 1 1247 6.0 24 

Finland 2 2 6 10 22 18 19 14 2 1 1287 5.8 8 

France 3 4 8 15 17 29 12 5 1 0 1906 5.2 10 

Germany 1 3 7 10 15 32 16 9 2 1 1641 5.7 32 

Ireland 1 1 6 11 32 18 13 6 2 0 1849 5.5 22 

Japan 2 4 15 18 28 18 9 3 1 0 1220 4.8 26 

Norway 1 1 3 4 8 32 22 19 4 2 1110 6.5 6 

Sweden 2 2 4 6 10 36 21 12 2 2 1249 6.1 13 

Switzerland 2 3 7 10 23 22 19 10 2 1 977 5.6 14 

              

Note: Cells with 10 per cent or more are shaded.  

Source: ISSP 2007. 

 

The difference between the groups in the subjective social status is clear. The non-travellers, 

voluntary or non-voluntary, perceive their social status significantly lower than those travelling 

a lot but also lower than those who had only few days holiday trip within last 12 months. 
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Hence, it is clear that not being able to travel away from home for a holiday has a direct or at 

least indirect impact on the subjective social status.  

 

Ten rich OECD-countries were chosen to this study. The wealth of the nations was measured 

by GDP, no other measures were used. The economic well-being of the countries comes visible 

in the table 1, which shows the distribution of subjective social status in these countries. Most 

people see themselves as located in higher rather than in the lower strata. In all countries 

except in Japan majority of people locate themselves in the stratum 5, 6 or 7.  In Norway 

subjective social status is in the average the highest: 25 per cent of the respondents locate 

themselves in the three highest stratum whereas only 17 per cent in the stratum 1-5. The 

mean for social status is 6.5 in Norway and only 4.8 in Japan, which has in the average the 

lowest subjective social status among the respondents. In Japan 4 per cent of the respondents 

locate themselves in the three highest stratum whereas 67 per cent of the respondents see 

themselves as located in the stratum 1-5.  

 

While all ten countries are seemingly wealthy and also the income is rather equally distributed, 

we could expect more equal distribution of the subjective social status between the countries. 

Although all countries belong to the richest ones in the OECD, there are clear differences in the 

distributions of the social status. Some of the variance we may be able to explain with the 

difference in the share of non-travellers between these countries. In Japan seemingly more 

people belong to the non-travellers group than for example in Norway. However, there are no 

linear relationship between the subjective social status and the share of non-travellers. 

 

Hence, the results indicate that people in these countries perceive the social hierarchy 

somewhat differently. In other words, there are cultural differences that explain how people 

locate themselves in the social strata compared to others in the society or their reference-

group. In this study the interest is on, whether the relationship between holidaying and 

subjective social status holds even after controlling for country and other salient factors.  
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Table 2 shows the results from the linear regression for models I-III. Variables are added to the 

regression in blocks. Model I includes individual level variables, in the Model II time use -

related variables are added. In the Model III also the country dummy variables are included. In 

this study the interest is on the relationship between holidaying and subjective social status. In 

the Model II, after controlling for gender, age, education, subjective health, marital status, 

household composition, and employment relation holidaying has significant impact on the 

subjective social status. The results show that travellers’ subjective social status average .44 

higher than non-travellers’.  

 

Table 2. The Impact of dependent variables on people’s subjective social status, standardized 

coefficients (Beta) 

 Model I Model II Model III 

Gender    

Male  -.03 -.01 -.01 

Female Ref. Ref. Ref. 

Age .01*** .00** .00*** 

Education .10*** .09*** .09*** 

Subjective health    

Good, very good or excellent .61*** .49*** .54*** 

Fair or poor Ref. Ref. Ref. 

Marital status    

Married .33*** .24*** .23*** 

Single, divorced or widowed Ref. Ref. Ref. 

Household composition    

Household with children -.05 -.02 .00 

Household without children Ref. Ref. Ref. 

Employment relation    
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Employed full-time  .29*** .18*** .14*** 

Other than full-time employed Ref. Ref. Ref. 

    

Holidaying away from home    

Travellers  .44*** .40*** 

Non-travellers  Ref. Ref. 

Lack of money    

Major obstacle  -.92*** -.82*** 

Minor or not an obstacle  Ref. Ref. 

Lack of time    

Major obstacle  .06* .08* 

Minor or not an obstacle  Ref. Ref. 

    

Australia   .36*** 

Belgium   .29*** 

Finland   .32*** 

France   -.51*** 

Germany   .31*** 

Ireland   -.27*** 

Japan   -.60*** 

Norway   .68*** 

Sweden   .43*** 

Switzerland   Ref. 

R2    

Significance: * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 
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Source: ISSP 2007 

 

In the Model III, after country dummies have been added, holidaying explains still statistically 

significantly the differences in the subjective social status. Hence, perceived social status in the 

society is significantly differentiated by the ability to travel away from home for a holiday in 

the modern affluent countries. Of course, we must keep in mind that non-travellers also 

include those who choose to stay home even if they had the economic resources to travel. 

Nevertheless, the results strongly indicate that in either case non-travelling is connected to 

lower social status. 

 

 

Conclusions and discussion 

 

In this study I asked, whether holidaying away from home on yearly bases affects individuals’ 

perceptions of their subjective social status. In the modern affluent world people have needs 

higher than those merely ensuring subsistence. Those needs are determined by the same 

people at a given time in a given society. In the wealthy Western societies it has become a 

norm or at least it is expected that people travel away from home during their holidays for 

certain period of time. People are expected to need an occasional break from their daily 

routines in paid and unpaid work. Actually, who would not want to leave behind their 

problems for a few days, rest and relax, and spend some quality time with their family (see 

Minnaert and Schapmans 2009)? 

 

In the poverty studies one week’s holiday away from home is generally included in the 

material deprivation indexes. Inability to travel away from home for a holiday due to financial 

constrains increases the risk for social exclusion. The results from this study support the idea of 

holidays’ socially inclusive effect. Even after controlling for number of salient factors including 

country of residence, holidaying away from home has statistically significant impact on the 
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subjective social status. Hence, non-travellers locate themselves lower on the social strata 

than those who are able (or willing) to travel away from home for a holiday.  

 

Consequently, we can conclude that occasional holidaying away from home as a way of using 

time is essential for one’s well-being (see e.g. Haulot 1981; Minnaert and Schapmans 2009). 

When able to fulfil the time use norms prevailing in the society at a given time one feels more 

respected by others which further reflects the perceived position in the social strata. 

Therefore, holidaying can be regarded a central issue of inequality. Those able to travel away 

from home during their holidays are better off in the society than non-travellers. Obviously, 

there are more serious inequality issues present in the societies than holidaying away from 

home. Nevertheless, more attention should be paid to individuals’ ability to use time according 

to social norms. Further, as regards holidaying away from home, results from previous studies 

show a positive effect of supported holiday opportunities in the form of social holidays (see 

Smith and Hughes 1999; Minnaert 2007; Minnaert and Schapmans 2009). 

 

It could yet be asked, whether holiday away from home have such positive implications that 

social holidays as part of governmental program should be promoted. For example Smith and 

Hughes (1999, 132) argue that holiday is just a temporary release from low income, poor 

housing, and the harsh reality of life (see also Nawijn 2010). However, they continue by stating 

that we should not underestimate the real meaning a holiday may have. The harsh reality of 

life may only be bearable with the prospect of some occasional temporary escape. Moreover, 

Minneart and Schapmans (2009) found in their quantitative study that social holidays can have 

a positive effect on various aspects of the daily life of the holidaymakers. However, also they 

admit that social tourism certainly is not a panacea for all social problems.  

 

The current study shows that those unable to travel away from home for a holiday on yearly 

bases locate themselves lower in the social strata than the travellers. The subjective feeling of 

inferiority compared to those who are able to spend time according to the expectations of 

others in the society or reference group is reality for those with financial or other constraints 

preventing them to take advantage of holiday opportunities. Whether the impacts of 
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holidaying away from home for one’s well-being are significant enough in order to promote 

social holidays is matter of further research. That would require more resources for 

(multinational) data collection and increasing interest from the political decision-makers 

towards social holidaying. 
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