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ABSTRACT 

As more Americans choose to solo travel for leisure, the need to understand their 

attitudes and motivations for wanting to travel alone increases. Based on the Functional Attitude 

Theory, the motivations of solo travelers can be influenced by the five attitude functions: 

Utilitarian, ego-defensive, social-expressive, value-expressive, and knowledge. By understanding 

which attitude function influences solo travel actions, industry professionals in public relations, 

advertising, and marketing can develop messaging that resonates strongly with that attitude and 

therefore increases the return on investment within this target market. Given the subjectivity of 

motivations, the use of Q-Methodology allows for a quantitative and qualitative analysis of the 

participant’s viewpoint relative to the experience of traveling alone. With Q-Methodology’s 

focus on the viewpoint of the participant, this study results in quantifying where that viewpoint 

intersects among the entire sample and establishes a foundational commonality among solo 

travel motivations. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The American vacation and tourism market was valued at $232.9 billion in 2015 and has 

steadily increased over the last five years  (Mintel, 2016). While traditional travel 

companionships (couple’s trips, family vacations, etc.) are still the norm for travel arrangements, 

there has been a rise in Americans choosing solo travel. Solo travel can be defined as, 

“individuals who go on holiday alone and those who may travel alone but with the set intention 

of joining others such as on a tour group” (Leith, 2019). The key distinction in a solo traveler is 

they are choosing to travel without members of their community that they would normally 

interact with. Additionally, solo travelers do not include individuals traveling alone for business 

as this form of travel is determined by an employer and is not based on the individual’s 

motivations. As solo travel gains more popularity, travel and hospitality companies are looking 

to effectively speak to these audiences. Current research on solo travel has been very limited in 

the past and in general has been focused on subgroups of solo travelers or has relied on outdated 

research (Stergiou & Airey, 2011). There has been very little exploration into the attitudes that 

determine the need to travel alone, especially for the American traveler which makes up 21% of 

global travelers (Couillard, 2020). By understanding the attitudes of solo travelers, companies 

looking to target this specific audience will be able to craft an effective persuasive message by 

matching the content of the message to the solo traveler’s attitude function (O’Keefe, 2016). The 

goal of this research is to delve into the attitudes of solo travelers in order to inform professionals   
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within the field of communications of what attitude functions (if any) are most representative of 

solo travelers. This will open communications professionals to a wider array of opportunities for 

high impact communications and increase the efficiency of their campaign objectives.
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

Solo Travel 

A study conducted by Bente Helmtun and Birgit Abelsen (2014) looked into solo tourism 

from the perspective of single students in relation to the type of holiday they took and their 

gender. The key insight of the study was the definition the authors provided for solo travelers. 

While similar to the definition mentioned in the introduction above, Helmtun and Abelsen (2014) 

discuss the term “solo tourist” as “an oxymoron in the sense that there are few tourism spaces 

within which tourists can be completely alone for a longer period of time” (p. 162). Helmtun and 

Abelsen’s (2014) clarification here brings to the forefront a needed distinction for this research 

as well as for communications professionals looking to target this subpopulation. The majority of 

solo travelers aren’t physically alone throughout their travel and therefore cannot be defined as 

completely solitary for the duration of the trip. In fact, as Helmtun and Abelsen (2014) point out, 

many solo travelers will engage with locals, tourism guides / professionals, and other tourists 

while traveling. A more recent study by Leith (2019) addresses the impact of lifestyle on the 

choice for solo tourism. This study accredits the need to travel solo with the need to seek 

solitude, however this form of solitude does not necessarily manifest on a physical level. As 

lifestyles steadily become busier, there has become a need to find a clear line between work and 

relaxation (Leith, 2019). It is essential to the purpose of this study to then accept Leith’s (2019) 

argument that wanting to be alone doesn’t equate to physical interactions but on a further level of 
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being “unobserved” by the people they are around and therefore the notion of solitude 

transitions from physical relativity to a mental point of view. With these clarifications in mind 

for what can   

and cannot be considered solo travel, a definition of this subject group is needed. Based on the 

general understanding that comes from the phrase “solo travel” (i.e. to travel alone) and the 

studies mentioned above, this study will define solo travel from this point forward as, 

“Individuals who travel for leisure without persons they knew prior to the trip. This can include 

individuals who remain alone for the duration of the trip (in solitude) and / or those with the set 

intention of joining others such as on a tour group so long as any person they travel with is a total 

stranger to them from the beginning of the trip.” 

Though defining solo travel is essential to evaluating the motivations of solo travelers, it 

does little but set the research context. The next logical step then, is to understand the subject 

under study – solo travelers. Many prior studies have taken on this task and have developed a 

rough sketch of this consumer group. However, this research is still at an infantile level of 

understanding with this study aiming to provide an exploratory understanding to the subject’s 

development.  

As was referenced above, Helmtun and Abelsen’s (2014) research presents a clearer 

understanding for the distinction of solo versus traditional travelers, however the subject of their 

study is narrowed to only collect data from young single students in Norway. This limitation of 

singles (i.e. marital status) does not account for the motivations of solo travelers who are in 

relationships (Mintel, 2012). Likewise, young students make up a relatively small percentage of 

travelers. In a Mintel travel report, 25- to 42-year-olds were more likely to travel given their 

increased disposable income in comparison to 18- to 24-year-olds (Mintel, 2019). Other recent 
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studies have focused their efforts on solo travel in relation to a specific gender or age group. For 

example, Pereira and Silva (2018) developed the understanding of solo travel motivations of 

females. According to their research, they argue that an important motivation for women 

traveling solo is “to get out of their comfort zone to develop a sense of autonomy and 

individuality” (Pereira & Silva, 2018, p.101). Since Pereira and Silva (2018) only extended to an 

understanding of women’s motivations, it invites an inquiry about whether the identified need for 

autonomy and individuality could be applied to all genders of solo travelers. Their research lacks 

the evidence to support that this is unique to women solo travels and in retrospect is limiting to 

the current state of solo travel research. A similar study was published in 2019 with a focus on 

Vietnamese female student solo travelers. This study by Osman and colleagues (2019) attempted 

to make a case for the need to focus on female solo travelers over male, asserting that the two 

genders’ travel experiences are significantly different and warrant further understanding of the 

female’s unique experience. Although a focus on female travelers’ unique perspective is 

certainly warranted, this “difference” leaves a gap that fails to contribute insights which identify 

more universal motivations or that legitimizes the female experience by comparing and 

contrasting it with the male experience. Not only is there now a gap in the current state of 

research that is skewing towards the female solo travel experience, but these studies have done 

little to build the foundation of solo travel research. In its current state for understanding solo 

travelers, it is presumptuous to focus solely on one demographic grouping. A study by Laesser 

and colleagues (2008) looked at a sample of the Swiss population through multiple surveys 

which identified that the current research claiming that the majority of solo travelers were young 

and female may be inaccurate. The study found that the solo traveler range varies from young to 

old, single to married, and male to female (Laesser, Beritelli, & Bieger, 2008). Unlike Osman 
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and colleagues (2019), Laesser and colleagues’ (2008) study provides more than demographic-

skewed assumptions to guide their research and provides further support to the need for 

researching solo travel without a gender bias at this time. While male and female motivations can 

differ based on cultural gender norms, it would be erroneous to exclude any gender or age group 

in solo travel research at this fundamental stage.  

In order to study the attitudes and motivations of a solo traveler’s behavior, there needs to 

be an understanding of the current studies’ approaches to solo travel research in order to choose 

the best course of action in relation to the aims of this study. Of the previous studies surrounding 

solo travel research, there has been some discussion on whether quantitative or qualitative 

studies are best for their area of study. Many studies have focused on qualitative methods, such 

as Osman and colleagues’ (2019) study on Vietnamese solo travelers that was conducted using 

interviews. The rationale behind the choice for qualitative is to be able to gain insight into the 

phenomenon while also being able to include the subjectivity that comes with describing human 

experiences (Osman, Brown, & Phung, 2019). Despite the need for understanding subjectivity in 

relation to the solo travel experience, some studies have made the argument that quantitative 

methods will provide more insight into the current state of research. Heimtun & Abelsen (2014), 

in comparison, used survey methods to research specific areas of solo travel on a larger scale. 

Heimtun & Abelsen’s (2014) decision to forego qualitative data was attributed to the need to test 

out findings from a previous qualitative study, which sets precedent that both may be required to 

better understand this subpopulation. Pereira & Silva (2018), interestingly enough, took a 

completely different approach to understanding solo travelers by creating a conceptual model 

based on previous solo travel research. This was a unique perspective into the current state of 

solo travel research and its application to women solo travelers, but it doesn’t take advantage of 
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the subjectivity qualitative data brings nor the validity of quantitative. Current solo travel 

research is dependent on qualitative data for understanding the subjectivity of opinions and 

experiences that influence the traveler, but there is a need for the use of quantitative methods for 

both providing valid and reliable results as well as the ability to understand the subpopulation as 

a whole. Therefore, the usage of Q-methodology, a mixed research method, could further the 

current state of research on solo travelers by bringing together the subjectivity of qualitative 

methods with the statistical power of quantitative methods (to be described in further detail in a 

later section). The usage of mixed methods will allow for a firm foundation to be built both 

qualitatively by examining a solo traveler’s unique perspective (subjectivity) on their motivation 

to travel alone and quantitatively by examining their perspectives with a statistical test. However, 

this foundation and understanding of motivations cannot exist without fully understanding what 

influences an individual’s motivations and behaviors. Within mass communication theory and 

research, the Functional Attitude Theory (FAT) developed by Katz in 1960 is a widely used 

theory that can be used in conjunction with Q-Methodology to understand the consumer 

motivations of solo travelers and how those motivations help marketing professionals better 

understand their target audience.  

Functional Attitude Theory 

In the advertising, marketing, and public relations industries, persuasion is the skill most 

often used to encourage desired behavior. However, persuasion outcomes can be ineffective if 

the message is not in agreement with the beliefs and attitudes of the target audience. This is the 

driving force of the Functional Attitude Theory (FAT; Katz, 1960; Smith, Bruner, & White, 

1956). Attitudes are the “evaluative judgment of (reaction to) an object” and “are important 

determinants of behavior” (O’Keefe, 2016, p. 34). By understanding attitudes, and therefore its 
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influence of an individual’s behavior, professionals can focus their messaging to align with the 

attitudes their target audience holds in relation to company’s / message sender’s branding. The 

rationale behind crafting messaging to match a message receiver’s (the target audience) attitude 

is that the persuasive message will resonate stronger with the receiver and the likelihood of the 

adoption of the desired behavior will increase substantially. FAT proposes there are five different 

functions of attitudes. Each function serves a different role and often can be combined with 

another function to meet the needs of the individual about a complex subject. By understanding 

how they relate to the receiver; industry professionals can target the attitude by which function(s) 

it serves and increase the overall persuasiveness of their argument. The most commonly used 

functions associated with FAT are utilitarian, ego-defensive, social-adjustive, value-expressive, 

and knowledge.  

 Utilitarian attitudes are defined as, “formed and held in order to provide persons with an 

efficient way to distinguish objects that bring pleasure and objects that produce pain” (Carpenter 

et al., 2013, p. 106). Utilitarian functions allow the message receiver to maximize the benefits 

and minimize the consequences of an action. Carpenter and colleagues (2013) supported the 

ideas that to craft messages that resonate with utilitarian attitudes, the best strategy is to identify 

how those benefits will positively impact the receiver and highlight those in the messaging.  

Ego-defensive attitudes are understood to boost the receiver’s self-esteem and enable 

them to avoid acknowledging their failures, shortfalls in personality, or undesirable behavior 

(Carpenter et al., 2013). By boosting the receiver’s self-esteem and focusing on their positive 

behaviors, the ego-defensive function acts as an unconscious defense mechanism to mentally 

protect themselves. Essentially, the receiver is able to avoid unattractive aspects of themselves 

and focus on their desired motivations to encourage positive behavior. The best strategy to 
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develop a message for a receiver who holds an ego-defensive attitude is to highlight how the 

product will improve their self-opinion and avoid statements that will lead to negatively targeting 

their self-esteem.  

Social-expressive (also known as social-adjustive) attitudes are influenced by how the 

receiver wants others to view them (Carpenter et al., 2013). It directly relates to how they 

interact with members of their social group and how they want that group to view them in 

relation to their behaviors. The most common message strategy used to target this function in 

developing the persuasive message should to promote the desired action as being accepted and 

approved of by the receiver’s peers.  

Value-expressive attitudes, on the other hand, are not used for acceptance into a social 

group (Carpenter et al., 2013). Instead these attitudes ensure the receiver’s action will be in 

agreement with the values they uphold internally. The key to targeting a value-expressive 

attitude is tailoring the message to be in alignment with the value that is upheld by the receiver or 

at least to ensure the content of the message does not conflict with the receiver’s values.  

Finally, the knowledge attitude function’s purpose is to increase the receiver’s 

intelligence and understanding of the world around them (Carpenter et al., 2013). Messages that 

are well received by individuals with knowledge attitudes should use logical, fact-based 

statements that provide a clear understanding of the desired action as well how the desired 

behavior will increase their knowledge of the subject.  

 Functional attitude theory has been applied to studies on consumer motivations and in the 

marketing / advertising / public relations industries for decades. For example, Schlosser (2003a) 

used FAT to explain how the environment while shopping can impact the function of the 

attitudes a consumer holds (see also, Argyriou & Melewar, 2011). The study found that the 
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atmosphere can trigger social-adjustive function attitude depending on how the store’s aesthetic 

is perceived. Another study by Schlosser (2003b) found that attitude functions could be 

influenced by the internet. She identified that consumers were predisposed to form knowledge 

attitudes when using the internet and that it acts as a situational cue (Argyriou & Melewar, 

2011). Both of her studies cement the notion that the usage of FAT and the attitudes consumers 

develop can be influenced by the situation in which they are developed and therefore rely heavily 

on the subjectivity of the attitude’s function. By subjectively looking at the behavior that is 

influenced by the attitude function, researchers are able to determine which function is 

influencing certain people. Locander & Spivey (1978) give the following example, “one student 

might like going to college because he is intellectually stimulated by classes [knowledge 

function]… Another student might like college just as much, but for a different reason – going to 

college makes him feel special because he is the only person from his small hometown attending 

a university [social-adjustive]… The functional approach recognizes these two ‘individual 

differences’ by explaining that two attitudes of equal magnitude can be the products of different 

motives” (Locander & Spivey, 1978. pp.576-577).  

Locander & Spivey’s (1978) study laid the groundwork for the practicality of using FAT 

in understanding motivations and the actions of consumers. The study hypothesized that one’s 

attitude about something (and the subsequent influence of the attitude on their motivation) is 

directly dependent on the function of said attitude (Locander & Spivey, 1978).  The results of the 

study proved Katz’s theoretical work as well as the application of FAT and concluded that when 

the attitude in question is positive, the attitude function that the consumer associates with that 

attitude will also be positive. Locander & Spivey (1978) went a step further in their analysis with 

the notion that if an industry professional wants to persuade specific individuals, as long as the 
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persuasive appeal matches the attitude function that the individuals hold, they will be more likely 

to be persuaded. The study does address the concerns of attempts to change attitude and while it 

is a valid concern for when the desired action is not congruent with the audience’s attitude, for 

the purpose of this study it is not a necessary consideration as this study focuses on tailoring the 

message to the attitude the solo traveler already holds, not to mention the added difficulty and 

time it takes to encourage an attitude change (Locander & Spivey, 1978). With exploring the 

attitude functions of solo travelers, if a function(s) is identified as a dominant influence for this 

specific population, then industry professionals would simply need to create persuasive messages 

that appeal to that function. This “matching” is formally known as the function matching effect. 

A 2012 meta-analysis study conducted on the effect identified that functional matching leads to 

increased persuasiveness of the message while “counter attitudinal” messages have the opposite 

effect (Carpenter, 2012). With the understanding that solo travel is the less common form of 

leisure travel in the United States, the rationale behind doing so (and therefore breaking from the 

societal norm) will develop an attitude function that ultimately separates solo travelers from 

traditional leisure travelers. This difference then requires separate approaches to the message 

appeals that are created to persuade either group. Understanding which functions are influencing 

solo traveler behavior and matching the persuasive message will allow professionals to tailor 

their messaging to this specific audience as well as inform them of their beliefs and attitudes that 

can later lead to better communications across the leisure travel industry.  

 With this understanding of FAT and how it impacts the actions of a consumer (and in this 

case the solo travel consumer), it is imperative that this study is able to encapsulate a well-

rounded understanding of why individuals solo travel from both qualitative and quantitative 

approaches. Industry professionals will be able to properly match their persuasive message to 



 12 

solo travelers’ attitude functions while also providing them insights into which function would 

make a message less effective.  

Q Methodology 

Q-Methodology was developed in 1935 by William Stephenson and uses a form of factor 

analysis to evaluate the subjective viewpoint of participants and group them according to their 

shared viewpoint. Stergiou and Airey’s (2011) analysis of the use of Q-Methodology in tourism 

describes Q-Method as, “a method for the scientific study of human subjectivity” (Stergiou & 

Airey, 2011, p. 313). While the method has been used across multiple disciplines for close to a 

century, (clinical psychology, political science, healthcare studies, human geography) it has 

rarely been used in tourism research (Watts & Stenner, 2012). In part, this can be justified in the 

widely accepted practice of R-methodology (traditional statistical analyses) which allows for 

generalized findings that are applicable to the general population at large. However, using Q-

Methodology differs by focusing on the perspectives of the participants in order to extrapolate 

patterns that are relevant to the given situation (Watts & Stenner, 2012). These patterns validate 

the individual’s point of view qualitatively and can provide statistical significance that is found 

in R-methodology. This subjectivity and analysis of the participant’s perspective is usually 

overlooked in most quantitative R-methodology. Given travel and tourism, especially solo travel, 

is majorly impacted by the personal experiences and opinions of the travelers (Richards & 

Morrill, 2019), the ability to analyze these perspectives in relation to the subject will give further 

insight into the patterns of choice and motivation that the participants share while also looking at 

the participants and their opinions holistically (Stergiou & Airey, 2011).  

 A 2007 study by Dewar and colleagues worked to bridge the gap in tourism research and 

Q-Methodology. The study used Q-Methodology to determine how different cultural groups 
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perceive photographs of travel products and destinations (Dewar, Li, & Davis, 2007). In this 

specific case, the researchers used images for respondents to rank rather than statements. This is 

one of the many benefits of using Q-Methodology, as the respondents could still impose their 

own perspective and viewpoint on the images just as they would a statement (Dewar, Li, Davis, 

2007). With a traditional Q-Method approach, a participant will be given a set of cards (between 

20-80 although the averages range from 40-60) that have a unique statement in each. They will 

be instructed to sort those statements into a ranking type system based on their experience with 

the topic. This adjustment the 2007 study made to the method strengthens the appeal of being 

able to objectively analyze and explore a subjective response while also opening new 

possibilities to the usage of Q-Method in tourism (Dewar et al., 2007).  

 Another Q-Method study that can provide insight into this novel research method is Cook 

and colleagues’ 1975, “Experimental Design and Q-Methodology: Improving the Analysis of 

Attitude Change”. While the 1975 attitude-focused study differs greatly from this study in terms 

of theoretical approach and application, it provides an explanation into how Q-Method can be 

used to in conjunction with understanding attitudes. The study does an excellent job of 

demonstrating the subjectivity of the multiple viewpoints and upon running the analysis of those 

differences, factors are formed that categorize those who hold the same attitudes into a common 

factor (Cook, Scioli, & Brown, 1975). By this analysis of attitudes using Q-Methodology, there 

can be agreement that this research method would be applicable to understanding the attitude 

archetypes of solo travelers.  

 It would be short-sighted not to identify the limitations Q-Methodology poses, especially 

with its lack of popularity in this area of research. As Dewar and colleagues (2007) point out, Q-

Methodology “aims to describe a population of viewpoints, not the distribution of viewpoints… 
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in a population” (Dewar et al., 2007, p. 18). Because the sample size is small in comparison to 

other quantitative methods (for example for the 2007 study the p-sample was 27, Watts and 

Stenner recommend the number of participants be half as many the number of statements), 

additional studies would be needed to validate if the results were applicable to a generalized 

population following a Q-Methodological approach. A similar limitation discussed is the q-

statements themselves (Dewar et al., 2007; Watts & Stenner, 2012). A Q-Method study must 

account for all potential viewpoints to include in the concourse and q-sort. If these statements are 

not carefully structured and vetted to fully encompass the topic in question, the validity and 

reliability of the resulting factors will not be true to reality. While these limitations can affect the 

outcome of the study, being aware and working to mitigate them as much as possible, allows for 

the benefits of Q-Methodology to persevere and optimize the final factor results.  

With the understanding of the impact FAT and function matching has on the 

persuasiveness of messaging as well as how Q-Methodology provides the ideal method to 

understanding solo travelers qualitatively and quantitatively, it is inevitable for an exploratory 

style research question to be posed:  

RQ: What attitude function archetypes influence solo travel? 



 15 

METHODS 

With the current state of solo travel research largely unexamined, the need to explore this 

phenomenon further leads to the need for a Q-Methodological approach for this subject. 

Concourse of Statements 

The first step in performing a Q-Methodological study, a concourse was created to 

provide all possible viewpoints a participant will have of the subject being research. While the 

statements can be found organically through interviews, conversations, or forms of discussion on 

the subject or “ready-made” through pre-existing sources such as previous research that has been 

conducted around the subject, there are no limits to the sources used to develop a well-rounded 

concourse (so long as the results provide thorough and inclusive statements that focus on all 

subjective viewpoints (feelings and emotions) (Stergiou & Airey, 2011). Once all possible 

statements are developed, a representative number of these statements will be extracted and form 

the q-set. Often researchers will ensure the selected statements fall into predetermined categories 

that will provide further insight and structure to the participant’s viewpoints (Stergiou & Airey, 

2011). As discussed above, a proper q-set should have between 40-60 statements (or twice as 

many as the number of participants). It is commonly accepted by Q-Methodological researchers 

that q-sets with fewer than 40 statements erroneously leave out important viewpoints to the 

subject of the study. On the other hand, when sets are comprised of over 80 statements, 

participants become overwhelmed and the results of the q-sort can be negatively impacted by too 

many choices and fatigue (Watts & Stenner, 2012).  
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In this study, a concourse of statements focusing on what motivates individuals to travel 

alone was created based on comments of solo travelers from a public solo travel discussion 

forum (Reddit, r/solotravel) as well as a quantitative study conducted by Richards and Morrill 

(2019), “Motivations of global Millennial Travelers.” The study provided a theoretical 

perspective of motivations of travelers while being adjustable to the application of solo travelers. 

The public forum from solo traveler comments aided in validating the need for statements taken 

from the 2019 study and added additional perspectives that are unique to solo travelers. 

Appendix A identifies the 60 q-set statements developed from the concourse and the statements 

were divided into the appropriate attitude function category. To ensure each attitude function was 

represented equally, an equal number of cards were created in support of a utilitarian attitude, 

ego-defensive attitude, social-expressive attitude, value-expressive attitude, and knowledge 

attitude. Following the creation of the q-set, a Qualtrics questionnaire was developed to allow for 

participants to participate remotely. The choice to conduct the sorting of statements digitally 

rather than in person eliminated complications associated with travel and COVID-19 but is 

supported by Watts & Stenner’s thorough explanation of adapting Q-Methodology to be 

conducted online (Watts & Stenner, 2012, p. 87-88). 

Participants  

The next step in conducting Q-Methodological research is the recruitment of participants 

(known as the person sample, or P-sample). The P-sample is most effective with small numbers 

as a large P-sample increases the potential for contradiction of the study’s results (too many 

viewpoints will result in the dilution of the significance of potential factors), an additional 

distinction in the function of Q-Methodology versus other quantitative methods (Stergiou & 

Airey, 2011). The recruitment of the P-sample is not dependent on stringent sampling. 
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Participants who hold clear views or experiences related to the subject of study are ideal for Q-

Methodology. Stergiou and Airey’s (2011) statement in regard to Q-Methodology that “its nature 

is exploratory” is a supplemental argument in understanding the recruitment process by focusing 

on the viewpoint of the participants rather than their demographics (Stergiou & Airey, 2011).  

With this in mind, participants were recruited through online social media discussion 

groups that focus on solo travel. This was an ideal location as a recruitment source since majority 

of the participants already classified themselves as solo travelers by being a member of the group 

and therefore it was more likely potential participants would hold a strong viewpoint on solo 

travel. The online discussion groups used were Reddit’s Solo Travel subreddit, Facebook’s Solo 

Travelers, Facebook’s USA Solo Travelers, Facebook’s Disney Solo Travelers and Facebook’s 

Female Solo Travelers. In order to be eligible for the study, participate had to be a solo traveler 

(defined as “Individuals who travel for leisure without persons they knew prior to the trip. This 

can include individuals who remain alone for the duration of the trip and / or those with the set 

intention of joining others such as on a tour group so long as any person they travel with is a total 

stranger to them at the start”), from the United States (this requirement ensured that the 

participants all share a similar cultural background and eliminated the potential for an extraneous 

variable in the study), and over the age of 18 (the age of consent). Males and females were both 

eligible for this study. While they can hold very different views on solo travel (which has been 

taken into account in multiple previous studies like Pereira & Silva’s (2018) study on female 

solo travelers), for the purpose of this exploratory study it was premature in the understanding of 

solo traveler attitudes to focus on one specific gender at this time.  A final note on participants, 

based on Watts and Stenner’s Doing Q Methodology (2012), it is recommended to calculate the 

ideal number of participants in the study by taking half as many participants by the number of 
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statements in the q-sort. Therefore, this study featured 30 participants which is based on the 60-

statement concourse discussed above. 

Procedure  

Individuals in the groups mentioned above were first given a link to a preliminary survey 

(see appendices for copies of both the preliminary and second surveys) and were asked a set of 

question designed to determine their eligibility into the study as well as to provide their email if 

they wished to participate in the second survey. Once the participants’ eligibility was 

determined, they then were given access to a second Qualtrics survey and were given a set of 60 

statements to sort into the three most appropriate categories (like me with 15 statements, unlike 

me with 15 statements, and neutral with 30 statements). The participants were then directed to a 

second screen with three new categories (most like me, a lot like me, like me) and were shown 

the 15 statements they placed into like me. They were then instructed to place 3 statements in to 

the most like me category, 5 statements into the a lot like me category, and 7 statements into the 

like me category. The same process was followed for the 15 statements they sorted into unlike 

me (3 statements into most unlike me, 5 statements into a lot unlike me, and 7 statements into 

unlike me) and the 30 neutral statements (9 statements into somewhat like me, 9 statements into 

somewhat unlike me, and 12 statements into neither like me or unlike me). After the sorting of 

the like me and unlike me categories, participants were asked to describe why they ranked the 3 

statements into the most like me and most unlike me category. Following the sorting of the 

statements (known as the development of their individual q-sort), participants were asked a series 

of qualitative questions to better understand them as a solo traveler as well as demographic 

questions to better understand the p-sample.  
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Upon competition of the second survey and the sorting of items, the participant’s 

response could then be used to compile and develop a full q-sort. The sorting of the categories 

above creates the below structure of the individual’s viewpoint, which results in 30 individual 

sorting charts (called q-sorts). 

 

Figure 1 – Q-Sort Chart 

Analytic Procedure  

Following the development of the participant q-sorts, the data is manually entered into a 

statistical software. Unique to Q-Methodology, the traditional SPSS cannot be used for the Q-

factor analysis necessary for the method. This type of factor analysis, called a centroid factor 

analysis, puts the participant’s viewpoints (their q-sorts) into common factors rather than 

reducing the statements into a common factor. Because of this reversal in the organization of the 

analysis, special software had been developed to run the analysis. PQ Method and Ken-Q are 

both free versions of the software and a combination of both have been used in this analysis 

(Banasick, n.d.; Schmolck, 2021). Both software programs work the same way, however PQ 

Method requires Windows to run the analysis while Ken-Q is a web browser-based program.  

 Once all of the q-sorts were developed, the data was manually input into the software 

program by entering the statements that were included in each category from smallest to largest 

(-4, -3, -2, -1, 0, 1, 2, 3, 4). After the 30 q-sorts were entered, the software developed a 
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correlation matrix. This matrix is the basis of which q-sorts were similar and which were 

dissimilar. The next step is to determine the number of factors to include in the study. Watts & 

Stenner provide a thorough explanation of the considerations that need to be taken into account 

when determining the number of factors to include (Watts & Stenner, 2012, p. 98-110). Along 

with the correlation matrix, both programs provide unrotated factor loading charts which provide 

the amount of variance (similarity) each q-sort has on a given factor. Both software programs 

allow you to develop these factor-loading charts based on the number of factors to be included in 

the study. In the beginning, it is recommended to run a unrotated factor loading with more 

factors than necessary to ensure a significant factor is not left out. It is important to note that the 

first factor loading will be the factor that accounts for the most similarity amongst the q-sorts and 

each additional factor will decrease in its study variance from there (Watts & Stenner, 2012, p. 

100). 

 The first step in determining the number of factors is to ensure that each factor has an 

Eigenvalue (EV) (included in the factor loading chart) of 1.00 or higher. This exclusion is known 

as the Kaiser-Guttman criterion and is the widely used significance cut-off point as an EV of less 

than 1.00 would account for less of the study variance than a q-sort (Watts & Stenner, 2012, p. 

106).  

 Next in determining the number of factors is examining the variance percentage. Watts & 

Stenner (2012) advise a total variance percentage of 35% - 40% or above as a “sound solution” 

(p. 105). Once both the EVs and total variance % are reviewed, the next deciding factor is 

examining the loadings themselves. By calculating the significant factor loading 

(2.58 × √𝑛𝑜. 𝑜𝑓 𝑖𝑡𝑒𝑚𝑠 𝑖𝑛 𝑄 𝑠𝑒𝑡, p-value =0.01), for this study the significant factor loading 

comes out to 0.33, however to be more inclusive in the viewpoints included in the study a 



 21 

significant factor loading of 0.4 was used at the 0.05 p-value) review each loading for each factor 

and ensure there is at least 2 or more significant factor loadings in each factor (Watts & Stenner, 

2012, 107). For the data collected in this study, a three-factor solution and a four-factor solution 

were considered. Ultimately a three-factor solution was ideal as the three factors have EVs over 

1.00, a total variance percentage of 43%, and had at least eight factor loadings in each factor. 

The four-factor solution was ultimately ruled out after only having two factor loadings and an 

EV of 0.98.  

 After carefully considering the number of factors to include in the study, the rotation 

method was determined for the analysis. The need for rotating the factors is to improve the 

visibility of the similarities of the factor’s shared viewpoints. The rotation is simply to allow for 

the program to view the factors and compare the similarities between them on multiple 

dimensions. There are two methods commonly used, by-hand rotations and Varimax. By-hand 

rotation allows for the greatest amount of subjectivity but also is threatened by bias from the 

researcher. Therefore, varimax rotates the factors based on statistical criteria and allows for the 

maximum amount of study variance, however by relying on the computer it limits the 

subjectivity available with by-hand. For this study, varimax rotation was selected in order to 

minimize potential bias. Upon the initial review of the rotation, an “eyeball analysis” was 

conducted by reviewing the rotated factor loadings, comparing each q-sort loading to the 

significant factor loading value calculated earlier. The 30-individual q-sorts were then compared 

across the three-factors and if one of the factor loadings for the q-sort had a score over 0.4 then it 

was flagged for that factor. If a q-sort’s loadings did not have a score over 0.4, then it was 

considered non-significant and not flagged. If a q-sort’s loadings had a score over 0.4 in multiple 

factors, then it was considered confounded and not flagged.  
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Once the significant loadings for each factor were flagged, the software program created 

the final output of data and in Ken-Q, the program developed factor arrays showing the 

placement of each statement from the q-set into what the final common viewpoint was for that 

factor (Banasick, S. (n.d.)). These results provided the subjectivity and patterns of the study 

quantitatively, while the survey data provided additional insight into the qualitative results of the 

factor arrays (through the follow up questions which are what completes the picture and provides 

the qualitative aspect of the method) (Stergiou & Airey, 2011). 
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RESULTS 

Of the 30 solo travelers that participated in this study, 37% had solo traveled over 15 

times, 40% solo traveled 1-5 times, and 23% solo traveled 6-14 times. Of their solo trips, the 

participants had traveled to 35 states and 75 different countries spanning Asia, Europe, North 

America, South America, Australia, and Africa. Additionally, 8 participants reported solo 

traveling on cruises (itineraries including the Mediterranean, Caribbean, Bahamas, and Mexico). 

Demographically, 20% of the participants were under 30, 20% between 31-40, 10% between 41-

49, 30% between 50-59, and 20% over the age of 60. Females made up 80% of the participants 

while 20% were male. Finally, majority (86%) of the participants have either a bachelor’s or 

master’s degree, 73% have an ethnicity of Caucasian, 83% have an income of $60,000 or more 

(with 43% having an income over $90,000), and a marital status of divorced (37%), married 

(21%), never married (32%), or other (10%). 

During the analysis of the data collected, 3 factors were extracted and rotated based upon 

each factor having over 1.00 EV, having multiple significant factor loadings of 0.33 (p-value = 

0.01) or higher (based on the significant factor loading value that was calculated specifically for 

this study), and the unrotated factors made of 43% of the study’s total variance (which the 

minimum ideal range for a Q-Method study is 35%-40%). A varimax rotation was conducted and 

8 q-sorts in each factor were flagged for having a factor loading of over 0.40 (p-value = 0.05) 

(Factor 1: q-sorts 3,8,10,14,18,23,24,27; Factor 2: 4,7,13,16,19,21,22,25; Factor 3: 
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2,5,6,9,15,20,28,29), with q-sorts 1,11,26 being non-significant and 12,17,30 being confounded. 

A 0.40 factor loading was used in order to allow the most viewpoints possible with in the factors. 

 

Table 1 - Rotated Factor Loading Matrix 

Based on the rotated factor matrix and flagged loadings, Ken-Q produced three factor q-

sorts in the output that encompasses the shared viewpoint of the participant’s q-sorts included in 

each factor (see Figures 1, 2, & 3). Based on those factor q-sorts, the charts below outline the key 

statements for each factor as well as which statements are ranked higher in that specific factor 

and which attitude functions are associated with the statement. 
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Factor 1 – The “Eat, Pray, Love” viewpoint 

 

Figure 2 - Factor 1 

 

Table 2 - Factor Array 1 
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The q-sorts that make up this shared viewpoint are 3 (Female, 57, divorced), 8 (Female, 

59, divorced), 10 (Female, 64, divorced), 14 (Female, 62, divorced), 18 (Female, 70, never 

married), 23 (Female, 52, never married), 24 (Female, 65, divorced), 27(Female, 30, married). 

The utilitarian (22% Like Me), ego-defensive (24%) and value-expressive functions (24%) have 

the highest influence on the behavior of solo travelers that share this viewpoint. Statements 6, 18 

and 26 are ranked highest in the factor. These statements all focus on the solo traveler finding 

fulfillment in their actions. The participant in q-sort 24 said, “I love travelling alone as I do not 

have to stick to any schedule. I can be spontaneous or change a travel plan without worrying 

about others I might be traveling with. You know, sleep when I want, get up early without 

disturbing another, eat when it suits me. If I choose to spend an entire day shopping or lying by 

the pool or beach, I can do so. I really enjoy learning about the many interesting cultures in the 

world and have learned how we are all the same with the same needs and core values, yet eat 

different foods, wear different clothing and have so many differences. Travelling solo allows me 

to either keep to myself or choose to interact with locals or other travelers. I have met some 

fabulous people whilst traveling alone who are still friends to this day. I have travelled with 

others many times as well and one doesn't have the same opportunity to interact with others. This 

is a big part of why I love to travel alone.” This factor is not driven by the social adjustive 

function which was ranked 42% unlike me. The participant in q-sort 27 said, “When I chose to 

solo travel, I do it for myself not for social status.” This statement establishes a theme within this 

factor of self-fulfillment, discovery, and a disinterest in how the traveler wants others to view 

them. Additionally, this factor prioritized being happy, being their best, and their satisfaction 

through solo travel higher than any other factor in this study. 
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Factor 2 – The Long Distance Learner viewpoint  

 

Figure 3 - Factor 2 

 

Table 3 – Factor 2 Array 
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The participant q-sorts that influence this factor are 4 (female, 49, never married), 7 

(female, 58, divorced), 13 (female, 54 widowed), 16 ( female, 35, divorced), 19 (female, 55, 

divorced), 21 (male, 52, married), 22 (female, 34, never married), and 25 (female, 24, never 

married). This factor shows knowledge (58% like me) as the prevalent attitude function. Solo 

travelers in this factor want to learn about other cultures, people, themselves, and gain new 

experiences. Unlike factor one which wanted to maximize their flexibility by solo traveling, 

factor 2 cares less about whether they travel alone or not and instead prioritize the knowledge 

function. Based on the sorting of statements as well as the follow up questions, this factor group 

primarily solo travels out of need and less because it is their preference. A prime example of this 

is the participant from q-sort 16’s answer to why they solo travel, “I spend the majority of my 

time working and I highly value the time I have to travel, so I make the most of the time I have. 

However, I am single, and my friends don't always want to go to afford to go to the places I want 

to see. So, I am forced to solo travel, or else I'll be held back from seeing and doing the things 

that matter to me.” This prioritization of gaining knowledge and need to maximize their time is 

expressed in the high ranking of statements 39 and 49. Additionally, this factor had the value-

expressive attitude function as 42% unlike me which again supports that this group doesn’t solo 

travel because they value being alone or that it is their preferred method of travel but instead that 

the knowledge function is overpowering the other functions.  
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Factor 3 – The All About Me viewpoint 

 

Figure 4 - Factor 3 

 

Table 4 - Factor 3 Array 
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Factor three was influenced by q-sorts 2 (male, 25, never married), 5 (female, 46, never 

married), 6 (female, 36, never married), 9 (male, 36, married), 15 (male, 67, married), 20 (male, 

62, widowed), 28 (female, 24, never married), 29 (female, 32, married). Factor three holds the 

utilitarian function as most like me at 38% (only 4% unlike me) and the social-adjustive function 

at 68%. This factor ranked majority of the social adjustive statements the lowest and each 

participant q-sort in this factor stated that they were unconcerned with how others viewed them 

as their reasons for ranking statements most unlike me. This factor viewpoint is primarily 

influenced by the utilitarian function. They look to maximize the positive aspect of travel by 

going solo in order to avoid the negative aspects that arise when traveling with others. 

Additionally, based on this group having value-expressive statements at 26% like me and 

statement 42 being ranked one of three statements most like me, this group places independence 

as an important value they hold. Knowledge was ranked neither like me or unlike me at 42% 

which can confirm that this factor is influenced to solo travel primarily by the benefits they 

receive from solo traveling and how it matches the values they hold. Qualitatively, factor three 

follow-up questions were quite different among the participants in this factor. In factors 1 and 2, 

the follow-up questions had similar themes and wording to their answers. In factor 3, however, 

the specific reasons for certain rankings or why they solo travel were very diverse. Q-sort 2 

participant’s response explained, “I'm an introvert so I enjoy being alone much more than being 

with other people. This also lets me focus on my own priorities and interests while travelling 

instead of compromising on less interesting activities or sights”. On the other hand, q-sort 28 

participant’s response was, “When I travel alone, I am able to do what I want, when I want 

without having to worry about others, which allows me to maximize my time. Solo travel makes 

me happy because sometimes just getting to be in a new (or familiar) space to yourself is 
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refreshing.” Both statements show this viewpoint shares a similar rationale of self-gratification 

and prioritizing their self-interests in their solo travel behavior. 
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DISCUSSION 

At this point of this study, it is imperative to discuss the deeper meaning of the results 

above. Understanding the implications of this study practically and theoretically can further the 

current state of research in FAT and Q-Methodology as well as provide useful context for 

industry practitioners in advertising, public relations, and marketing.   

Practical Implications  

With the foundations explained in the literature review on understanding attitudes and 

how crafting messages that match the attitude functions of the target audience will increase the 

likelihood of ideal behavior adoption, the three factors above provide insight into the possible 

attitude functions a solo traveler can have. First, it is abundantly clear that based on this set of 

participants, social-adjustive attitudes have the least influence on solo traveler behavior. Given 

that each group ranked this function lowest consistently and in follow-up questions it was said 

multiple time that how others viewed them did not influence their decision to solo travel; 

industry professionals should avoid these types of fruitless message appeals. Factors one and 

three are closer in their viewpoints than factor two and a carefully constructed messaging 

strategy that meets the functions for both factors (which would be a primarily utilitarian 

function), has the potential to match the attitudes of solo travelers that fall into factor one and 

three. It is important to note, factor two should not be ignored for the sake of matching the most 

attitude functions in the message. Considering how much the knowledge function influenced the 

factor 2 solo travelers, there is potential that messages targeting this attitude function, could have 

a potential for higher ROI.  
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At the very least, this research provides practitioners an understanding of how to convey 

messages to this target audience. But going a step further, this information can also be used to 

determine who these solo travelers are and how to use data from their online activities to reach 

them. For example with factor 2, we know they hold a positive attitude towards the knowledge 

function, so if a company can use website data to find individuals who have interests that are in 

line with factor 2 (travel, solo travel, cultures, regional food and drink, their specific destination, 

etc), they can select those types of individuals to receive their function-matched targeted 

message and increase the likelihood that their message is being most receptively and 

persuasively received by the right person. This also allows for specific campaigns to develop 

various iterations of their theme that match the different function and then be distributed to 

individuals who hold that function.  

Interestingly, this research isn’t only valuable when attempting to understand solo 

travelers. This method could be adopted to better understand travelers overall. In fact, given the 

nature of FAT as well as Q-Method, if a practitioner adjusts the q-set statements to align with 

traditional traveler viewpoints, this same study can be conducted to provide further insight into 

travelers overall. With the high cost of other qualitative methods, this procedure could be used in 

place of, or as an informative precursor to, focus groups and then be the foundation for a larger 

scale study of the population as a whole. Further broadening the realm of possibilities for the use 

of FAT and Q-Methodology together, this type of study has potential to be replicated across 

multiple subjects. Meaning this combination of theory and method, could be used to understand 

the motivations of other audience segments. As long as the population under study is also 

undergoing a conscious cognitive decision-making process and the development of the 
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concourse of statements is exhaustive, this exploratory approach should yield viewpoints that can 

be measured to determine their influence on motivations for the populations at large.  

Theoretical Implications  

While there are many practical applications of this research as discussed above, it is 

important to note the theoretical implications of this study on FAT. The ultimate purpose of FAT 

is to understand an individual’s behavior and this study shows how those behaviors are 

influenced by multiple attitude functions at once. By having the additional qualitative questions 

through Q-Methodology, the post-hoc analysis showed the deeper nuances of their motivations. 

For example in factor 2, at first glance it is clear they solo travel because they want to learn and 

gain knowledge but in comparing the factor array to the answers for why the participants 

selected their top three statements, it was evident that the social adjustive function that initially 

emerged as the second most representative reason for their solo travel behavior showed to have a 

different interpretation to the participants. This factor ranked statement 20 (“I like to meet other 

people from different backgrounds when I solo travel.”) as one of their top three statements and 

while it is considered social adjustive, the participants actually hold this statement under the 

knowledge function as it is about learning about people different from themselves. This factor 

also showed that they prefer to travel with others but the need to gain knowledge and experiences 

influenced them to solo travel and not wait for others to go with them. The knowledge function 

dictated the interpretation of the social-adjustive function in the instance. This tells future FAT 

researchers that it is possible for individuals to hold multiple attitude functions about a subject 

that influence their behavior and it is possible for some functions to dominate others. By 

understanding how the functions interreact and build a complex combination of attitudes that 

influence behavior, a better insight of an individual’s behavior and the motivations that 
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determine that behavior can be established. Additionally, the functions themselves are inherently 

subjective as the individual is defining the meaning of each function and can vary by each 

person. Understanding the meaning the individual puts behind specific functions would further 

the usage of FAT and allow for a better understanding of their motivations. 

 An additional consideration on the theoretical implications of this study should be 

addressed in the combination of FAT and Q-Methodology. Q-Methodology has been applied 

across a wide array of subjects, even in the advertising/public relations/marketing industry. This 

study demonstrates the unique ability to use the theoretical component and provide a more 

introspective understanding of those motivations by the shear nature of Q-methodology and its 

ability to emphasize subjectivity on to a statistical result. The use of FAT answers the question of 

why the individual performs certain behaviors, what is their motivation for that behavior, how 

this behavior satisfies them, and the use of Q-Methodology answers the question of what similar 

motivations do a group of individuals hold that influences their behavior around a subject. In 

prior research using Q-Methodology, the method has most commonly been formatted to examine 

the uses and gratification of the subject from the participant’s point of view. With the use of 

FAT, a deeper meaning of their point of view can be examined and provide a more practical 

understanding of the participants’ responses for advertising, public relations, and marketing 

practitioners.  

Limitations and Recommendations  

At this point, it is imperative to acknowledge what limitations there are to all assumptions 

made based off of the study’s results. Given the methodology used and the examination of just 

30 participants in the study, these identified factors cannot be generalized to the solo travel 

population as a whole. There is potential for these conclusions to hold true on a larger scale, 
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which would need to be confirmed using a larger sample size and a quantitative statistical 

procedure. Doing so may allow practitioners to identify the most prevalent archetypes to target 

their messages to. Additionally, considering American culture norms and gender norms within 

said culture, a further study (using both Q-Methodological and R-Methodological procedure) 

would bring to light a better understanding of if (and how) males and females hold attitude 

functions towards solo travel. Both of these aims are beyond the scope of this study, which has 

now developed a solid foundation that future studies can build upon.  

Additionally, it is important to note the limitations of conducting the study online versus 

in-person. The method is traditionally performed in person; however, this can be both costly and 

time consuming, and impractical in certain societal conditions (such as those experienced during 

the Covid-19 pandemic under which this study was conducted). In-person q-sorts allow for the 

participants to be less fatigued in their sorting of statements as well as allows them to make 

changes to the initial sorting of statements later on. Online q-sorts still allow for changes to be 

made but it can be more taxing. Additional effort must be undertaken by the researcher to verify 

correct compilation of q-sorts and reach out to participants if there is an error as well as ensure 

that the participants to providing thoughtful responses. The advantage of online q-sorts, however, 

is that the responses to the follow-up questions can be more introspective, offer more rich data 

for analysis, and provide a more insightful understanding of the participant’s choices. In person, 

such responses tend to be more self-aware and brief and constrained by the immediate moment 

in which they are offered.
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CONCLUSIONS 

With solo travel gaining popularity in the United States, understanding the motivations of 

that behavior is essential to developing effective advertising, public relations, and marketing 

communications to this consumer segment. This study, using FAT and Q-Methodology, 

surmised that there are common attitude functions influencing the motivations of solo travelers 

and there is potential for industry professionals to use these results to improve the effectiveness 

of their messages that are intended to resonate positively with solo travelers. While limited by 

the small subject size, the findings here have a strong statistical foundation and clear 

implications, and they encourage further evaluations of the broader population for generalizable 

insights about this consumer segment and their behavior. Lastly, by the nature of using both FAT 

and Q-Methodology, this study provides further insights into not only solo travelers at the 

forefront but has implications for future study in the travel and tourism industry as well as for 

FAT research. 
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