Member Profile

Elderhostel: Keeping the Later Years Lively

While many people view the latter part of life as a time to wind down, the participants in Elderhostel's wide-ranging experiential programs are doing just the opposite. They are, among other things, exploring the Amazon, panning for gold in the Yukon, and taking control of a Space Shuttle simulator.

Elderhostel, established as a not-for-profit organization in 1975, offers high-quality, affordable, educational adventures in the U.S. and over 90 foreign countries for people 55 and older. “We give retirement-age people the opportunity to remain fully engaged in learning and life,” explains Dexter Donham, Vice President of Marketing. 

Learning By Doing

A typical Elderhostel program takes participants behind the scenes.  A program hosted by Southern Oregon University at the Ashland, Oregon Shakespeare Festival includes attending plays, as well as discussions with the director and actors to learn how such plays are staged. 

Another program studying the South American common market, Mercosur, traveled to Uruguay, Argentina, Brazil and Paraguay.  Stops included: the legislature in Montevideo to learn about Uruguay’s history; a Yerbe Mate plantation to understand how farmers grow, process and export their produce; and to Iguassu Falls, one of the world’s most magnificent cataracts. “This is learning as you always wanted it to be - no tests, no grades,” Dexter says.

Not for Couch Potatoes

Elderhostel’s highly educated audience – 50% of Elderhostelers have graduate degrees and more than 95% have attended college – differs markedly from the audience Dexter reached in his two previous positions direct marketing for cruise lines. “Cruise passengers are usually looking for the experience to come to them. In contrast, the Elderhostel experience is interactive,” he explains.

Enthusiasm for Elderhostel programs seems to be infectious; last year the organization received 250,000 enrollments from 195,000 individuals. The repeat rate for participants is over 70% and some have taken as many as 200 programs over the last 26 years.

Making it Work

“The challenge,” Dexter says, “is to present Elderhostel's 9-10,000 programs to its constituents without breaking the bank.” He accomplishes this through 11 catalogs, two newsletters and internet marketing, both a website (elderhostel.org) and e-mail. "The catalog is our major expense. It’s huge – very few printers and binders can handle it – and we mail over 5 million copies annually. As a consequence, maintenance of our list is critical."

If catalog recipients haven't participated in a program or donated within the past year, they are sent a notice asking them to donate $10 to continue to receive the catalog during the next year. "An indication of our audience’s interest and involvement in what we do is that we get a double-digit response to this mailing," he says. 

Active ... and Actively Involved

This level of involvement is important, since Elderhostel depends on donations for its livelihood. Elderhostel is in the process of launching a capital campaign to raise funds to pay for new program development for the underserved, improved technology for better service, and a permanent headquarters for the first time in its history. Though the task may seem daunting, the organization can count on the support of Elderhostelers – between 130,000 and 150,000 individuals donate to the Elderhostel each year. 

“Their involvement tells us that the programs we provide create of lot of meaning in their lives,” he says. “One 85-year-old on a trip to Australia complained that Elderhostel insurance didn’t cover bungee jumping off a bridge, but she chose to do it anyway,” laughs Dexter. Now that’s staying actively engaged in life.

