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Abstract
For generations, spending time in a vacation home or summer cottage has brought Finns close to
nature. Today, almost half of the population has regular access to such a place. In this study,
participation in outdoor activities and vacation home use is seen as an integral part of the
Finnish ‘way of life’ and ‘life course’. This study produces information on leisure activity
profiles of vacation home users and well-being benefits related to the use of a vacation home. Its
findings are based on data gathered in a broad-based population survey conducted in 1998-2000
in the form of telephone interviews and mail questionnaires. The best predictors of vacation
home use were age, socio-economic status, education, size of home municipality, region and a
general inclination to participate in outdoor recreation activities. Active users of vacation homes
differed distinctively from occasional users in terms of the patterns of their participation in
outdoor activities. Access to the countryside on a regular basis allows committed vacation home
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users to participate in traditional rural recreation activities, such as berry and mushroom
picking and fishing.
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INTRODUCTION
An essential element of a vacation home or summer cottage in Finland is its proximity to a forest
and water, be it a lake, a river or the sea. While staying at such a place it is easy to engage in a
variety of outdoor activities such as swimming, boating, fishing and berry and mushroom
picking. About one half of the Finnish population has the opportunity to enjoy the cottage life on
a regular basis. Every seventh Finnish household owns a vacation home, and almost one seventh
of Finland's population of over 5 million belong to such a household (Free-time residences…,
2001). Although the average size of a family with a vacation home is just two people, typically a
middle-aged couple, the cottage is used by an extended family, i.e. by the owner’s family and
their adult children or by siblings with their families. Two thirds of the vacation homes are
located in the same province as the primary residence, with one third being located in the same
municipality as the primary residence. Owning a vacation home is common among people who
live in towns or cities as well as among people whose primary residence is in the countryside
(Free-time residences…, 2001).
In 2000 Finns made some three million trips to their own vacation homes (Finnish Travel…,
2001) and additional trips were made to those of relatives and friends as well as to rented
cottages. A member of a family that owns a vacation home makes an average of 3 to 4 trips to it
each year. Most of these trips are short, lasting 1 to 3 days. Spending part of the summer at a
vacation home has been a central part of the Finnish way of life for several decades, but this use
is no longer generally restricted to summers and is gradually becoming a year-round activity.
There are only a few studies on vacation home use in Finland (Vuorela, 1968; Venäläinen, 1989;
Free-time residences…, 2001). Understanding vacation home users and use patterns is important
for rural development, as many municipalities are now aware of the increasing importance of the
economic impacts of this activity. For policy purposes it is more beneficial to understand the
differences between various types of vacation home users and to observe the differences in their
activities and motives rather than to study them as a one homogeneous group.
The aim of this study is to approach vacation home use with a 'way of life' framework. We
characterise Finnish vacation home users on the basis of population survey data (Sievänen,
2001). We compare recreation activity patterns between groups of vacation home users on the
basis of their keenness to spend time there. The study discusses on how spending a lot of time at
a vacation home and participating there in recreation activities is part of a lifestyle, and how that
activity contributes to a feeling of well-being.

THE ‘WAY OF LIFE’ APPROACH AND VACATION HOME USE
The concept 'way of life' refers to a way of looking at people's life as a whole. It covers all
aspects of life, e.g. work, family, housing, social activities and leisure, to name the most
important (Roos and Sicinski, 1987). Roos (1981) has used the concept of 'way of life' as an
approach to study the essential features of daily activities in Finland. One's way of life refers not
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only to one's life conditions but to the whole of human life: the production of material and
nonmaterial products, social activity, activity at home and with family, intellectual life as well as
vacation activities. One's way of life is not only a sum of these but a network of interactional
relationships. The resulting system has many factors, especially those describing social status and
value orientations.
As a construct, way of life also includes subjective actions of people, based on their own choices
(see also Kasvio, 1982). According to Roos, one's way of life refers to the 'totality of the
individual or family life cycle, living conditions, daily life activities and interaction, which is
constructed by his subjectivity'. Subjectivity refers to the 'human values, appreciation of one's life
and the important life projects (orientations)'. The concept refers especially to 'a subjective
combination of the activities of the individual, family and social group within the framework of
the subject's life history and living conditions' (Roos, 1983). The generational perspective helps
to understand some of the features of vacation home users' recreational behaviour in our study
(Roos, 2002).
Here our aim is to focus on the sphere of leisure and outdoor recreation as a part of the way of
life construct. We are interested in seeing what role of a vacation home plays in people's lives and
for whom that role is of central importance. We also wanted to see how having access to and
using a vacation home affect the choices people make in the use of their leisure. The 'way of life'
approach facilitates the interpretation of the choices people make in spending their free time
and also how choices of different outdoor activities may reflect not only their values and attitudes
but also their social and economic position in society. The way of life approach also offers an
opportunity to use socio-economic factors to create a comprehensive view of the population
groups that are distinctive according to their leisure behaviour patterns.
Here, the concept of life course is used to interpret the different vacation home user groups and
their outdoor activity patterns. The term 'life course' refers not only to chronological age but also
to situations and conditions of family life or work career and other factors that shape people lives
in certain points in life (Elder, 1975).
Vacation home use can extend to include many aspects of life. It can refer to major timeconsuming activity alongside the time we use for work and obligatory social and home activities.
A vacation home can also be the most important investment of a household, perhaps even more
important than the primary residence. In addition, many people become emotionally attached to
their vacation home (Jorgensen and Stedman, 2001). It may represent some sort of dream life or
at least a life that reflects one's own aspirations and interests in life to the greatest possible
extent. One's vacation home and living there may represent one's life orientation to a great extent.
Only a few studies on vacation home life have addressed the motives for spending time there, i.e.
why people spend time at a vacation home or why spending time there is so popular. Among the
most frequently mentioned leisure activities pursued at a vacation home are rest, working with
one's own hands, hobbies, outdoor activities, nature observation, spending time with the family,
solitude, and meeting relatives. In a qualitative study of vacation home users, Venäläinen (1989)
listed the following outdoor activities pursued there: swimming, fishing, angling, berry and
mushroom picking, hiking, walking, sunbathing, nature trips to a nearby surrounding forest,
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biking, jogging, elk and other hunting, clearing brushwood, chopping firewood and gardening.
Activities themselves are rarely the main attraction, though.
Experiences offered by the natural environment are often mentioned by vacation home users as
an important part of the life there (Venäläinen, 1989). These experiences were described in many
ways either as observations or sense perceptions (vicinity of water, sunrises and sunsets, bird
song, fresh air, silence) or otherwise as an overall experience (natural environment, own space,
spontaneous contact with the open air, nostalgic landscape, tranquillity of nature). These
experiences were associated with the natural environment and nature observation and were
associated with a certain place.
The concept of the well-being effect is used here to refer to the benefits that people relate to their
participation in leisure activities. The significance of a vacation residence has been found to be
three-dimensional (Williams and Kaltenborn, 1998). The first dimension describes factors under
the rubric group ‘Back to nature’, which includes experiences at the vacation home that are
associated with the natural environment and its observation, nature activities and hiking,
recreation and other activities in the natural environment. This group also includes conscious
striving for a primitive and simple way of life at the vacation home, involving also a feeling of
freedom. The other two dimensions are related to sense of place and to the change of
environment and daily routines compared to 'normal' life in the primary residence (also Chaplin,
1999). One very important dimension of vacation home use is socializing, as is emphasized in
Venäläinen’s (1989) study.
The measures used in this study are based on motivation and benefit scales for outdoor recreation
developed by Driver and others (Driver, 1983; Paronen, 2001).

DATA AND METHODS
Data of the study
The statistics used here are based on the population-based data collected in the context of a
national outdoor recreation demand and supply inventory, that was conducted between August
1998 and May 2000. The data was gathered in two phases through a telephone interview and a
mail questionnaire. These surveys were targeted at Finns in the age range of 15 to 74 (Virtanen et
al., 2001). The total sample size was over 12,649 persons. Interview data were gathered from
10,651 respondents (84% of those sampled). Information relating to participation in spending
time at a vacation home and number of days spent there is based on this data. Information about
the respondents’ other outdoor activities was also obtained from this data.
The mail questionnaire was sent to the respondents who had indicated in the interview that they
were willing to answer it. Two thirds (65%) of these, 5,535 persons, responded to the
questionnaire. In 700 cases, this data included information about a trip to a vacation home.
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All questions in the survey concerned activities during leisure time away from the permanent
residence, and the concept ‘spending time at a vacation home’ was not strictly defined. The
question was: ‘Have you spent time at a summer cottage or a farm or a vacation home in the
countryside during the past 12 months’. Camping was excluded from the concept ‘spending time
at a vacation home’ by asking about it separately. Those who responded 'no' to this question are
referred to below as 'non-participants'. We use the term 'vacation home' to refer to a number of
different types of dwelling that are in the countryside and are suitable for regular use for
recreational purposes. In addition, the respondents who said that they spent time at a vacation
home were asked how many days per year they spent there. The concept ‘vacation home trip’ was
defined as a nature trip whose main purpose was to stay at a vacation home and which entailed
staying there overnight. Questions concerning well-being factors were focused to the
respondent’s most recent trip to a vacation home. Responses to these items were received from
72 respondents.
Categories of vacation home users
In addition to creating the category of 'non-participant' (NP), we placed vacation home users
(VHU) into three categories based on number of days spent annually at the vacation home.
'Infrequent users' (IU) spent less than six days during the year at the vacation home, 'ordinary
users' (OU) spent 6–30 days and the 'active users' (AU) spent more than 30 days per year there.
Analysis
First, logistic regression analysis (e.g. Hosmer and Lemeshow, 2000) has been used to explain
participation and non-participation in vacation home use. Second, associations between
participation in recreational activities in general and vacation home use and between background
characteristics and vacation home use were analysed by χ²-test. In addition, multiple
correspondence analysis (e.g. Greenacre, 1984) was used to create a general activity profile of the
vacation home users. Third, analysis of variance and Tukey's multiple comparison tests were
used to describe the differences of the well-being effects between the three categories.

RESULTS
Frequency of vacation home use
Fifty-six percent of Finns spend time at a vacation home. Almost half (45%) of the Finnish
population have regular access to a vacation home (Pouta and Sievänen, 2001). Almost all people
(86%) who had regular access to a vacation home also spent time there. Even 44% of people who
did not have regular access to a vacation home spent time at one. A relatively large number of
people visited the vacation home of a relative or a friend or rented a vacation home.
Factors affecting the use or non-use (non-participation) of a vacation home can be described with
the help of a logistic regression model. The model in Table 1 shows that proportionally more
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young people participated in vacation home use than middle-aged people. Participation in
vacation home use increases with the level of education. As regards occupational status, the most
active group of vacation home users consisted of administrative and clerical employees (over
60%), and the least active groups were farmers, entrepreneurs and students. A higher percentage
of those who lived in bigger cities spent time at vacation home than of those who lived in the
country. Spending time at a vacation home was more typical in southern Finland than elsewhere.
Participation was more typical among those who had participated in many recreation activities.
Table 1. Logistic regression model for participation in vacation home use.
Variables
Coefficient
P-value
Odds Ratio
Constant
-2.314
0.000
Age (reference category: under 35 years of age)
Age 35–64
-0.159
0.006
0.853
Age 65–74
0.016
0.891
1.016
Socio-economic status (reference category:
administrative and clerical employee)
Pensioner
-0.149
0.107
0.862
Unemployed, domestic assistant or other
-0.211
0.009
0.810
Entrepreneur, farmer
-0.275
0.003
0.760
Labourer
-0.030
0.654
0.971
Student
-0.233
0.011
0.792
Education
(reference category: lower university/polytechnic
degree or upper university degree)
Lower and upper secondary general
-0.263
0.015
0.769
Upper secondary vocational or vocational college
-0.126
0.209
0.882
Size of municipality of residence
(reference category: ≥100 000)
<10 000
-0.854
0.000
0.426
10 000-99 999
-0.209
0.000
0.811
Recreational regions
(reference category: southern Finland)
eastern Finland
-0.250
0.000
0.779
western Finland
-0.021
0.748
0.979
northern Finland
-0.284
0.005
0.753
Number of hobbies * (reference category: ≥16)
1–5
-2.796
0.000
0.061
6–10
-1.459
0.000
0.232
11–15
-0.757
0.000
0.469
N
10217
Participation rate (%)
56.7
Correctly classified (%, cut point 0.50)
70.2
Log likelihood (model)
-5836.14
Log likelihood (constant only)
-6937.51
Likelihood ratio test (χ²)
2202.75
P-value
0.000
Pseudo R²
0.157
*) Number of outdoor activities in which the informant had participated during the 12 months before the interview.

Finns spent on average 31 days per year at a vacation home. Half of the people who spent time at
a vacation home spent more than two weeks there. According to the data, number of days spent at
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a vacation home was related to respondents' age (F-test 320.97, p-value ≤ 0.000). Young people
who spent time at a vacation home spent on average only 19 days per year, while middle-aged
persons spent on average of 35 days per year at a vacation home. The oldest age group spent on
average 63 days a year at a vacation home.
In the following section, vacation home users are classified into three groups according to the
number of days spent at the vacation home during last 12 months. Of the respondents 10% were
infrequent users (IU), 32% were ordinary users (OU) and 15% were active users (AU). In
addition, the group of 43% non-participants (NP) was included in the following analysis.
Outdoor recreation activity profiles and vacation home use
Non-participants and the three groups of VHU differed distinctively in terms of their outdoor
recreation participation patterns (Table 2). The most active group of VHU, the AU group, tended
to prefer nature-based outdoor activities. The AU group was particularly active in picking wild
berries and mushrooms, enjoying nature, boating in a small boat, forest work in leisure time,
cross-country skiing and walking for pleasure. The activities in which the OU group participated
most actively were swimming in natural waters, sunbathing, playing with children outdoors and
snowmobiling. The IU group was most active in hunting, but also in many physically oriented
sports such as running, bicycling, skating and downhill skiing. Non-participants represented the
most passive outdoor recreationists compared to the three groups of VHU. The results of the
correspondence analysis (figure 1) indicate the IU and OU groups were largely similar to each
other in their outdoor activity interests, and that the AU group differed from the other two. An
interpretation of the dimensions in the graph suggests that the characteristics of the activities in a
scale 'sport or nature orientation' is seen vertically, and the horizontal dimension describes best
the frequency of participation in outdoor activities.
Table 2. Participation in outdoor activities related to vacation home user groups.
NP

Activity
Hunting
Camping
Downhill skiing
Skating
Bicycling
Jogging
Sunbathing, picnicking etc.
Swimming
Playing with children outdoors
Nature management work *)
Berry picking
Mushroom picking
Boating with small boat
Enjoying nature
Fishing
Cross-country skiing
Walking for pleasure

IU

OU

AU

χ²-test
statistic
degrees of
freedom 3
Participation rates in some outdoor activities %
6.8
8.46
7.75
10.06
9.0
6.9
9.0
281.82
16.4
18.4
10.6
15.1
249.05
21.1
23.3
14.2
16.7
237.69
24.1
27.4
50.0
54.2
100.20
60.7
60.3
12.0
14.3
166.67
21.8
21.9
40.9
58.9
48.7
392.07
62.3
51.7
74.2
80.9
1019.89
82.3
8.2
16.0
14.9
196.36
18.6
27.2
32.8
40.8
631.99
61.7
48.8
51.9
57.4
298.21
73.4
31.8
30.2
39.6
399.54
59.0
23.7
44.0
54.8
1193.18
64.4
39.1
48.8
55.0
312.25
60.6
31.8
45.9
55.9
721.19
64.2
31.2
41.6
44.7
273.86
52.0
62.5
68.3
72.3
156.22
77.4

P-value

0.018
0.000
0.000
0.000
0.000
0.000
0.000
0.000
0.000
0.000
0.000
0.000
0.000
0.000
0.000
0.000
0.000
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*) Collecting small wood, forest work in leisure time, game management, management of meadows, growing plants in leisure
time for domestic use, caring for domestic animals in nature.
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Table 3. Socio-economic background characteristics of vacation home user groups and nonparticipants.
NP

Age
Educational level
Stage of life
Type of municipality
of residence
Childhood residential
environment
Socio-economical
status

IU

OU

AU

Descriptive background characteristics in groups
middle aged, young
young,
middle aged,
old
middle aged old
low
middle
middle, high low, high
later stages
earlier
earlier
later stages:
stages
stages
older couples
rural,
rural
urban
urban
suburban
rural
rural,
suburban
rural, urban
suburban
pensioner,
student
employee
pensioner
entrepreneur
employee
farmer

χ²-test,
degrees of
freedom

P-value

661.19, 6

0.000

237.27, 6
454.02, 18

0.000
0.000

420.14, 6

0.000

108.92, 15

0.000

610.30, 15

0.000

The socio-economic background factors indicate that those in the AU group were older than other
vacation home users on average, having either a high level of education or the lowest level of
education compared to others (Table 3). They were more likely to be pensioners or employees, to
belong to a family consisting of a couple aged 45 or over, and to have a primary residence in a
city. It is noteworthy that those in the AU group were more likely to have spent their childhood
either in the city or in a rural area compared to the other vacation home users. The IU group was
in many ways quite different. The IU group were the youngest group of vacation home users.
They had completed an upper secondary general education and were often still students. Many
belonged to a family of small children or were singles or young couples. Many of them lived in
the countryside and their childhood environment had been rural or suburban. The OU group were
more likely to be young or middle-aged, to belong to a family with small children, to be
employed and to have had a suburban childhood environment.
From the point of view of the socio-economic background factors typical of each vacation home
group and the outdoor activities that were most common for those groups, the results of the study
offer a clear picture. Infrequent users (IU) tended to be young people interested more in
physically oriented outdoor activities, but also in some nature-oriented activities, such as
camping. The OA group typically consisted of young or middle-aged people who have children
in their families, as reflected in their outdoor activity preferences, such as sun bathing, swimming
in natural waters and playing with children outdoors. They were most likely to spend most of
their summer holidays at the vacation home with the family. Those in the AU group were
generally pensioners or older couples with a lot of free time or long holidays, and they liked to
spend a lot time there pursuing a variety of nature-related outdoor activities.
Well-being impacts of vacation home trip
All three groups of vacation home users had the same general perceptions of the well-being
effects of a trip to a vacation home (Table 4). Active users placed more emphasis on health
benefits and challenges, both emotional and physical, that they experience while staying at a the
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vacation home. But it is also remarkable that the experiences related to being close to nature, to
enjoying scenery, relaxation and to being together with others received similarly high ratings
from all users, regardless of category.
Table 4. Perceived effects of well-being derived from a trip to vacation home.
IU

OU

Effects of well-being *), mean
Chance to get close to nature
4.9
4.6
Chance to enjoy the scenery
4.8
4.6
Chance to escape noise and pollution
4.7
4.1
Calmed, relaxed, served as a counterbalance to
4.5
4.5
work
Chance to exert and strain myself
2.5 A**
2.8 A
Helped keep fit and healthy
3.0 A
3.4 A
Helped escape the pressures of everyday life
4.3
4.2
Offered a challenge and excitement
1.9 A
2.1 A
Chance to be alone and in peace
2.4
2.6
Got to be together with other people
4.6
4.1
n
8
49
Range of measurement: 1=did not affect at all, …, 5=had a strong effect
*) measurements, see Paronen, 2001.

AU

F-test,
p-value

4.9
4.7
4.2
4.8

2.79, 0.069
0.36, 0.701
0.90, 0.411
1.49, 0.234

3.9 B
4.3 B
3.8
3.0 B
3.4
3.7
15

4.26, 0.018
4.73, 0.012
0.88, 0.421
4.70, 0.012
2.26, 0.112
1.82, 0.171
72

**) Tukey's test: Different symbols (A and B) indicate that the difference between the means is statistically significant at the 5%
risk level.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS
Spending time at a vacation home is an essential part of life both for many people who live in
towns or cities and for many who live in the countryside. But, people living in cities, people with
higher education and clerical and administrative employees are more likely to spend their holiday
at a vacation home. As regards age, spending time at vacation home at least once a year is most
typical among young people and least typical among those in the oldest age group. However, if
older people participate, they tend to spend more time there.
Our goal here was to look at how vacation home users differ in terms of their outdoor activity
patterns when the number of days spent at a vacation home annually is considered. Vacation
home users were divided into infrequent users (IU), ordinary users (OU) and active users (AU).
Our results corresponded the general picture given of the activities and well-being effects of
associated with vacation home use in previous studies (Venälainen, 1989; Williams and
Kaltenborn, 1999). In addition, however, some differences emerged between the user groups.
Active users participated in many nature-based outdoor activities. These users were typically
from a family of an older couple of employees with relatively high education and income level,
although a noteworthy percentage of those in this category were among those with the least
education. Many in the active users group seem to be people who are taking advantage of an
opportunity to take time for their 'dream life' in the later stage of their lives. It is also remarkable
that using a vacation home is not the exclusive privilege of wealthy people; many working class
people also have access to a vacation home, which often can be an abandoned farmhouse, that is
still suitable for use as a vacation home.
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Both of the subcategories belong to a generation that learned as children to pick berries and
maintain vegetable gardens. In addition, such well-being effects as having challenging
experiences and opportunities to engage in physical exertion as reported by this group are
understandable, for many of these people reported that they engage in physically demanding
activities at the vacation home, and that is perhaps the only time and the only place these older
people do such things. The long time spent at the vacation home also seems to have an impact on
their perceptions of health benefits.
Ordinary users participate actively in sports and nature-based outdoor activities, but they also
engage in family-oriented outdoor activities as parents of children still at home. They are younger
than the active users and are typically well-educated employees who are aware of their social
status. They report many strong well-being effects of their visits to a vacation home, one of the
most important being to escape from everyday life. They belong to the generation that is raising a
family and establishing a career, but which also places a lot of value on leisure activities. They
are to great extent people who may become active users in later life.
Infrequent users are typically young people, often students and singles, but many are also parents
with small children. Their participation in outdoor activities is sports-oriented. Those of urban
background may become active users later, but the rural youngsters may keep their habit of
visiting vacation homes owned by friends or relatives, or just having a place to visit on day trips,
as many rural people do.
This study suggests that a vacation home offers those who want to participate in nature-related
outdoor activities a means to do so. Although white collar employees and their families constitute
a large proportion of vacation home users, they are joined by others from different socioeconomic backgrounds. It is obvious from this study that stage of life has a strong effect on how
much time a person spends at the vacation home and that it plays an important role in the whole
profile of outdoor activities and personal lifestyles.
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Figure 1. Correspondence analysis of vacation home users and outdoor activities. The size of the
circle describing different outdoor activities reflects frequency of participation.

