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Abstract:  
 
Spring break is a week-long North American collegiate travel vacation period that draws 
hundreds of thousands of young tourists to a few select tourism destinations, and has become a 
topic of growing social and economic importance. In spite of a rising interest by tourism 
scholars, most of the spring  break literature remains dispersed through a wide variety of outlets 
and disciplines. Moreover, critical appraisals of the current spring break literature in light of the 
wider phenomenon of youth tourism are absent. The present study presents an integrative and 
comprehensive assessment of extant spring break literature for the 30-year period of 1980–2010. 
Our findings identified literature focusing primarily on college students’ motivations and 
behavior while on spring break, with an emphasis on risky health behaviors such as alcohol 
consumption and unprotected sex. The majority of the studies surveyed relied heavily on 
quantitative approaches of data collection and analysis. This review found numerous 
discrepancies in regard to spring breakers’ previous intentions, motivations, behavior, 
involvement in the spring break experience, and factors affecting spring break behavior. This 
review highlighted the complexity of the spring break phenomenon, as well as the necessity of 
moving beyond the “Spring Bacchanal” paradigm. Directions for future research based upon 
contradictions and/or gaps identified in the literature are discussed. 
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Spring break is a week-long North American collegiate travel vacation period that draws hundreds of 
thousands of young tourists to a few select tourism destinations, and has become a topic of growing 
social and economic importance. In spite of a rising interest by tourism scholars, most of the spring 
break literature remains dispersed through a wide variety of outlets and disciplines. moreover, criti-
cal appraisals of the current spring break literature in light of the wider phenomenon of youth tourism 
are absent. The present study presents an integrative and comprehensive assessment of extant spring 
break literature for the 30-year period of 1980–2010. Our findings identified literature focusing pri-
marily on college students’ motivations and behavior while on spring break, with an emphasis on 
risky health behaviors such as alcohol consumption and unprotected sex. The majority of the studies 
surveyed relied heavily on quantitative approaches of data collection and analysis. This review found 
numerous discrepancies in regard to spring breakers’ previous intentions, motivations, behavior, 
involvement in the spring break experience, and factors affecting spring break behavior. This review 
highlighted the complexity of the spring break phenomenon, as well as the necessity of moving 
beyond the “Spring bacchanal” paradigm. Directions for future research based upon contradictions 
and/or gaps identified in the literature are discussed.
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Introduction

Every year, as the month of march looms nearer, 
interest in spring break (Sb) increases. A relatively 
short vacation period, usually lasting no longer than 

a week, this tourism phenomenon is typically 
associated with a voluntary migration of North 
American undergraduate students toward a small 
number of well-known vacation hotspots for a few 
days of unsupervised behavior, usually entailing 
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the consumption of large quantities of alcohol and 
the pursuit of frequent, casual, and unprotected sex 
(josiam, Hobson, Dietrich, & Smeaton, 1998; 
Russell, 2004; Sönmez et al., 2006). Scholars with 
an interest in youth travel have long been attuned to 
the importance of the Sb demographic, not only 
because of the potential health implications of par-
ticipation in the Sb experience, but also because 
the Sb demographic represents an important mar-
ket segment of increasing economic importance, 
with hundreds of thousands of college students 
traveling every year and spending hundreds of mil-
lions of dollars during this week-long vacation 
period (bosman, 2006; Copeland, 2007; Gianoulis, 
2000; maier, 2000; Porter, 2003; Reynolds, 2004).

Perhaps because the literature is dispersed 
through a wide variety of journals and disciplines, 
some scholars have argued that little empirical 
research has been conducted on Sb (Grekin, Sher, 
& krull, 2007). Nonetheless, a robust corpus of 
scholarly literature on this topic exists. In addition 
to 29 articles reviewed in the present study, two 
book chapters (josiam, Clements, & Hobson, 1994; 
Williams & burns, 1994), two encyclopedia entries 
(Gianoulis, 2000; Russell, 2004), and seven theses/
dissertations (Delaney, 1997; Healy, 2005; Laurie, 
2008; mewhinney, 1996; moredock, 1994; Ribeiro, 
2008, 2011) devoted to Sb were located from the 
period of 1980–2010. To this literature we must 
also add numerous scholarly conference presenta-
tions, a veritable frenzy of media interest in this 
topic (e.g., Associated Press, 2006), reports of con-
cern by public/professional interest groups (e.g., 
American medical Association, 2002, 2006), and 
numerous films and TV shows (e.g., Colon, 
Demaio, Paley & Partick, 2001), all of which have 
emphasized the importance of Sb.

Scholarly research on Sb behavior has focused 
mostly on extreme types of conduct, such as binge 
drinking, casual and unprotected sex, and illicit 
drug consumption (e.g., Apostolopoulos, Sönmez, 
& Yu, 2002; Cronin, 1996; Gonzalez, 1986; Grekin 
et al., 2007; Lee, maggs, & Rankin, 2006; maticka-
Tyndale & Herold, 1999; mattila, Apostolopoulos, 
Sönmez, Yu, & Sasidharan, 2001; Sönmez et al., 
2006). A majority of scholars have attempted to not 
only describe how spring breakers behave while on 
Sb but, more importantly, to discover which factors 
influence risky Sb behaviors (e.g., Apostolopoulos 

et al., 2002; maticka-Tyndale, Herold, & mewhinney, 
1998; Smeaton, josiam, & Dietrich, 1998; Sönmez 
et al., 2006). Spring break trips are seen as a risk fac-
tor for college students, and are perceived to greatly 
increase their chances of engaging in the aforemen-
tioned health-risk behaviors (e.g., Grekin et al., 
2007; Sönmez et al., 2006).

Recent research, however, has challenged the 
idea of Sb as a “Spring bacchanal” (marsh, 2006), 
and posited that a much broader range of Sb expe-
riences appears to exist (Ribeiro & Chick, 2009; 
Ribeiro & Yarnal, 2008). There is little agreement 
among Sb scholars on whether Sb constitutes a 
health-risk environment by itself (cf. Apostolopoulos 
et al., 2002; Grekin et al., 2007; Lee et al., 2006), or 
whether college students go on Sb purposefully to 
engage in health-risk behaviors such as binge drink-
ing, casual and unprotected sex, and drug taking 
(cf. Gerlach, 1989; Litvin, 2009; Ribeiro & Yarnal, 
2008). moreover, recent Sb scholarship suggests 
that spring breakers’ behavior may not deviate 
extensively from “normal” campus behaviors that 
take place during the rest of the academic year.

In a recent issue of Tourism Review International, 
for instance, Litvin (2009) asked if “the hype” con-
cerning spring breakers’ behaviors was “justi-
fied”—that is, whether or not participation in the 
Sb experience represented a departure from ordi-
nary college behavior in regard to alcohol and drug 
consumption and casual and unprotected sex. In 
contrast with the majority of previous Sb research 
(e.g., Grekin et al., 2007; Sönmez et al., 2006), but 
confirming earlier findings by Ribeiro and Yarnal 
(2008), Litvin (2009) concluded that “students . . . 
act very similarly over spring break as they do dur-
ing the rest of the school year” (p. 179). In another 
article, Lee et al. (2006) found that variables previ-
ously thought to predict increased alcohol con-
sumption during Sb (gender, fraternity/sorority 
membership, “party” expectations) were not asso-
ciated with higher levels of inebriation during Sb.

These inconsistencies in the Sb literature are 
worthy of note, all the more so given that recent 
studies in tourism marketing have used the Sb 
demographic as a testing ground for the study of 
college students’ consumer behaviors (George & 
Yaoyuneyong, 2010; Park & kim, 2009, 2010; 
Wirtz, kruger, Scolon, & Diener, 2003). Given its 
size, economic importance, and availability for 



Delivered by Ingenta
IP: 68.193.59.72 On: Mon, 18 Nov 2024 15:16:19

Article(s) and/or figure(s) cannot be used for resale. Please use proper citation format when citing this
article including the DOI, publisher reference, volume number and page location.

SPRING bREAk REVIEW 155

researchers, it is likely that tourism scholars will 
continue to study this population in the future, and 
thus a careful analysis of the existing literature is 
all the more necessary to place future findings in 
their appropriate context.

Existing Sb research spawns a period of more 
than 30 years, and it is possible, as some have 
hinted at (Gianoulis, 2000), that spring breakers’ 
motivations and behavior have changed in that 
period of time. A comprehensive and critical review 
of the literature is necessary to summarize and con-
trast existing Sb research, so that scholars with an 
interest in Sb and related topics (e.g., travel and 
tourism, young people’s leisure, risky behaviors of 
college students, etc.) can find firm footing upon 
which to conduct future studies. Therefore, the pur-
pose of the present study was threefold: a) provide 
scholars with an integrative review of existing aca-
demic research on Sb, b) identify emergent themes 
from the Sb body of knowledge, and c) recommend 
directions for future research based upon contradic-
tions and/or gaps in the literature.

Study methods

To fulfill the purpose of the study, the authors 
conducted a comprehensive search for peer-reviewed 
research articles focused on Sb. Nine online research 
databases were used: Web of Science, Elsevier 
Science Direct, jSTOR, PsycInfo, Sociological 
Abstracts, medline/Pubmed, World CAT, SAGE 
journals, and Wiley Interscience/blackwell Synergy. 
Our specific boolean search strings were: “spring 
break,” “college student AND travel,” “college stu-
dent AND vacation,” and “spring vacation.” We 
sought correspondence between these search strings 
and words appearing in the article’s title, abstract, 
and/or text. Four exclusion criteria were applied to 
delimit the review to fit the purposes of our study: 
a) date—we excluded articles published before 
january 1980 and after December 2010; b) peer 
review—only articles that were subject to the peer-
review process were considered; c) methods—only 
articles based on empirical evidence were consid-
ered (i.e., conceptual papers were excluded); and d) 
language—articles in languages other than English 
were excluded from our review.

The authors of this study reached a consensus on 
29 articles that met the purposive criteria and 

included them in the review process. The authors 
reviewed and summarized each article individu-
ally. Summaries were organized according to topic, 
research methods, and primary findings from each 
of the articles reviewed. Following the initial col-
lection of data, the authors exchanged materials 
and open-coded the content and findings contained 
in the summaries. The authors then met to review 
and analyze the data using content analysis 
(Neuendorf, 2002) until they reached agreement.

In addition to analyzing the content of the articles, 
the authors examined the process and dissemination 
of Sb research. Twenty-nine articles were published 
in 23 distinct journals by 48 authors. Of these 
authors, only 14 (29%) published more than one 
article. Fourteen articles were published in travel and 
tourism journals (48%); eight articles were published 
in journals focusing on health and sexuality (28%); 
four articles in psychology journals (14%); and sin-
gle articles appeared in leisure (3%), college affairs 
(3%), and consumer research (3%) outlets. Only four 
journals (17%) published more than one article on 
Sb, namely the Journal of Travel and Tourism 
Marketing (three), the Journal of Vacation Marketing 
(three), the Journal of Travel Research (two), and 
the Canadian Journal of Human Sexuality (two).

It is interesting to note that, while only one arti-
cle (3%) was published from 1980 to 1990, 13 arti-
cles (45%) were published between 1991 and 2000, 
and 15 (52%) from 2001 to 2010. moreover, 31% 
of all articles reviewed were published in the period 
2005–2010, indicating a growing trend in scholarly 
interest in the Sb demographic. In regard to meth-
ods, a majority of researchers collected quantitative 
data. Twenty-four studies (83%) used surveys/ques-
tionnaires (of these, five were conducted on-site); 
seven (24%) used focus groups; four (14%) used 
interviews; two (7%) used diary methods; and two 
others (7%) used secondary data. Nine studies 
(31%) combined two or more of these methods. 
Eight articles (28%) used longitudinal data, and 
three studies (10%) used on-line methods of data 
collection. Descriptive statistics (69%), regression 
(38%), ANOVA (28%), and factor analysis (24%) 
were the most common means of data analysis, 
with qualitative procedures (e.g., grounded theory) 
being used in only three (10%) of the 29 studies 
reviewed. A summary of peer-reviewed Sb research 
for the period 1980–2010 can be found in Table 1.
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Spring break: 30 Years of Scholarly 
Evidence, 1980–2010

After the analysis of the Sb literature selected 
for review, the authors grouped the findings into 
three prevalent tracks or themes of Sb research, 
namely the characterization of the Sb travel mar-
ket, Sb motivations, and Sb behaviors. What fol-
lows is a discussion of these thematic areas.

The Spring Break Travel Market

The present review highlighted the fact that early 
Sb studies were concerned with identifying and 
characterizing what was then a budding market 
segment (butts, Salazar, Sapio, & Thomas, 1996; 
Clements & josiam, 1995; Hobson & josiam, 1992, 
1996; josiam, Smeaton, & Clements, 1999). A pio-
neer study by Hobson and josiam (1992) identified 
spring breakers as college undergraduates, with a 
larger percentage of males than females, who did 
not use travel services to book their Sb trip, and 
who spent less than $500 per trip. Factors such as 
destination characteristics (e.g., weather, image, 
etc.), and personal factors (e.g., involvement, 
friends) were found to contribute to the travel deci-
sion-making process of spring breakers (josiam et 
al., 1999). These factors were then confirmed by 
later research (e.g., klenosky, 2002; Park & kim, 
2010). Clements and josiam’s (1995) findings that 
college students who reported higher levels of emo-
tional/experiential involvement were more likely to 
travel for Sb (i.e., travel outside their normal envi-
ronment) and were also more likely to travel to 
non-US destinations was corroborated in a later 
study by the same authors (josiam et al., 1999). 
moreover, situational factors such as disposable 
income and destination promotion efforts also con-
tributed to sway spring breakers to particular desti-
nations (Hobson & josiam, 1996).

Later studies showed that the Sb market was 
not static; indeed, like much of the broader col- 
lege youth travel market (bai, Hu, Elsworth, & 
Countryman, 2004), spring breakers show an 
increased proclivity to plan and book their Sb trips 
online (Chen, 2003; George & Yaoyuneyong, 
2010). Nonetheless, word-of-mouth and friends’ 
recommendations remain decisive factors when 
selecting a destination, along with the “party repu-
tation” of the destination in question (josiam et al., 

1999; mattila et al., 2001; Ribeiro & Yarnal, 2008). 
moreover, computer literacy and technological 
expertise play a role in the Sb experience, high-
lighting a growing trend across the tourism system 
concerning the relevance of online representations 
and tourist consumer behavior (bai et al., 2004; cf. 
Xiang, Wöber, & Fesenmaier, 2008). While spring 
breakers are generally satisfied with planning their 
Sb trips online, a study by bai et al. (2004) showed 
that budget, computer skills, time spent online, and 
comfort when providing credit card information 
affected overall satisfaction with online travel plan-
ning experiences. Park and kim (2009) point out 
that, for the participants in their study, previous 
experience was the main source of information 
for spring breakers when conducting online trip 
searches. It is also interesting to note that, for spring 
breakers, previous experience emerged as the most 
important predictor of future Sb experiences and, 
consequently, of repeat visits to a destination (Park 
& kim, 2009; Wirtz et al., 2003).

It should be noted that the overall characteristics 
of the Sb travel market are not fundamentally dif-
ferent from those of the college youth travel market 
(bywater, 1993; kim, 2008; Reisinger & mavondo, 
2002, 2004). The motivation → involvement →  
satisfaction → loyalty model proposed by kim 
(2008), which draws on classic travel marketing 
theory and begins with motivations as the starting 
point for travel behavior, applies to the Sb travel 
market (indeed, much of the research used to 
develop said model used spring breakers as the 
sampling pool; josiam et al., 1999; klenosky, 2002; 
mattila et al., 2001). Nonetheless, spring breakers 
possess a unique set of motivations and behaviors 
that are worth of careful study by travel researchers.

Spring Break Motivations

College students that go on Sb do so primarily to 
escape school and school-related responsibilities 
(Ribeiro & Yarnal, 2008). They go in search of 
warmer climates (josiam et al., 1999); adventure 
(Apostolopoulos et al., 2002); fun and enjoyment 
(klenosky, 2002); and opportunities for drinking, 
casual sex, and drug-taking (Sönmez et al., 2006). 
many spring breakers travel to be with their friends 
and/or family (josiam et al., 1994, 1998), and a 
small percentage also travel because going on Sb is 



Delivered by Ingenta
IP: 68.193.59.72 On: Mon, 18 Nov 2024 15:16:19

Article(s) and/or figure(s) cannot be used for resale. Please use proper citation format when citing this
article including the DOI, publisher reference, volume number and page location.

162 RIbEIRO AND HICkERSON

“the thing to do” (josiam et al., 1999). Above all 
else, spring breakers go on Sb in order to “get 
away” (Ribeiro & Yarnal, 2008). A review of the 
Sb literature shows that spring breakers, by going 
on Sb, are attempting to get away not only from 
school and its associated responsibilities and result-
ing stress (Gerlach, 1989; mattila et al., 2001), but 
also from cold weather (Chen 2003) and boredom 
(Apostolopoulos et al., 2002; Sönmez et al., 2006). 
Furthermore, results from a number of studies that 
used both quantitative (e.g., Sönmez et al., 2006) 
and qualitative (e.g., mewhinney, 1996) approaches 
have reinforced the notion that Sb is more about 
“getting away” rather than “going towards” some-
thing, which is consonant with existing travel liter-
ature (krippendorf, 1987; Pizam & mansfield, 
2000). For example, Clements, Hobson, josiam, 
and Smeaton, who have conducted an extensive 
and consistent line of research on Sb over a period 
of 10 years (Clements & josiam, 1995; Hobson & 
josiam, 1993, 1996; josiam et al., 1994, 1998, 
1999; Smeaton et al., 1998), found that “getting 
away” consistently ranked as a primary Sb motiva-
tion (josiam et al., 1999).

The aforementioned findings resonate with what 
is known about travel motivations in general 
(e.g., Carr, 2002; Cohen, 1996; Fodness, 1994; 
krippendorf, 1987) and the travel motivations of 
college students in particular (e.g., Field, 1999; 
kim, Oh, & jogaratnam, 2007). most travel 
researchers concur that at the root of travel is the 
desire to escape something, rather than going in 
search of something else (krippendorf, 1987), and 
Sb is for many college students the perfect oppor-
tunity to do so (Apostolopoulos et al., 2002; josiam 
et al., 1999; Ribeiro & Yarnal, 2008). Furthermore, 
due to the complexity of the travel decision-making 
process (Pizam & mansfield, 2000), while one 
motivation may be dominant (e.g., “going away”), 
all other motives (e.g., climate, adventure, fun and 
excitement, friends, alcohol, sex) must be consid-
ered as well. As kim et al. (2007) argue, motivation 
should be regarded as a multidimensional con-
struct, particularly in the case of college students’ 
travel patterns (Ribeiro & Yarnal, 2008).

Other Sb motivations evident in our review of 
Sb literature included seeking rest and relaxation 
(e.g., josiam et al., 1994, 1999) and, paradoxically, 
going in search of excitement, adventure, and fun 

(klenosky, 2002; mattila et al. 2001). For example, 
in two distinct studies, josiam et al. (1994, 1999) 
found that going in search of “sun, surf, and sand” 
and “relaxing” were both mentioned as motivations 
behind spring breakers’ travel decisions. Interest-
ingly, the weight given by spring breakers to these 
two Sb motives appears to have shifted over a 
period of only 5 years (cf. josiam et al., 1994, 
1999). josiam and colleagues (1994) reported that 
11% of their participants mentioned “sun, surf, and 
sand” as a Sb motivation, whereas 10% of the same 
participants mentioned the desire to “relax” as the 
reason behind their Sb vacation. In a subsequent 
study, conducted 5 years later (josiam et al., 1999), 
“sun, surf, and sand” was mentioned by 38% of the 
participants, and “relaxing” by only 5%.

The influence of spring breakers’ peers and 
friends has also been mentioned as a determinant 
motive behind Sb travel, particularly in the choice 
of a given Sb destination (butts et al., 1996). While 
only a small percentage of college students go on 
Sb because they feel pressured by their peers to do 
so because “it´s the thing to do” (josiam et al., 
1994, 1999), a number of studies have reported 
that, when confronted with a number of possible 
Sb destinations to choose from, spring breakers 
tend to rely heavily on friends’ opinions when mak-
ing their decisions (butts et al., 1996; josiam et al., 
1998). Interestingly, our review did not uncover 
any studies that focused on media influences in Sb 
destination selection, although some scholars have 
nonetheless acknowledged that destination promo-
tion efforts play a role in spring breakers’ decision-
making process (Hobson & josiam, 1996).

Finally, some scholars argue that motivations to 
go on Sb have not remained constant, but have 
evolved across time (josiam et al., 1998; Sönmez et 
al., 2006). josiam et al. (1998) posited that motiva-
tions to go on Sb in the 1990s were markedly dif-
ferent from those of previous years, stating that: 
“the initial attraction of spring break was about get-
ting away from college and the ‘winter blues’ . . . in 
more recent times spring break has become known 
for more extreme behaviour such as binge drinking, 
drug taking and sexual promiscuity” (p. 502).

Spring Break Behavior
A majority of the articles reviewed in this study 

have attributed spring breakers’ extreme behavior 
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to the peculiar situational character of Sb 
(Apostolopoulos et al., 2002; mewhinney, Herold, 
& matika-Tyndale, 1995; Smeaton et al., 1998; 
Sönmez et al., 2006), deeming it a case of situa-
tional disinhibition (Eiser & Ford, 1995). Some 
scholars argue that because Sb constitutes a transi-
tory, out-of-the-ordinary, anonymous experience 
(Lee et al., 2006; maticka-Tyndale et al., 1998; 
Neighbors et al., 2007; Smeaton et al., 1998), where 
binge drinking, drug-taking, and casual and unpro-
tected sexual encounters are viewed as an integral 
part of the Sb experience (Apostolopoulos et al., 
2002; mewhinney et al., 1995; Sönmez et al., 
2006), spring breakers tend to feel that during Sb, 
“the usual rules and moral codes did not apply” 
(maticka-Tyndale et al., 1998, p. 262). This has led 
researchers to conclude that it is the very atmo-
sphere and environment of Sb (particularly in such 
hot spots as Daytona beach, Panama City beach, or 
Cancun) that are primarily at fault for the afore-
mentioned risky behaviors that occur during Sb 
(maticka-Tyndale et al., 1998; Sönmez et al., 2006).

For example, Sönmez et al. (2006) conducted a 
pre- and post-Sb study of college students’ health-
risk behaviors during Sb and found that not only 
were drinking and sexual opportunities motives for 
going on Sb (particularly for males), but that sig-
nificant percentages of males and females reported 
ample opportunities for drinking (86%, 79%), sex 
(66%, 63%), and drug use (39%, 27%). Out of 532 
undergraduate students from two US universities, 
68% reported consuming more alcohol during Sb 
than at home, and 49% of males and 38% of females 
reported “having sex as a direct result of drinking” 
(p. 907). Furthermore, out of the smaller sample of 
participants who responded to the post-Sb survey, 
52% of males and 40% of females reported getting 
drunk, with somewhat similar percentages for binge 
drinking (40% and 28% respectively; p. 910).

Although most studies show that nearly all 
spring breakers consume alcohol during Sb, we 
found low to moderate agreement regarding the 
extent of that consumption across the Sb literature 
(cf. Apostolopoulos et al., 2002; Grekin et al., 
2007; josiam et al., 1998; Sönmez et al., 2006). 
Specifically, the frequency at which spring break-
ers engaged in binge drinking, or “got drunk” dur-
ing Sb, varied widely in the articles we reviewed 
(cf. Gonzalez, 1986; Grekin et al., 2007; mattila et 

al., 2001; Smeaton et al. ,1998). Furthermore, the 
degree to which alcohol consumption during Sb 
differs from alcohol consumption during the rest of 
the year remains unclear (cf. Cronin, 1996; Lee et 
al., 2006; Litvin, 2009; Ribeiro & Yarnal, 2008; 
Sönmez et al., 2006), and is likely to be affected by 
factors such as gender (Grekin et al., 2007; josiam 
et al., 1998; Lee et al., 2006; maticka-Tyndale & 
Herold, 1999), fraternity/sorority membership (Lee 
et al., 2006), year in school (Grekin et al., 2007; 
Ribeiro & Yarnal, 2008), travel motivations (josiam 
et al., 1998), and personal beliefs (mattila et al., 
2001; Sönmez et al., 2006). Lastly, a few studies 
(Cronin, 1996; Sönmez et al., 2006; Smeaton et al., 
1998) revealed no significant differences between 
male and female patterns of alcohol consumption 
during Sb.

While alcohol consumption and sexual behavior 
during Sb were found to be significantly correlated 
(Apostolopoulos et al., 2002; maticka-Tyndale & 
Herold, 1997; mewhinney et al., 1995), Sb research 
has been thus far unable to identify any significant 
differences between male and female risky sexual 
behavior during Sb (Apostolopoulos et al., 2002; 
josiam et al., 1998; maticka-Tyndale & Herold, 
1997; mattila et al., 2001). For example, maticka-
Tyndale and Herold (1997) found that “some gen-
der differences that are commonly documented in 
research on sexual interaction were absent in the 
spring break environment” (p. 324). These authors 
found similar percentages in regard to sexual activ-
ity during Sb (i.e., no sexual activity, “fooling 
around,” and actual sexual intercourse) for both 
male and female spring breakers (maticka-Tyndale 
& Herold, 1997).

A possible explanation for these findings may 
reside in the sexual scripts of Sb (mewhinney et 
al., 1995); that is to say, the “cultural narrative 
about what sexuality is and the rules that organize 
it” (maticka-Tyndale & Herold, 1997, p. 317). 
Thus, if Sb sexual scripts are known and accepted 
by most spring breakers then it should not come as 
a surprise that other studies have shown similar 
results in regard to male and female sexual behav-
ior during Sb, even accounting for the possibility 
of over/underreporting (maticka-Tyndale & Herold, 
1997; mewhinney et al., 1995; cf. Litvin, 2009). 
However, a great deal more of research, particu-
larly of a qualitative nature, is needed to verify this 
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hypothesis. Furthermore, the role the media play in 
creating/disseminating the aforementioned Sb sex-
ual scripts should not be overlooked, and would 
perhaps be worthy of a study in itself. Future 
research should take a critical look at image and 
body representations of young people as spring 
breakers (females in particular), and contrast such 
critical analysis with actual spring breaker behavior.

Conclusion

The majority of the Sb articles reviewed in this 
study paint a bleak picture of the Sb vacation. 
behaviors such as heavy alcohol consumption, 
underage drinking, casual and unprotected sex, 
sexual promiscuity, illegal drug-taking, and a num-
ber of other health-risk behaviors are posited by the 
majority of Sb researchers as the norm. That is to 
say, such extreme behaviors are regarded as 
expected and widespread behavior during this col-
lege vacation period (e.g., Apostolopoulos et al., 
2002; maticka-Tyndale & Herold, 1997, 1999; 
Smeaton et al., 1999).

Conversely, we also found that other researchers 
have found the opposite; that is, that such health-
risk behaviors did not increase during Sb, but were 
on par with behaviors exhibited during the rest of 
the year (Lee et al., 2006; Litvin, 2009; Ribeiro & 
Yarnal, 2008). To further complicate matters, there 
seems to be little agreement among scholars as 
to which variables impact Sb behavior (cf. 
Apostolopoulos et al., 2002; Cronin, 1996; 
maticka-Tyndale & Herold, 1997, 1999; maticka-
Tyndale et al., 1998; mattila et al., 2001; 
mewhinney et al., 1995; Smeaton et al. 1998; 
Sönmez et al., 2006). A number of distinct vari-
ables, ranging from intrapersonal characteristics 
(e.g., gender, age, previous intentions, religious 
beliefs) to interpersonal factors (e.g., peer influ-
ences, fraternity/sorority membership, social deter-
minants, Sb pacts with friends), and contextual 
variables [e.g., alcohol availability and consump-
tion at Sb destination(s), Sb atmosphere, corporate 
and media influence] have been studied in connec-
tion with Sb, but thus far neither causal relation-
ships nor generalizable and/or comparable results 
have been established.

The present study showed that, while we may 
already know how spring breakers behave in 

certain situations/destinations (e.g., Apostolopoulos 
et al., 2002; Grekin et al., 2007; maticka-Tyndale 
& Herold, 1999; Sönmez et al., 2006) and why 
spring breakers travel during Sb in the first place 
(e.g., josiam et al., 1999), we don’t know why 
spring breakers behave the way they do, nor do we 
know the unwritten rules that guide such behaviors. 
As some authors have posited (Apostolopoulos et 
al., 2002), a great deal more research, particularly 
of an ethnographic nature, is necessary in order to 
fully understand the Sb phenomenon. In addition, 
few studies have sought to describe the Sb experi-
ence from the spring breakers’ perspective (maticka-
Tyndale & Herold, 1997; mewhinney et al., 1995; 
Ribeiro & Yarnal, 2008). A more extensive use of 
focus groups, qualitative interviews, diaries, and 
photo elicitation techniques would add a much 
needed depth to existing Sb research, as would 
the use of other innovative methodologies (e.g., 
Ribeiro, 2012).

Furthermore, the predominance of survey-based 
research methods in the Sb literature, which ordi-
narily allow for the collection of recall data only, 
should prompt scholars to revisit a longstanding 
problem in the social sciences, namely the validity 
of retrospective behavioral data (bernard, killworth, 
kronenfeld, & Sailer, 1984). This problem is com-
pounded in the Sb literature reviewed in the pres-
ent study because of the possibility of overreporting 
by males and underreporting by females in regard 
to alcohol consumption and sexual behavior in the 
Sb context (josiam et al., 1998; Litvin, 2009; 
Sönmez et al., 2006), in what appears to constitute 
a clear case of social desirability bias. Perhaps 
scholars can devise ways to record and contrast not 
only self-reported Sb behavior, but objective (i.e., 
other than self-reported) Sb behavior as well, as 
some scholars have done in other leisure settings 
(Roberts & Chick, 1984). Lastly, given the changing 
nature of the Sb experience across the years 
(Gianoulis, 2000), we encourage scholars to look at its 
latest developments, be it the apparent geographic dis-
placement towards non-US destinations (moore, 
1998), or the growing popularity of alternative Sb 
experiences (Rhoads & Neururer, 1998). Doing so 
would add another dimension to academic research on 
a most interesting and complex leisure phenomenon.

Lastly, we would like to point out that Sb is 
by no means culturally distinctive: other youth 
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phenomena across the globe share many of its char-
acteristics, particularly in regard to the predomi-
nance of risky health behaviors such as alcohol and 
drug consumption and casual and unprotected sex. 
Phenomena such the Australian Schoolies Week 
(Gleeson, 2003; Winchester, mcguirk, & Everett, 
1999; Zinkiewicz, Davey, & Curd, 1999) are 
remarkably similar to Sb; cross-cultural compari-
sons would be of the utmost interest, particularly in 
regard to the potentially transformative character of 
the Sb experience (Gianoulis, 2000; josiam et al., 
1994, 1998; Ribeiro & Yarnal, 2008; Russell, 2004; 
Smeaton et al., 1998; Sönmez et al., 2006; cf. 
Zinkiewicz et al., 1999). Thus, cross-cultural com-
parisons of phenomena similar to Sb would be 
most welcome, as would cross-cultural compari-
sons of similar instances when out-of-the-ordinary, 
risky behaviors are widespread among young 
 people, exploring the luminal/liminoid character 
(Turner, 1982) of the vacation period.

In conclusion, our review highlighted the fact 
that scholars are not unanimous in their appraisal of 
the Sb experience. In our integrative review of 
extant Sb literature, we found evidence of dis-
agreement among researchers in regard to spring 
breakers’ motivations, behavior, involvement in 
the Sb experience, previous intentions, and factors 
affecting Sb behavior. Nevertheless, our analysis 
of Sb literature revealed a concerted scholarly 
interest in documenting this important travel expe-
rience that shows no signs of slowing down 
(Patrick, morgan, maggs, & Lefkowitz, 2011; 
Scott-Halsell & Saiprasert, 2011). We trust that the 
present study will be of service for scholars with an 
interest not only on Sb, but on the youth travel phe-
nomenon in general.
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