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Introduction

“NDC (New Distribution Capability) will enable 
the travel industry to transform the way air 
products are retailed to corporations, leisure 
and business travelers, by addressing the 
industry’s current distribution limitations: 
product differentiation and time-to-market, 
access to full and rich air content.” 

NDC is a technology standard based on XML which 
allows data, such as passenger booking information, to 
be transferred in a common way over the internet. This 
technology means airlines can distribute their content to 
travel agencies and management companies, and other third 
parties, in a single, seamless transaction, either direct to the 
consumer or via an intermediary.

– IATA1
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Travelport currently stands apart from others 
in distribution as the first to have achieved 
level three certification as an aggregator,  
the highest IATA level.

As NDC has progressed from technology 
providers developing services and airlines 
experimenting with content feeding, to live 
implementations such as our pilot programs, 
IATA has devised levels of accreditation 
recognizing an organization’s readiness to 
implement the standard. 

NDC Certified
Level 3
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A brief history of
airline distribution 

Do you remember how Global Distribution 
Systems began 40 years ago?  At that time, 
they were little more than a pit-stop between 
travel businesses and airline pricing and 
product information. Airline tickets were  
hand written, passports had to be inspected  
in person and airlines knew almost  
nothing about a passenger prior to them  
stepping onboard.

Today, two decades since the internet  
became widely available, first in the office,  
then at home, and now in your pocket, 
everything has changed:

 1.9%  80%  47%  35%  47%
US airline bookings 
made online

Holidays booked 
online globally

Using voice search 
during trip planning

Leisure trips booked 
on mobile

Business travelers choose an 
airline based on having a good 
digital experience

19982 20123 20174
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2 https://www.flightglobal.com/news/articles/changing-roles-120927/ 

3 http://www.travelweekly.co.uk/articles/41280/80-booking-holidays-online-finds-study 

4 https://marketing.cloud.travelport.com/gdtr 

For airlines, maximizing the possibilities of 
modern retailing means new ways of bundling 
and selling fares and ancillaries to customers 
as well as new channels to market. The 
legacy systems no longer provide the right 
infrastructure and in the complex ecosystem of 
global travel, all parties need to work together to 
react, reposition, invest and succeed.

We’re at a key moment in our development 
and building the infrastructure for  
a new retailing era.
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Currently, the technology that enables airlines 
to deliver and receive data such as prices and 
availability information to and from GDSs 
and other third parties is mostly a basic data 
exchange. The potential for NDC to transform 
this through API (Application Programming 
Interface) is really exciting. 

Airlines have greater flexibility in how they 
create and present their products and services. 
Agencies will be better able to tailor offers 
to individual customers according to their 
requirements and for TMCs, pre-apply the 
parameters of a defined corporate travel policy 
as well. For corporate travel managers  
and buyers, there is the potential to be able  
to negotiate deals that deliver significant 
added value.  

NDC

Towards a new 
retailing era 
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5 http://www.ectaa.org/files/cms/20171024/-infrata-airline-
distribution-myths-full-report.pdf

Flying forward 
Opportunities 
for airlines 

We believe airlines should benefit from the 
development of the NDC standard. It will 
enable them to move beyond the current 
limitations in how they distribute their products 
to maximize the opportunities provided by the 
24/7, mobile retailing environment.

Many of the airlines we work with have told 
us they see NDC as a way to build more 
direct relationships with agencies, travelers and 
corporate customers.

Some believe it will lower the cost of distribution. 
A 2017 study puts the cost of direct distribution 
for network carriers at €12.56 versus €14.21 
for indirect5 (i.e. through GDS). However, this 
does not account for other costs such as 
customer acquisition.
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6 https://www.statista.com/statistics/788849/airline-industry-ancillary-revenue/

Efforts to drive direct sales do not allow for the 
potential loss of market share by excluding 
the intermediary channel from the distribution 
strategy. This is particularly true in business 
travel with its customer base of often high 
premium, frequent travelers.

A major attraction of distribution using NDC 
is the ability to sell ancillary products - lounge 
access, pre-checked bags, on-board food and 
drinks and more. This attraction isn’t to be 
underestimated, with the value of ancillary 
sales estimated at US$82.2 billion in 2017.6 
Traditionally, “extras” were hard to book via GDS, 
but newer technology such as APIs, Travelport’s 
Rich Content and Branding and now NDC, open 
this potential to airlines.

NDC is also appealing to airlines because it 
offers them the opportunity to differentiate their 
products and services. Imagine two airlines 
flying to the same destination – NDC technology 
enables them to clearly highlight what they 
offer. It also allows them to create specific offers 
for specific groups of customers. In a crowded 
global travel system, only those who differentiate 
will thrive. 

Most of the airlines we have spoken to are either 
investigating or already implementing some 
elements of NDC. There is still discussion around 
how best to get to a single approach which is 
perhaps why current implementations of NDC 
are often qualified by airlines using statements 
such as "NDC compliant."

Most of the airlines we 
have spoken to are either 
investigating or already 
implementing some 
elements of NDC.
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In addition to significant opportunities, there 
are also some challenges for airlines as they 
look to implement new NDC technology  
as standard.

 > NDC does not equate to ‘free distribution’. 
There is still a cost, whether that might be 
in customer acquisition, back office and 
customer support or technology investment.

 > What will future commercial relationships look 
like? Airlines need to find common ground 
with travel sellers and clearly establish who 
their customer is.

 >  Currently airlines distribute fares; in the 
future they will create and distribute offers, 
packaged to meet the exact, known needs of 
a traveler. This will change the roles of sales, 
marketing and revenue management teams 
who will need to adapt to this new method of 
travel retailing.

 > Airlines are at very different stages of NDC 
implementation. IATA’s industry goal is for a 
subset of airlines to distribute 20% of their 
global sales via NDC technology by 2020.7

Addressing these challenges takes time and 
requires a collaborative approach. 

Come and lead this conversation with us.

Flying forward

Challenges for airlines

7 http://www.iata.org/whatwedo/airline-distribution/ndc/PublishingImages/ndc-
hub-special-april-2018.html 
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Agents of change 

Opportunities
for agencies

Many of our agency customers see huge 
potential for NDC retailing to help them 
demonstrate and enhance their value in the 
travel distribution chain. 

 >  For many agents, NDC is a continuation of what 
they have always done, delivering value to their 
customers by accessing the richest choice of 
content through a single workflow, so there is no 
need to assume this change will be disruptive.

 >   It will allow agents to provide a more personalized 
service to travelers through tailoring airline 
offers to meet the specific needs of individuals  
and traveler groups.

 > It will also help to align agencies with how their 
travelers shop today by providing an Amazon-
style shopping experience, based around choice 
and personalization. This creates the potential 
to offer and sell a wider range of tailored airline 
products and services including insurance, extra 
leg-room and fast-track boarding.
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 > Agencies with the technology capability will 
also be able to choose to connect directly 
into the systems of some airlines. This may 
help them to serve their customers in a more 
efficient way. 

 > Widespread adoption of NDC requires 
changes to how many agencies search and 
book airline tickets today. This needs to be 
a gradual process so that there is as little 
disruption as possible to existing workflows.

Travelport is already engaging agencies and 
other third parties to ensure their input into 
the product development process so that NDC 
works for everyone. We are currently beta 
testing solutions with a small group of agencies 
enabling us to continue to refine our 
product roadmap.
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An interesting parallel to draw is between 
NDC and e-ticketing which started slowly 
and took 13 years to become standard. 
Initially airlines were uncertain of the return 
on investment required and faced a lack of 
acceptance from customers8. In 2004 IATA 
set a target of 100% e-ticketing adoption 
by 2008, which finally led to its widespread 
introduction. E-ticketing is estimated to have 
led to cost savings for the industry of up to 
US $3bn per year since 2008 and is more 
convenient for passengers who no longer 
have to worry about losing tickets and can 
make changes to their itinerary more easily.9

8  http://www.iata.org/whatwedo/stb/Pages/e-ticketing.aspx 

9  http://www.iata.org/whatwedo/stb/Pages/e-ticketing.aspx 

E-ticketing is estimated to have led to cost 
savings for the industry of up to US $3bn  
per year since 2008
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Agents of change

Challenges for agencies

Like airlines, agencies vary in how advanced 
their systems are. Although OTAs are generally 
operating with more modern technology, for 
some TMCs or others with older systems, even 
minor changes have the potential to create 
significant disruption. 

 > It's not just about the front end selling process, 
mid and-back office workflow also needs to be 
considered so that what seems like everyday 
tasks, which for TMCs might include expense 
management and duty of care, still need to 
be  fulfilled. In future, we think agents will 
continue to access some airline content via 
GDS and some via APIs, and we are tailoring 
our solutions accordingly. 

 > Agencies will no longer hold booking 
information in their systems as they’re directly 
accessing content within the airline system. 
In a world where ownership of the customer 
is crucial to ensure a personalized service, 
and personalization is crucial to customer 
satisfaction it is vitally important this new 
method of distribution works for everyone.

 > Agents need to seize the opportunity to 
promote the value they provide to both airlines 
and their customers, as well as embrace the 
new era of travel retail. TMCs also need to 
recognize and demonstrate the value they  
can provide in acting in a consultative way  
with corporate clients to help them make  
sense of the changing landscape. 

David Bishop, Commercial Director, Gray Dawes Group says: 
“Our travel consultants had to evolve over time to ensure we not only match our clients’ needs but exceed these and ensure 
we offer the best advice and guidance possible. This goes far beyond which fare a traveler should book or which hotel to 
stay in; we also guide on corporate travel policies, advising on negotiating better fares and rates and much more. This way 
we show the travel managers and the travelers themselves the true value a TMC offers.”
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Most corporate travel managers tell us they 
are starting to focus on NDC distribution as 
a priority. They are looking to their partners, 
including Travelport and their chosen 
TMC, for their expertize in delivering the 
possible benefit of NDC to their travelers and 
companies.

Corporate culture 
Opportunities  
for corporate  
travel managers
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 > NDC distribution could help travel managers 
prevent out-of-policy travel through ensuring 
their travelers have access to the right, 
relevant and bookable content at the right time. 

 > NDC will also enable corporate travel 
managers and buyers to negotiate deals that 
deliver significant added value, and which can 
be tailored to their specific needs and budgets.

 >   A wider and richer choice of air content will be 
available from TMC partners in a more user-
friendly booking process.

 > TMCs will continue to have visibility over air 
content booked enabling them to ensure and 
fulfil duty of care obligations.

 > Once fully implemented, NDC will enable 
corporate travel managers and buyers to 
offer the rich customer experience of airline 
websites in their online booking tool (OBT) 
and mobile environments. 
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 > Not everybody is going to implement 
NDC in the same way. With travel 
representing a major cost for companies, 
some travel managers may simply see 
NDC implementation as an additional 
inconvenience if the benefits are not  
clearly articulated.

 >  The speed and consistency of NDC booking 
needs to be as good, if not better, than the 
systems corporate travel managers currently 
work with. Travelport, for example, provides 
99.99% up-time; airline APIs need to achieve 
these same levels.

 >  NDC could make it more challenging for travel 
managers to compare fares in a transparent 
way as airlines have more flexibility in 
bundling and unbundling services. To make 
informed buying decisions travel managers 
need to ensure they are comparing like-with-
like airline offers. 

Corporate culture

Challenges for corporate travel managers
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Our roots in seamless distribution span decades, 
and as the first NDC level three certified GDS 
operator as an aggregator, Travelport is at  
the heart of the current evolution in travel retail. 
Through our NDC pilot programs, we are  
working with our partners in airlines, agencies 
and other organizations to shape the 
implementation of this new era in distribution. 
We know the global travel industry is forecast 
to continue growing, so working together 
we believe we can all share in the success of 
delivering relevant and bookable content to 
travelers fast, through whichever device they 
choose to connect to us from.

Join the new 
distribution 
conversations
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We’re carefully deploying new technology to 
continue to meet the demands of modern 
travel commerce. Coming in the second half 
of the year is the capability within Travelport 
Smartpoint enabling agencies to search, and 
book NDC content alongside traditional GDS 
content. This will be followed next year by a fully-
aggregated search and booking facility offering 
NDC and GDS content in the same workflow, 
using the latest API technology. 

To find out how we can help you get NDC 
ready, come and join the New Distribution 
Conversations: travelport.com/ndc
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Travel is a $7 trillion industry – and Travelport 
is at its heart, powering the experiences that 
the world’s leading travel companies provide. 
Our platform enables travel providers, travel 
agencies, corporations and developers to 
search, share, buy and sell travel. 

We connect the world’s leading travel providers 
with online and offline buyers in a proprietary 
B2B travel marketplace. Operating in 180 
countries and providing content to over 
235,000 travel agents, our Travel Commerce 
Platform includes: Travelport Apollo, 
Travelport Galileo and Travelport Worldspan.

Contact: info@travelport.com 
travelport.com 

About Travelport

© 2018 Travelport. All rights reserved. Travelport, 
Apollo, Galileo, Worldspan and the Travelport logo 
are trademarks of Travelport. All other marks are  
the property of their respective owners.
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