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Foreword

Since then the number of online travel agencies (OTAs) 
has grown steadily, yet many still offer the same user 
experience as Expedia provided 20 years ago. Maybe 
a little bit faster, with better design, and accessible 
through new devices, but not seemingly influenced by 
or dependent on technology, consumer, or supplier 
trends.  

When researching this trends report, our approach was 
to identify trends that we believe will have an impact on 
online travel brands in the year ahead, while also taking 
their ability to invest and adopt into consideration. 
These trends are not just for global players—they are 
concrete ideas for small and medium-sized businesses 
to contend in an increasingly competitive market.

In the next year, we will see an accelerated rate of 
change in the way travel is retailed and purchased 
online. This includes wider and more complex multi-
content reach, more enriched and comparable 
offerings, more focus on relevance than magnitude, 
and increase in automation that enables customer self-
service. 

The report combines expert opinion with insights from 
Travelport’s global end traveler research with 23,000 
consumers. We hope it provides the foundation for 
many interesting and engaging discussions within your 
business and peers. 

May we live in interesting times. 

 
  Robert Brown 
  Managing Director, Global OTA 
  Travelport 

 
  JP Ephithite
  Director OTA & Meta Propositions
  Travelport 

When Expedia started the online 
travel adventure over two decades 
ago, travelers entered origin and 
destination, travel dates, and 
number of passengers, and results 
were returned displaying airline 
logos, departure times, and a price. 
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Introduction

Our trends look at some of the issues that are not 
exclusive to travel but impact the industry as a whole. 
The rise of the environmental traveler is a trend that 
travel brands can no longer afford to ignore. How will 
your brand address this issue in 2020, considering that 
this year’s Travelport global traveler research found that 
42% of travelers are making travel choices based on 
environmental factors?

We also investigate the changing face of customer 
acquisition in 2020. With search engine marketing costs 
increasing thanks to Google’s prioritization of its own 
travel products, and Skyscanner’s more aggressive play 
to start owning the customer, what does this mean for 
generating site traffic and boosting conversions?

The air product itself is also undergoing a 
transformation. Product diversity is set to increase in 
coming years, not only with the number of branded 
fares increasing, but with more loyalty offers, and even 
individualized offers, added to the mix. In addition, areas 
like virtual interlining are set to increase in the years 
ahead, with 72% of travelers turning to disrupters like 
Kiwi and Wherefor during the travel research stage. An 
OTA who can integrate this content into its website has 
the opportunity to prove its value to the customer as an 
unbiased source of the best travel offers.

This report also looks at trends that aren’t necessarily 
emerging, but ones that have been around for a few 
years and we can expect to see further adoption 
or improvements in these areas in 2020. Chatbots 
and microservices are two such trends. While bots 
will continue to increase operational efficiencies for 
brands in 2020 and provide another direct sales 
channel, microservices API architecture will enable 
online travel brands to innovate at a pace that today’s 
hyperconnected traveler expects.

The online travel market is dominated by the Big 
Three—Booking Holdings, Expedia Group, and Trip.com 
Group (formerly Ctrip). Our experts look at some of the 
areas of innovation these giants are working on and 
how small to medium-sized businesses can learn from 

Welcome to Travelport’s Online 
Travel Trends 2020 report: a 
comprehensive look at some of the 
technologies and trends that will 
have the greatest impact for travel 
brands who operate online over 
the next year. 

them. With these global organizations dominating the 
travel market and the rise of ‘super apps’ threatening 
to take more of the customer engagement pie from 
online travel agencies, we finally look at how messaging 
capabilities could be the antidote your brand needs to 
ward off this competitive threat.

While these trends focus primarily on online travel, we 
have also published our annual Mobile Travel Trends 
report, which highlights innovations we can expect to 
see in the mobile arena in 2020. You can find your copy, 
as well as our global traveler research report that details 
the findings of our research with over 23,000 travelers, 
at travelport.com/Trends2020.

So what does 2020 hold for online travel? Let’s hear 
from the experts.
    

http://travelport.com/Trends2020. 
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Maxine Maughan
Strategy Manager 
Global OTA                                
Travelport

In September, the UN’s Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) issued 
its latest and most dire report on the 
state of the world’s climate. Yet, despite 
knowing about the effects of pollution and 
greenhouse gases for almost 70 years, it 
took the plucky Swedish teenager Greta 
Thunberg to make people sit up and 
take notice.  

To coincide with the IPCC report, Greta toured across 
Europe and then to New York to speak to the United 
Nations. To reinforce her point, she completed the 
trans-Atlantic leg in a sailboat. While some politicians 
may dismiss Greta, her impact has been profound in 
the last number of months. 

Particularly at home in her native Sweden. For her 
trips, Greta has tried to be as environmentally friendly 
as possible. Some commentators are pointing to this 
as the genesis for the anti-flight movement that began 
to slowly take root in Scandinavia. 

THE ENVIRONMENTAL THE ENVIRONMENTAL 
TRAVELERTRAVELER
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Even the lexicon is changing with the climate. New 
Swedish words such as “flygskam” (flying shame), 
“tagskryt” (train bragging), and “smygflyga” (flying in 
secret) have found their way into conversations. 

This may seem insignificant, but IATA has been forced 
to sit up and take stock. IATA’s head Alexandre de 
Juniac has pledged: “We will launch a very, very big 
campaign ... to explain what we have done, what we 
are doing, and what we intend to do in the future”.1 
He was not just addressing the dire straits of the 
environment but also what he felt might be the 
“misleading information” around the role of airlines in 
climate change.

Changing traveler behaviors
It’s not just in the Scandinavian countries that we are 
seeing this trend take hold. According to Travelport’s 
research, a significant proportion of travelers make 
accommodation and transport choices based on 
environmental and social impact. Naturally, this is led 
by the younger generations, with 53% of millennials 
choosing eco-friendly options, compared to 20% of 
those in the 55+ age bracket. 

Over half (55%) of business travelers are also more 
environmentally aware choosing sustainable options 
compared to 42% of leisure travelers. 

““CUSTOMERS ASK FOR CUSTOMERS ASK FOR 
SUSTAINABLE OPTIONS NOW AND SUSTAINABLE OPTIONS NOW AND 
THEY EXPECT US TO HAVE MADE THEY EXPECT US TO HAVE MADE 
CHOICES ON THEIR BEHALF THAT CHOICES ON THEIR BEHALF THAT 
BENEFIT SUSTAINABILITY.BENEFIT SUSTAINABILITY.””

How travel brands can face 
this trend 
Regardless of the impact being felt right here and 
now, brands cannot sit on their hands and ignore 
this growing issue. If younger travelers and corporate 
customers are looking for sustainable options, travel 
brands need to be providers of these options. 

OTAs looking to differentiate from competitors can 
create a niche for themselves by offering this insight 
throughout the shopping and booking process. Equally, 
travel agencies can mitigate some risk by offering non-
air content such as rail, hotel, car, and in-trip activities 
(targeted to locals as well as tourists). 

Denmark-based travel agency, KILROY, is one such 
organization that’s prioritizing sustainability in its 
offerings to travelers. Pernille Vaupel, Director of Air 
and Online Sales, says that sustainability is one part of 
their overall assessment process when choosing travel 
suppliers. “Customers ask for sustainable options now 
and they expect us to have made choices on their 
behalf that benefit sustainability. By screening travel 
suppliers based on a variety of parameters and our 
long-term expertise we add value for the traveler.”

However, potentially misleading information on the 
role of air travel in climate change is a key concern. 
For example, while air travel is taking a bad rap, driving 
a long distance in an older, inefficient car could easily 
end up being even worse for the environment in terms 
of emissions.

“Traveling by air has become a negative symbol in 
environmental consciousness and unfortunately the 
debate is very black or white—with some of it based on 
only very few or even incorrect facts. There is a definite 

42%

of consumers make 
travel choices based 

on environmental 
considerations

55%

 of business travelers 
say environmental 

impact is a factor when 
choosing travel options

53%

of millennials choose 
eco-friendly travel 

options
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need for finding more sustainable ways of traveling, 
whether the solution will be biofuel, electric flights, 
or rail whenever possible. In the meantime, we must 
secure that travelers are making choices based on 
facts and a more informed knowledge base, leading to 
better decisions for the individual consumer.”

Carbon offset
One of the growing trends in Scandinavia to 
help reduce travelers’ flight shame is by buying 
carbon offsetting credits, which are used to fund 
environmentally friendly projects such as planting trees 
and developing sustainable energy sources. 

However, there have been limitations with carbon 
offset programs. Pernille Vaupel says her business is 
looking into how it can drive more value from these 
kinds of initiatives in the eyes of the customer.

“The challenge is consumers’ apparent unwillingness to 
pay for the carbon offset charge. From my perspective, 
the issue is not around the cost but rather that a lot of 
the programs that exist today simply are not reliable. 
They are too distant and not specific enough to seem 
trustworthy and relevant enough for the consumer. In 
order to succeed, the program has to be very specific 
and able to pinpoint exactly where your money goes 
and what effect it will generate. So, the important 
parameter is not so much around how to calculate the 
emission, but what partner you chose to spend the 
money on offsetting activities.”

EasyJet recently became the world’s first major airline to 
operate net-zero carbon flights across its entire network, 
by funding the offsetting of all jet fuel emissions, rather 
than asking passengers to pay the offset charge. The 
initiative will cost the airline about £25m in the next 

financial year through schemes to plant trees or avoid 
the release of additional carbon dioxide.

The future of eco-travel 
The environmental factor will continue to grow in 
importance over the coming years as more of the 
world wakes up to the climate crisis. Expect this theme 
in trend reports in the years and decades ahead. 
Recently we’ve seen NASA reveal its first experimental 
electric aircraft that is still in the testing phase, but there 
is no doubt that environmental efficiency will be the 
driving force behind aircraft design in the decades to 
come. From an agency perspective, offering customers 
insight on the carbon footprint of their travel choices is 
a service that more and more travelers will cry out for. 

The allure and importance of travel will not decrease—
in fact, we can expect to see it increase in future. “At 
KILROY we believe in the power of travel,” says Pernille 
Vaupel. “We know that going abroad and experiencing 
the world as a young person has a massive impact. 
It gives you a broader perspective in general and 
develops you as a person. You achieve life skills you 
would not be able to achieve in any other way. To 
travel—and to travel to far off destinations to experience 
the differences in the world—is more important than 
ever, which is why we believe in traveling with a 
purpose.”

The key challenge for travel brands will be to facilitate 
those eco-friendly, meaningful travel experiences that 
future generations will continue to demand. 

8
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This year, the moment travel brands 
had been anticipating finally came. 
Google changed the game for searching 
and planning travel. Google’s move to 
the travel space has been on brands’ 
radar for years since they’ve been 
acquiring various travel companies like 
ITA Software and Zagat and building 
products for hotel and flight search. 
While initially a disjointed experience 
for customers, who still needed to visit 
multiple sites to plan an end-to-end trip, 
this has all changed with the launch of 
Google Travel. 

CUSTOMER ACQUISITIONCUSTOMER ACQUISITION
IN IN 20202020

Sinead Reilly
Head of Global OTA 
in Europe
Travelport
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By combining its travel products, Google launched a 
metasearch website, which aggregates flights, hotels, 
vacation packages, and trip planning features all in one 
place. The holy grail of a consolidated travel planning 
and booking experience.

The squeeze on travel brands 
The launch of Google Travel has resulted in the search 
engine prioritizing its own products over organic links 
in search results. The result is that companies must 
invest more to get their offers to the top of the results 
and are seeing less of a return from organic search 
efforts. Expedia and Trip Advisor have both publicly 
stated that Google pushing its own hotel products in 
search results is a significant challenge.
 
So, what does this mean for customer acquisition, 
beyond traditional search engine marketing, for online 
travel brands in 2020? 
 
Gone are the days when online travel brands could 
solely rely on a major search engine, or display 
advertising on prominent websites, to acquire 
customers. They now must keep up with multiple 
social platforms, apps, super apps, metasearch 
websites, loyalty programs, affiliates, offline branding, 
news and media platforms, and then some. 

“GONE ARE THE DAYS WHEN “GONE ARE THE DAYS WHEN 
ONLINE TRAVEL BRANDS COULD ONLINE TRAVEL BRANDS COULD 
SOLELY RELY ON A MAJOR SOLELY RELY ON A MAJOR 
SEARCH ENGINE, OR DISPLAY SEARCH ENGINE, OR DISPLAY 
ADVERTISING, TO ACQUIRE ADVERTISING, TO ACQUIRE 
CUSTOMERSCUSTOMERS””

In addition, the traffic acquisition model is 
transforming. The way customers search is moving 
away from typing commands or picking from a long 
list of options. They are looking to avenues like voice 
or visual search to find information or expecting to 
see only the most relevant options at exactly the right 
time. Instead of customer searching for content, the 
content needs to reach them in a new way.
 
Therefore, while an increased ad spend with Google 
is still likely for travel brands in 2020, they may decide 
to divert budget away from search to other referral 
or direct channels to acquire customers. The bottom 
line is what worked in 2019 and before will not work in 
2020 and beyond. 

Metasearch to meta-book 
Like Google’s latest move, the transition from 
metasearch to meta-book has also been coming for 
a while. Back in 2011, KAYAK, surprised the industry 
by introducing facilitated bookings. Ever since, the 
trend of metasearch channels facilitating bookings has 
grown steadily as local language and localized services 
have driven the growth.

Skyscanner announced in November 2019 that it is 
taking a further step beyond facilitating bookings in 
addition to being a metasearch channel, to becoming 
a ‘travel marketplace’. It now offers users three ways to 
purchase their tickets, each resulting in a variation on 
who ultimately owns the customer.

The first method is a new approach for Skyscanner, 
where it will sell flights directly, becoming the 
merchant of record and taking responsibility for 
ticket issuing, logistics, and customer service. While 
the company insists it is not becoming an OTA, 

53%

of travelers use voice 
technology for travel 

research

89%

of travelers use 
metasearch channels 

to research travel

32%

of Gen Z say 
Instagram is the most 

influential social 
media channel
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its mother company Trip.com Group will be one 
of the major partners in providing content for this 
service. The second option Skyscanner is providing 
is a direct booking and payment service through 
its website. Ticket issuing and customer service will 
still be provided by the supplier or agency partner. 
And thirdly, it will continue to provide its traditional 
metasearch service.

Skyscanner has built a successful, global metasearch 
presence and has had the resources to build strong 
brand recognition through its CPC or CPA models. 
In 2020, OTAs’ customer acquisition budgets and 
strategies are likely to be influenced by Skyscanner’s 
direct booking strategy, and it will be interesting to 
see if it results in an increase in paid social activity and 
increased investment in driving direct traffic where 
possible.

As a metasearch provider, Skyscanner has always 
been a marketplace, where travel brands have had 
their ‘stands’ to attract customers and competed with 
neighboring stands by offering the lowest price for the 
same fare. The company’s new approach allows it to 
take ‘ownership’ of more of the stands.

Alibaba in China is more of a true marketplace and 
offers ‘stands’ on its Fliggy platform. The freedoms of a 
true marketplace are available here: suppliers choose 
the products to sell, how to present them, and interact 
directly with the customer. While Alibaba provides 
the underlying infrastructure, the agency or supplier 
handles bookings directly and has creative freedom in 
how their brand and products are presented. 

Since the supplier or agency is doing all of the selling, 
the participation costs are lower than metasearch 
channels. However, at the moment Fliggy is only open 
to Chinese customers.

Despite the changing face of metasearch, OTAs are 
still likely to increase their spend on these channels 
as opposed to general search engines. At a recent 
industry event with a number of senior executives in 
the global OTA space, 53% said they are planning to 
increase their spend with metasearch next year and it 
remains a core acquisition channel. 

Direct channels 
Expedia’s response to Google’s change in algorithm 
has been to push direct booking through channels 
like social media and brand advertising, as well as 
promoting its loyalty programs.2 We can expect many 
other travel brands to make similar moves in 2020.

Social media: Social continues to be a key platform 
for customer acquisition in travel. However, further 
investment in social advertising is on the cards next 
year through channels like Facebook, Instagram, and 
even Pinterest. 59% of global OTAs at our industry 
event said they plan to increase social media spend in 
2020.  

Chat tools: Travel brands must continue to go directly 
to where customers are to reduce reliance on referral 
traffic. More brands will turn to messaging platforms 
like WhatsApp and Facebook Messenger to fulfil direct 
bookings. 

Inspiration and user generated content: While 
organic links are being pushed down the search results 
for keywords that show booking intent (e.g. hotels in 
New York), travel brands can still compete by publishing 
inspirational content or user-generated pieces for those 
looking for trip ideas. For example, blog content on 
‘European destinations to visit in Winter’.

DESPITE THE CHANGING DESPITE THE CHANGING 
FACE OF METASEARCH, FACE OF METASEARCH, 
OTAS ARE STILL LIKELY TO OTAS ARE STILL LIKELY TO 
INCREASE THEIR SPEND INCREASE THEIR SPEND 
ON THESE CHANNELS AS ON THESE CHANNELS AS 
OPPOSED TO GENERAL OPPOSED TO GENERAL 
SEARCH ENGINESSEARCH ENGINES

12
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Car infotainment: Other emerging channels like car 
‘infotainment’ systems should now be considered 
thanks to AndroidAutoCar and Apple CarPlay. Travel 
brands will need to consider how they can leverage 
these channels, particularly during the inspiration 
phase of the customer journey. For example, during 
a rainy commute to work, a user could ask for sun 
vacation ideas, which are then delivered to their device 
of choice ready for booking. 

2020 and beyond
So, where is customer acquisition going in 2020? 
Skyscanner is changing the dynamics of metasearch, 
Google’s dominance is set to increase, and social 
media providers are gearing up to be a more attractive 
marketplace for travel brands. The OTA channel may 
need to invest more to have their offers featured at 
the top of the search results, and at the same time 
accelerate efforts in alternative acquisition channels. 
In addition rethinking and evolving their direct 
acquisition strategies though a more targeted and 
active traveler engagement will be a necessity.
 
The key is to take a customer-centric approach: going 
to the channels where your users are and building 
great experiences on your website to encourage 
repeat customers. Thanks to Google and other super 
apps, customers’ expectations of a seamless trip-
planning experience will be higher than ever—are you 
ready to meet them?

13
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THE FUTURE OF THE FUTURE OF 
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Mark Lenahan
Director for Air and Rail 
Propositions
Travelport

The airline industry 15 years ago is very 
different from the industry today. In 
September 2017, American Airlines CEO 
Doug Parker said, “We’ll never lose money 
again”. He wasn’t just talking about 
American, but an entire industry with a 
much stronger focus on a sustainable 
economic model. 

The old way of thinking was to buy 
as many aircraft as possible and get 
passengers on those planes by any 
means necessary. Passenger numbers 
(or RPKs) were the vanity metric used by 
airline CEOs. But this approach meant that sudden 
upsets like increases in oil price or global events could 
push airlines quickly into the red. 

The new economic model centers around capacity 
discipline (not having more aircraft than they can fill), 
better route management (flying or adding capacity 
where the demand is), and maximizing yield through 

THE FUTURE OF AIR THE FUTURE OF AIR 
RETAILINGRETAILING
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improved revenue management and retailing.
The number of passengers is less important than 
revenue per passenger or per flight. Airline industry 
retailing is a reflection of this change in mindset. The 
main aim of retailing is to maximize customer value, 
and this outlook will continue to change the airline 
product in the coming years.

Product diversity 
The number of choices offered to consumers 
continues to increase. Airlines started with one or 
two products (First and Coach) and took decades 
to introduce additional cabin classes. Now there are 
multiple branded fare offers within the same cabin 
class, for example Air Canada’s long-haul economy 
seat comes in Basic, Standard, Flex and Latitude 
packages for essentially the same seat. Premium 
economy and business also have three sub-brands. 

Product diversity is set to increase in the coming years, 
not only with number of branded fares increasing (as 
more carriers adopt this approach and adopt new 
merchandising technology), but with corporate and 
loyalty offers, and even individualized offers, to be 
added to the mix. Airlines will also try to leverage more 
of the end-to-end travel experience, adding airport 

““THE MAIN AIM OF RETAILING THE MAIN AIM OF RETAILING 
IS TO MAXIMIZE CUSTOMER IS TO MAXIMIZE CUSTOMER 
VALUE, AND THIS OUTLOOK VALUE, AND THIS OUTLOOK 
WILL CONTINUE TO CHANGE WILL CONTINUE TO CHANGE 
THE AIRLINE PRODUCT IN THE THE AIRLINE PRODUCT IN THE 
COMING YEARSCOMING YEARS””

and transfer products to bundles including fast track 
security, priority boarding, and airport lounge access.

 

Direct and indirect sales channels
The airline’s direct eCommerce capability via web 
and mobile, remains the airline’s preferred channel. 
The primary business case for the channel shift is no 
longer savings on distribution cost, but what airlines 
increasingly view as their core competency—the ability 
to retail, including upsell and cross-sell, their own 
product. 

They believe they can do this more effectively than 
any website or mobile app that is attempting to 
display hundreds of airlines, and they also believe the 
customer experience (and subsequent loyalty and 
lifetime value) will be better through a direct sale. 

The threat to online travel agencies is that the airlines 
will use richer content, branded fares, and personalized 
offers to persuade customers that to get the full 
experience, they need to deal with airlines directly. 
However, there is an opportunity for OTAs is to prove 
their value to the customer as an unbiased source of 
the best travel offers.

ATPCO Next Generation Storefront 

Delta Airlines initially spearheaded Next Generation 
Storefront to give airlines more say in how their 
products are merchandised, displayed, and compared 
with those of other airlines in the indirect channel, 
including mobile and OTAs, and agent desktops. 

81%

of travelers say the ability to 
understand fares and what’s 

included is an important factor 
when choosing an airline

43%

say time spent finding the 
best price is a top frustration 

when booking a trip

63%

say the ability to customize 
the experience with add-ons 
is an important factor when 

choosing an airline
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The ‘economy basic’ products were originally created 
by traditional carriers to compete with Ultra LCCs 
like Spirit and Frontier, on price comparison and 
metasearch sites. What airlines discovered is that with 
successful retailing, four out of five passengers buy 
something better than the economy basic fare, even if 
it is just one step up.

The airlines have proven that the cheapest product 
is no longer necessarily the right product, especially 
when the long-term customer value is taken into 
account. This represents an opportunity for OTAs if 
they are willing to invest in air merchandising and allow 
the consumer to see not only the cheapest offer, but 
also the best offer, from multiple carriers.

Continuous dynamic pricing 
This is the emerging practice of setting the price of 
an airline offer (usually a branded bundle of both 
ticket and ancillaries) based on the ideal bid price as 
determined by revenue management.  The traditional 
model, used today, where inventory buckets are tied to 
filed fares using a booking class letter (also known as 
RBD), generally results in the next nearest price, but not 
the ideal price, with the result that the airline is always 
charging either too much (and losing the customer) or 
too little. 

The projected revenue benefits are relatively low in 
percent terms (conservative estimates say 1% or 2%). 
But, considering this is purely a price strategy and 
the underlying product and costs don’t change, the 
revenue increase falls directly through to operating 
margin, where an increase from 8% to 10% would be 
very compelling. 

2020 and 2021 will see a lot of experimentation on how 
to enable this in the indirect channel, while maintaining 
compatibility with airline and agency accounting and 
reconciliation systems.

API distribution
API distribution, including IATA NDC, is seen by 
many airlines as a means of achieving their retailing 
objectives in the indirect channel. With new, 
modernized data standards and control of the offer 
construction, the airline will be able to make more 
offers, with more price points, in more channels. 

When the NDC project started 10 years ago, only a few 
airlines were discussing retailing as a strategy, and only 
the market leaders saw it as a way to transform the 
airline business model. Now airlines have a lot more 
clarity about what they are trying to achieve with their 
product—how to construct offers, how to price them, 
how to drive upsell, and maximize not only customer 
value but also customer satisfaction. 

Airlines are no longer willing to have their offers 
disassembled for distribution (via OAG, ATPCO, 
availability, etc.) and then reassembled at the other 
end (in pricing engines). They are saying the offer 
and price are contingent on the channel and even 
the end-consumer they are being shown to. Agencies 
and OTAs need to continue to work for their customer 
and provide unbiased marketplaces. Merchandising is 
ultimate the responsibility of the retailer and needs to 
benefit the end-consumer.

The long-term vision, with both NDC and ONE Order, 
is an airline industry where the core airline technology 
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provides for quicker product innovation, more data, 
and the opportunity to use generic software (“de-
specialization”) for key functions like accounting and 
reconciliation.

Most airlines will admit that the new world they are 
building towards (look for more beta-tests and live 
proofs of concept in 2020) will exist in parallel with 
today’s EDIFACT and ATPCO based distribution as key 
questions, including servicing and interlining need 
to be resolved. On the other hand, distributors and 
agencies need to be prepared to ingest an increasingly 
diverse set of offers through either API or traditional 
channels, and power better search and shopping 
experiences for the travel consumer.

18

““THERE IS OPPORTUNITY FOR THERE IS OPPORTUNITY FOR 
OTAS IF THEY ARE WILLING TO OTAS IF THEY ARE WILLING TO 
INVEST IN AIR MERCHANDISING INVEST IN AIR MERCHANDISING 
AND ALLOW THE CONSUMER TO AND ALLOW THE CONSUMER TO 
SEE NOT ONLY THE CHEAPEST SEE NOT ONLY THE CHEAPEST 
OFFER, BUT ALSO THE BEST OFFER, BUT ALSO THE BEST 
OFFER, FROM MULTIPLE OFFER, FROM MULTIPLE 
CARRIERSCARRIERS””
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WHAT TO BOT?WHAT TO BOT?
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A few years ago, chatbots first came on 
the scene as the emerging trend to watch. 
Now, they’ve moved past ‘emerging 
trend’ stage to being widely adopted 
across many industries, and travel has 
seen its fair share of use cases. So why is 
this still being talked about as a trend
for 2020?

The reality is that chatbots are only now beginning 
to make a real impact and reach their full potential. 
Chatbots are continually growing in sophistication 
and have moved from simply being a tool used to 
support customer service teams to a truly valuable 
communication platform used across the entire 
journey. As more user-friendly SDKs become
available, developing chatbots has become 
more accessible to travel brands of all sizes. 
As a result, we can expect this trend to be much 
more widely adopted over the coming 12 months.

In addition, thanks to technology like Google’s 
Dialogflow, we can expect to see more chatbots move 
from traditional text-based interactions, to voice-
powered chat capabilities.

WHAT TO BOT?WHAT TO BOT?
Walter Guillermo  
Di Luca
Head of Global OTA in 
Americas
Travelport
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While there are lots of use cases for chatbots across 
travel—customer service, booking, pushing offers, 
upselling ancillaries—for a business starting out with 
a chat offering, the question can often be: where do I 
start? 

A key area to look to first is that first use case 
mentioned: customer service. Here’s why.

The paradox of self-service 
One of the core reasons we can expect chatbots to 
become more widely adopted this year comes from 
a greater need for operational efficiencies across the 
industry. From a customer’s perspective, they can 
make the majority of their travel bookings online, 
without the need for any human intervention. We’re 
in the age of self-service: customers feel confident to 
research, book, and manage their itinerary online. As 
user experiences become more seamless, customers 
are also inclined to go beyond a simple itinerary to 
include multiple connections, add-ons, and additional 
bookings like hotels, cars, and in-trip activities.

The thought of picking up a phone and actually 
speaking to someone to complete a booking is alien 
to many people. Only 27% of travelers would make a 
booking by telephone, compared to 80% online on 
a computer and 54% on mobile. In fact, travelers are 
more likely to want to complete a booking face to face 
with an agent than over the phone.

““THE REALITY IS THAT MANY THE REALITY IS THAT MANY 
ONLINE BOOKINGS STILL REQUIRE ONLINE BOOKINGS STILL REQUIRE 
THE HUMAN TOUCH BY CALL THE HUMAN TOUCH BY CALL 
CENTER OR BACK-OFFICE STAFFCENTER OR BACK-OFFICE STAFF””

However, as most online agencies and brands will 
know, this smart and inter-connected planning and 
buying culture doesn’t necessarily remove the need 
for manual effort and human intervention. The reality 
is that many online bookings still require the human 
touch by call center or back-office staff.

Manual labor
While straightforward bookings and ticket issuing 
is generally automated, many agencies are still tied 
to manual processing when it comes to changing 
an itinerary—even if a flight can’t be changed or 
is too costly to change. Handling the query and 
communicating with customers can take up a 
significant amount of time. Our research found that 
agents spend an average of 30 minutes a day on pre-
trip and in-trip queries.

To stay competitive, travel companies are looking to 
simplify or automate as many manual processes as 
possible and in 2020, agencies will start to reap the 
rewards of automated technology solutions such as 
chatbots. 

Types of chatbot
There are two types of chatbot technology that can 
help drive efficiencies for travel brands, to varying 
degrees. The first is a rule-drive bot, which is run on a 
set of pre-determined answers that are programmed 
based on a set of rules. Essentially, a more interactive 
way to answer frequently asked questions. The 
limitations with this kind of bot is that it needs to be 
manually programmed and updated as new questions 
crop up.

40%

of OTA users say online 
chat is their preferred way 
to communicate with the 

agency when booking

51%

 say live chat with an agent is 
an important feature to have 

in a travel app

39%

of travel professionals say 
their business is investing in 

new traveler communication 
channels in 2020
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More complex bots driven by artificial intelligence can 
add value beyond frequently asked questions. Using 
machine learning and natural language processing, 
these bots can ‘learn’ to understand language and 
commands, and continuously evolve as new questions 
are asked. 

For example, Booking.com’s Booking Assistant 
customer support chatbot handles 30% of customer 
enquiries automatically in less than five minutes. By 
dealing with routine questions automatically, this 
saves Booking.com’s agents time replying. It redirects 
more complex questions to the property, allowing the 
property to get involved at just the right time.  
Booking.com also undertakes ongoing training of the 
bot to support over 90 subtopics with relevant queries 
and responses. 

In addition to answering customer queries, chatbots 
have many other use cases across the travel industry 
including bookings, ancillary upsell, and trip updates. 

Chat across the customer journey
While customer service is still the primary use case for 
chatbots in travel, in 2020 and beyond we can expect 
to see wider implementation across the customer 
journey. For example:

Inspiration: The chatbot can suggest location ideas 
based on keyword such as ‘family holidays’, either 
through a text or voice interface.

Searching and booking: The chatbot can respond to 
commands that show booking intent by presenting 
bookable offers. Chatbots can also issue booking 
confirmations and tickets. Our research with OTA 
users found that 40% say online chat is their preferred 

method of communication with the agency when 
booking.

Pre-trip: Users can retrieve a booking confirmation 
directly from a Facebook Messenger bot. They can 
check their flight status and itinerary or update 
their passenger details, without the need for agent 
intervention. The chatbot can also suggest relevant 
cross sell products like hotel, car, and ancillaries.

In-trip: The passenger can check-in via the chatbot 
and retrieve their boarding pass. They can also check 
their flight status, find things to do in-destination, and 
add extra luggage for their return if necessary.

Post-trip: The chatbot can be used to gather feedback 
from the user about their trip. 

The employee that never sleeps
Chatbots can virtually become the employee that 
never sleeps, but of course they can never replace 
human intervention. However, just as with other 
automation solutions, chatbots can help free up agents’ 
time to focus on more complex or valuable tasks. 

In 2017, Juniper Research said that chatbots will help 
eCommerce companies save $8 million by 2022, by 
saving $0.70 per every user transaction.3 While this 
has yet to come to fruition, the reality is that agencies, 
both online and offline, will be looking to increase 
operational efficiencies and reduce agents’ time spent 
on routine queries. Chatbots are one way to achieve 
this—keep watch for other automation solutions that 
will enable further efficiency savings in 2020 and 
beyond.
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LEARNING FROM THE LEARNING FROM THE 
BIG THREEBIG THREE

Robert Pollio 
Director of Strategic 
Initiatives for Global OTA 
Travelport

The domination of the online travel 
agency market continues by ‘The 
Big Three’, Trip.com Group, Booking 
Holdings, and Expedia Group. These 
companies have been leaders in travel 
technology innovation for many years 
now and are reaping the rewards, 
continuing to grip on to the majority 
OTA market share.

While these companies dominate the space, 
there is plenty smaller and mid-sized online travel 
brands can learn from them to enhance their 
offering and drive a better customer experience. 
Here, we’ll look at some of the major innovations 
coming from the world’s biggest online travel 
brands, and how your business can use these 
insights to drive your strategy forward in 2020.
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Trip.com Group (formerly Ctrip)
Ctrip’s rebrand to Trip.com Group in the last quarter of 
2019 was a turning point in its globalization strategy. In 
2020, we can expect to see further global expansion 
for the Chinese OTA, which has been accelerated 
through its joint venture with TripAdvisor (TripAdvisor 
China, of which Trip.com Group owns a 60% share). 

The joint venture gives Trip.com Group exclusive rights 
to the TripAdvisor Chinese brand and content license, 
and both companies will share product inventory. 
It has also allowed Trip.com Group to continue 
diversifying its product offering and enhance its cross-
sell capabilities. With every venture such as this, it 
becomes ever-closer to becoming a global, one-stop 
shopping platform or ‘super app’. 

For this online travel giant, the strategy is to capture 
an air booking and once this information is gathered, 
it pushes relevant upsell products based on the 
information it has collected. This includes personalized 
hotel offers, in-destination activities, group transport, 
visas, and so on. The collaboration with TripAdvisor 
has further enhanced Trip.com Group’s ability to offer 
these products, driving higher conversion rates and 
increasing the average return on trip.

Aside from globalization, Trip.com Group will continue 
to grow its market share in China by shifting focus 
from some of China’s top cities, to second, third, and 
fourth tier markets, and even into offline markets. The 
group has opened around 8,000 offline travel 

agencies in China, and 35-40% of their group booking 
volume now comes from their offline store. The group 
plans to continue this strategy, mainly targeting local 
customers.

The ‘book to travel’ window for offline stores is about 
half a month shorter than online channels, so online 
channels can update the offline stores about changes 
and trends in the market. This offline strategy is a 
major differentiator for Trip.com Group from the other 
online travel giants. 

Learnings from Trip.com Group
There are a number of lessons that smaller and mid-
sized online travel brand can learn from Trip.com to 
succeed in 2020.

Firstly, product diversity and a personalized cross-sell 
capability is critical. The bigger players are leading 
the way here and customers will come to expect this 
capability from every brand they interact with.

Secondly, for regional agencies with both online 
and offline channels. It’s time to study the customer 
behaviors and itinerary patterns of those two channels 
and think about how they can collaborate with one 
another, instead of operating independently.

Booking Holdings
Next, let’s look at Booking Holdings. In 2018, the 
group spent one-third of its revenue on performance 
marketing (equivalent to then-Ctrip’s total annual 
revenue). High performance marketing costs have 
become the major burden of OTAs, especially with 
Google’s change in strategy over the last year (see our 
customer acquisition trend for more detail). 

offline travel agencies 
opened by Trip.com 

Group in China

67%

of travelers want flexible 
payment options from 
online travel agencies

50%

BOOKING.COM RUNSBOOKING.COM RUNS
1,000 1,000 A/B TESTS EVERY DAYA/B TESTS EVERY DAY

Direct bookings account 
for more than 50% of 

booked room nights on 
Booking.com

8,000
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During the company’s most recent earnings call, 
CEO Glenn Fogel said Booking Holdings will boost 
investment in brand marketing to drive growth of 
direct customer acquisition and reduce reliance on 
referral traffic. The group spent $509 million on brand 
marketing in 2018—up from $435 million in 2017—and 
direct bookings now account for more than 50% of 
booked room nights on Booking.com. 4

The Booking.com brand strategy is driven by data 
insights. It continually invests in data and innovation 
and drives an experimental, ‘test-and-learn’ culture 
that allows it to innovate quickly. In fact, the company 
recently reported running more than 1,000 A/B tests 
every day. 4 

By bringing this experimentation mentality to all parts 
of the business, Booking continually drives strategic 
decisions and marketing priorities based on data. As a 
global company, running localized tests and analyzing 
data from regional markets has been a key driver in its 
success. 

Learnings from Booking Holdings
Travel brands have access to plenty of data, so start 
using it to drive strategy and innovation at your 
business. Don’t be afraid to test and run experiments, 
particularly in areas such as personalization, UX and 
UI, branded fares display, and other digital touchpoints 
with your customers. The entire booking platform 
should also be flexible enough to allow for A/B testing, 
capturing results, and analyzing the data. 

In addition, just like Booking.com, smaller online travel 
brands should focus on promoting their own brand 
in regional markets through direct channels, instead 
of over-relying on metasearch channels and search 
engine marketing.

Expedia Group
Finally, we come to Expedia. While there are many 
areas across the Expedia Group from which smaller 
businesses could draw inspiration, we are looking at 
one area in particular: payment by instalments.

In April 2019, Expedia Group announced its 
partnership with Klarna, a European payments 
provider, which allows customers on Hotels.com, 
Expedia.com, and ebookers to pay by installments—
‘travel now, pay later’.

This approach allows customers more flexible 
payment options. For example, the ‘pay later’ service 
gives customers in Germany and the Nordics up to 60 
days after booking to pay for their trip, while the ‘slice 
it’ service allows travelers to spread the costs over 
several instalments at a low interest rate. 

For other travel brands, the key takeaway is that 
offering more flexible payment options can help to 
increase conversion rate. For those bookers who 
are browsing a website and planning a trip, having 
the ability to book without paying is an attractive 
proposition, especially for those booking expensive 
two-week family or group vacations. Travelport 
research found that 67% of travelers want this kind of 
flexibility in payment options from an OTA.

Learning from the Big Three
There’s no doubt that the Big Three’s dominance will 
continue into 2020 and beyond, however, for smaller 
and mid-sized OTAs, there is much to be learned 
from these giants in terms of customer experience. 
By delivering more personalized offers, selling more 
beyond air products, and thinking beyond the 
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booking, smaller businesses can offer significant value 
to their customers. 

In addition, taking a more localized approach and 
tailoring your experiences to customers in your 
specific market will help you stand out from more 
global players that may not have the same market 
insights that you have. So, just like Booking.com, use 
the data you have to test and adapt your offerings and 
drive loyalty for your online travel brand.

27

““SMALLER ONLINE TRAVEL BRANDS SMALLER ONLINE TRAVEL BRANDS 
SHOULD FOCUS ON PROMOTING SHOULD FOCUS ON PROMOTING 
THEIR OWN BRAND IN REGIONAL THEIR OWN BRAND IN REGIONAL 
MARKETS THROUGH DIRECT MARKETS THROUGH DIRECT 
CHANNELSCHANNELS””
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VIRTUAL INTERLININGVIRTUAL INTERLINING
JP Ephithite
Director of OTA and Meta 
Propositions 
Travelport

Since the dawn of eCommerce, retailers 
from all sectors have had to face the 
trend of ‘showrooming’: customers 
viewing a product in a brick-and-mortar 
store, but buying it online, often at a 
lower price. The trend has claimed many 
victims—Blockbuster and Toys“R”us 
famously, and more recently Mothercare 
and Payless.

Looking within the travel industry, brick-and-mortar 
agencies face a similar struggle. Often customers can 
find a cheaper price for an individual flight or 
hotel online. However, these agencies not only 
survive but thrive by tailoring packages to
consumers that are difficult to replicate online.

Online travel agencies (OTAs) also have their 
own form of ‘showrooming’ to overcome. 
Travelers can search their site for flights or hotels 
but fulfil the booking directly with suppliers. Just 
like their offline counterparts, OTAs need to mitigate 
these risks by offering additional value to the 
customer and streamlining the booking process.
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Packaging
One way that OTAs can do this is by creating 
packaged solutions for flight, hotel and car, through a 
user-friendly interface. For flight only, online agencies 
can negotiate with airline suppliers to deliver more 
unique and branded airline solutions. They can also 
‘repackage’ and brand their existing agreements 
and special fares—for example, negotiating extra or 
oversized baggage for ski and sports destinations. In 
addition, offering branded fares and ancillaries, like 
seats and bags, will help prevent the user from leaving 
the OTA website and fulfilling the booking on the 
supplier website.

Personalization
Another opportunity for OTAs to create brand value 
is to apply a personalized experience, tailoring offers 
to various customer personas. This involves serving 
content most likely to engage that specific persona 
type (for example weekenders, families, or business 
travelers) thereby taking them closer to conversion 
with each engagement. This personalized experience 
deepens the connection with potential customers, as 
they are presented with relevant information, and do 
not have to search from scratch each time.

Virtual interlining
Perhaps the area where OTAs can bring the biggest 
value to customers is in virtual interlining. These multi-
ticket itineraries enable customers to book a flight 
‘from anywhere to everywhere’. 

The biggest disrupters in online travel like Kiwi.com 
and some of the larger OTAs in APAC and Eastern 
Europe are excelling in this space by creating unique 
and cheaper itineraries that combine content from 
traditional GDS network carriers and low-cost carriers. 

Traditionally, to create this kind of itinerary, customers 
had to search, book, and manage multiple bookings 
from multiple suppliers. Beyond this, the traveler 
would also be responsible for the financial impact 
of a disruption that may result in them missing a 
connecting flight.

By offering virtual interlining capabilities and 
insurance against disruption, OTAs can provide the 
same assurances and security that traditional airlines 
interlining partnerships have provided for travelers. 
Virtual Interlining can even result in an improved 
traveler experience by rebooking them on the next 
flight, instead of having to wait for the next carrier or 
alliance connection.
 
Through the combination of carrier content, travelers 
can search and book multiple connection trips between 
more remote origins and destinations. Disruption has 
also been reduced to a minimum though configurable 
and adaptive minimum connection times. Furthermore, 
virtual interlining can enhance the travel experience 
through planning in stopovers. This has expanded 
the attraction of virtual interlining to traveler persona 
groups who may not have wanted to take the 
disruption risk before, like families.

61%

of leisure travelers use sites that 
suggest travel options based on 

budget for travel research

““BY OFFERING VIRTUAL BY OFFERING VIRTUAL 
INTERLINING CAPABILITIES, INTERLINING CAPABILITIES, 
OTAS CAN PROVIDE THE SAME OTAS CAN PROVIDE THE SAME 
ASSURANCES AND SECURITY ASSURANCES AND SECURITY 
THAT TRADITIONAL AIRLINES THAT TRADITIONAL AIRLINES 
INTERLINING PARTNERSHIPS HAVE INTERLINING PARTNERSHIPS HAVE 
PROVIDED FOR TRAVELERSPROVIDED FOR TRAVELERS””

70%

 of travelers would book a 
multi-ticket itinerary for a 

cheaper price

of booked itineraries are 
multi-ticket, according 

to virtual interlining 
providers

10-15%
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As the awareness, acceptance and understanding of 
virtual interlining solutions among consumers has 
grown, providers are reporting 10-15% of the booked 
itineraries being multi-ticket solutions. Virtual interlining 
is expected to continue to grow in importance in the 
competitive arena of OTA and metasearch. 

The tech
Virtual interlining solutions are enabled through four 
basic components: content ingestion, a data graph, 
extensive data storage capabilities, and a dynamic 
search algorithm.

One of the key barriers to offering virtual interlining 
solutions is in this first component: continuously 
ingesting and maintaining content sources through 
multiple API connections. However, as artificial 
intelligence and machine learning techniques evolve 
it should become easier to maintain API services with 
minimal developer resources needed. 

AI is also being applied to constantly minimize 
disruption through configurable minimum connection 
times and identifying unreliable content that cause 
delays or disruption to an itinerary. 

According to IATA, 8% ($52 billion dollars) of the 
passenger segments flown by IATA member airlines 
have been sold by another airline. This is regulated by 
traditional interlining agreements. These agreements 
provide a promise to the consumer: pay one price, 
connections are enabled both for the passenger and 
their luggage, and coverage and assistance should a 
disruption occur. 

The problem that traditional interlining agreements 
face is that other content providers like LCC, rail, or 

bus operators do not wish to invest in the systems and 
processes to participate in airline interlines. 

IATA sees the value, the threats, and the disruption 
challenges of virtual interlining and are in the early 
stages of creating a new interlining framework 
“leveraging the agility and flexibility of virtual 
interlining, while ensuring all suppliers in an itinerary 
retain commercial control”.

 

The traveler
The vision starts with the traveler. It’s vital to ensure 
they have transparency as to exactly what they are 
buying, what extras are included, who is providing 
the service, and who is responsible in the case of 
disruption. One of the areas that virtual interlining 
providers will be focusing on in the coming years is 
the pre- and in-trip prediction of itinerary disruptions, 
the automation of itinerary changes, and the 
communication to the traveler through their preferred 
message platform.

The concept is in its infancy starting with new 
agreement guidelines and with dependencies on other 
technologies and services like ONE Order and new 

IT’S VITAL THAT TRAVELERS HAVE IT’S VITAL THAT TRAVELERS HAVE 
TRANSPARENCY ON WHAT THEY TRANSPARENCY ON WHAT THEY 
ARE BUYING, WHAT EXTRAS ARE ARE BUYING, WHAT EXTRAS ARE 
INCLUDED, WHO IS PROVIDING INCLUDED, WHO IS PROVIDING 
THE SERVICE, AND WHO IS THE SERVICE, AND WHO IS 
RESPONSIBLE IN THE CASE OF RESPONSIBLE IN THE CASE OF 
DISRUPTION.DISRUPTION.
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airport solutions. That being said, virtual interlining 
solutions as they exist today will grow exponentially 
while industry standards are being discussed. 

We will also see the growth of multi-modal interlining 
in 2020 where itineraries combining ground transport 
operators and air content will expand the travel 
options offered through one search. As this technology 
becomes more widespread and easier to implement, 
OTAs can truly differentiate themselves as enablers of 
a more consolidated end-to-end trip for travelers.
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““SMALLER ONLINE TRAVEL BRANDS SMALLER ONLINE TRAVEL BRANDS 
SHOULD FOCUS ON PROMOTING SHOULD FOCUS ON PROMOTING 
THEIR OWN BRAND IN REGIONAL THEIR OWN BRAND IN REGIONAL 
MARKETS THROUGH DIRECT MARKETS THROUGH DIRECT 
CHANNELSCHANNELS””
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GENERATION NOW. GENERATION NOW. 
APIS NOW.APIS NOW.

Peter Boere 
Head of Customer Success 
for Global OTA in Europe
Travelport

The shift in travel behavior provides 
an opportunity for a shift in travel 
architecture. A simple concept, but a 
complicated journey to get there.

Ten years ago, we had ‘Generation Calculation’. Travel 
brands broadcast messages to these consumers, 
offered them flights, hotels, and cars with the simple 
goal of transacting. This model aligned to the 
behavioral needs at the time whereby the customer 
researched online for months in advance before 
booking their holiday. They’d book a flight, hotel, 
or car; receive an email; print out the itinerary and 
get a boarding pass. That online retail experience 
was eCommerce, desktop-led, with a focus on the 
transaction and it produced an extremely limited 
digital engagement strategy beyond the booking 
stage. 

Today we’ve got ‘Generation Now’. Consumers want 
an experience which is about immediacy and round 
the clock connectivity. With the constant flow of new 
technologies behaviors have changed and consumers 
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now expect to be able to interact with travel brands 
when they want, how they want, on the right 
channel, and at exactly the right moment. 

‘Generation Now’ are looking to book days in 
advance, and not just by searching via your site on 
their mobile device. They’ll expect to use mobile 
voice, social chat, and even imagery (yes—visual 
search is now a thing) to book their flight. They want 
clarity around flight bundles, seating choices, detailed 
inflight meal descriptions, inflight entertainment, and, 
of course, wi-fi. When it comes to hotels, they check 
out amenities, parking, available entertainment, 
restaurants, and menus and they value online 
peer reviews—in fact, 70% of travelers say good 
online reviews are an important factor in choosing 
accommodation. They want this experience to be 
personalized and will use you and multiple other 
sources for destination tips. 

In preparation for their trip they’ll want to double-
check that they won’t get stung for extra baggage 
fees, using in-app augmented reality to make sure 
their bag is the right size. As they depart and are in-
trip, they’ll expect contextual push notifications and 
a travel companion that informs and guides them 
on their way (offering you additional upsell/cross-sell 
opportunities along the way). And if anything goes 
wrong on the trip, they’ll want your brand on-hand so 
they can self-serve. 

When you’ve collected all that customer journey 
data and you’ve built a truly personalized offer 
they’re more likely to book with you again.

So how do you cater for this new customer that’s 
shifted to an always on, multi-device, multi-channel, 
multi-experience journey? To paraphrase a well-
known political slogan…“It’s the (API) Economy, 
Stupid.” 

It’s the (API) Economy, Stupid.
Developers have also had to shift how they integrate 
with other platforms based on these behavioral and 
technological changes. Increasingly they’re integrating 
with APIs and changing how they approach 
development through the use of microservices.
 
We’re seeing a revolution here via agile software 
development techniques, moving applications to the 
cloud to increase availability and responsiveness, 
DevOps culture, continuous integration, continuous 
deployment (CI/CD), and the use of containers. In the 
travel ecosystem, this will mean that developers can 
quickly and easily build reliable solutions not only for 
searching and booking but also for managing the full 
range of rich supplier content across the customer 
journey. Solutions that lend themselves to flexibility 
and scalability to grow with a growing business. To add 
new features and capabilities when needed without 
rebuilding everything from scratch.
 
If you’re selling air, hotel, or car that means the delivery 
of APIs to support the full workflows you’d expect 
across search, price, book, ticket, pay, rules, cancel, and 
modify.  All of this allows your agency to remain closer 
to ‘Generation Now’ across the entire journey and 
offer additional value beyond the booking. And if plans 
change, an automated trip change eligibility check can 
provide an instant answer without the need to call an 
agent. 

Designing for mobile and 
eCommerce
With the shift from desktop to mobile for booking, 
pre-trip, in-trip, and post-trip activities, travelers won’t 
be hanging around when there’s sub-optimal page 
or screen load time. New APIs and microservices 

81%

of travel professionals say 
their organization will increase 
investment in mobile in 2020

54%

of travelers globally 
book travel via mobile

The microservices market 
is expected to grow to $33 

billion by 2023

33 BILLION
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speed up your services, due to light-weight protocol 
significantly reducing payload and improving 
responsiveness. More and more we’re seeing a shift 
to RESTful and JSON based services. This leads to an 
improved processing time and faster transmission, 
all resulting in better response times. For example, 
tests across GDS technology show that by using 
JSON format, you can see a 70% reduction in 
payload compared to using a more rigid monolithic 
architecture that served the desktop perfectly well. 

Offering NDC and rich content
Want to aggregate content from different sources? 
GDS, LCC, NDC? It is about more than just bringing in 
diverse content, it is about making sure to present it 
consistently. The delivery of branded fares, ancillaries, 
and NDC is improved via APIs and microservices and 
harmonizing the content helps with the presentation. 
And the right API will make it easy by using the same 
request and response structure, no matter from where 
you are getting the content. They deliver fast and 
reliable access to rich GDS and NDC content, enabling 
seamless integration of GDS, NDC and LCC content, 
accessible through API platforms for air, hotel, and car. 
They also provide configurable multi-brand shopping 
opportunities and informed fare comparison, split 

ticketing, search and booking support, analytics, and 
metrics reporting.

Speed to market. Now. 
For travel tech developers there’s an increasing shift 
to tech providers offering a rapid onboarding and a 
superior RESTful and JSON based architecture. These 
APIs are fast and easy to implement, which supports 
accelerated development and release. By breaking up 
applications into smaller, manageable services, this 
allows development to happen on multiple parts in 
parallel. It also speeds up testing and QA by starting 
with completed sections, while developers can already 
move on to the next piece. Maintenance is also 
improved because it can focus on individual parts, 
rather than impacting the entire service when a new 
update needs to be deployed. 

Beyond 2020 
2020 will start to see a shift to light-weight APIs 
microservices from monolithic architecture and it 
feels like a tipping point in travel. The microservices 
architecture market is expected to grow to 
approximately $33 billion by 2023, at 17% of CAGR 
between 2017 and 2023. This is good news for travel 
brands looking to build towards a longer-term strategy 
and deploy apps quickly in a competitive travel 
industry with new entrants arriving on a seemingly 
monthly basis.  
 
As the providers of multiple content sources, travel 
businesses will look to GDSs to help this shift to APIs. 
By doing so, brands can deliver the widest range of 
travel offers across air, hotel, and car and keep up with 
travelers’ ever-evolving demands. 

TESTS ACROSS GDS TECHNOLOGY TESTS ACROSS GDS TECHNOLOGY 
SHOW THAT BY USING SHOW THAT BY USING 
MICROSERVICES JSON FORMAT, MICROSERVICES JSON FORMAT, 
YOU CAN SEE A 70% REDUCTION YOU CAN SEE A 70% REDUCTION 
IN PAYLOAD COMPARED TO IN PAYLOAD COMPARED TO 
MONOLITHIC ARCHITECTURE.MONOLITHIC ARCHITECTURE.
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MESSAGING: THE ANTIDOTE MESSAGING: THE ANTIDOTE 
TO SUPER APPS?TO SUPER APPS?

Polly Tse
Head of Global OTA 
in APAC
Travelport

Online travel agencies (OTAs) are 
the original digital disruptors - first 
generation internet businesses that 
identified an unmet customer need and 
created digital destinations that became 
the first stop for prospective travelers. 

Yet the very thing that gave rise to 
OTAs - the ability to aggregate digitized data to create 
economical, do-it-yourself travel planning - now 
threatens to be their undoing. As with most digital 
upstarts and once-transformative business models, 
OTAs must disrupt again or risk being disrupted by 
super apps.

The Experience Economy
Consumer behaviors and expectations have changed 
with the emergence of the Experience Economy. 
Experiences have taken priority—consumers no longer 
just want to plan, book, and go. They want inspiration, 
ideas, and travel tips before booking their trip. They 
want to eliminate the friction associated with using 



39

multiple app experiences by using one single gateway 
to all of the activities that are part of their everyday 
journey.

Today the consumer’s everyday journey consists of a 
complex maze of activities and they use a multitude 
of apps and platforms for banking, digital wallets, 
transport (ride-hail and public transport), flight and 
hotel booking, and restaurant bookings, to organize 
schedules as well as using messaging and social apps 
to share experiences with friends and colleagues.

However, with the emergence of ‘super apps’ OTAs are 
facing a significant threat to the relationship they have 
with their customers. Super apps are well positioned to 
continuously engage those who are already part of its 
ecosystem by introducing new features and functions 
that make the app stickier. They also provide a more 
integrated way for consumers to keep tabs on all of 
the things these individual apps now enable, such as 
planning, managing, and booking.

To combat these super apps OTAs will need to quickly 
move beyond the simple ‘point to point’ thinking of 
helping people get from A to B at the lowest possible 
price. Instead, they must consider how they can 
provide more immersive experiences by being where 
the customer is at every point in the journey. 

Super apps vs OTA
A key threat for OTAs comes from the risk of 
disintermediation from their customers, as the 
experience with super apps will likely be better. Super 
apps like WeChat, Google, and Amazon are moving 
into the travel space, removing OTAs from their 
customers at pivotal points in the journey. They do this 
by creating more immersive experiences that retain 
the customer experience and relationship. 

WeChat alone has 1.08 billion monthly active users and 
has a market penetration in China of 79%.5 Not only it 
has already moved into the travel space by offering air 
and hotel for domestic and international travel, but it 
also sells domestic rail tickets locally.

These super apps are using their vast wealth of data 
to deliver better services and have know-how to use it 
to deliver great customer experiences. They are using 
their data to better target products to customers, at 
the exact time they need them, and OTAs need to 
combat this. 

What OTAs need to consider
One of the biggest frustrations travelers have when 
booking trips is that, despite an overwhelming amount 
of options available, OTAs and suppliers all seem 
to present the very same information. Hotels are 
gravitating towards the likes of Google because they 
are better able to advertise more effectively, and with 
the right context, to ensure conversions are better.
They need to rethink their marketing mix so they can 
reduce reliance on SEM. 

Multi-channel messaging capabilities allow for trip-
based personalization. It allows OTAs to ensure 

““SUPER APPS ARE WELL SUPER APPS ARE WELL 
POSITIONED TO CONTINUOUSLY POSITIONED TO CONTINUOUSLY 
ENGAGE THOSE WHO ARE ENGAGE THOSE WHO ARE 
ALREADY PART OF ITS ALREADY PART OF ITS 
ECOSYSTEM BY INTRODUCING ECOSYSTEM BY INTRODUCING 
NEW FEATURES AND FUNCTIONS NEW FEATURES AND FUNCTIONS 
THAT MAKE THE APP STICKIERTHAT MAKE THE APP STICKIER””

53%

prefer to use a chat service to 
communicate with travel brands 

in case of trip disruption (e.g. 
WhatsApp, WeChat)

66%

of millennials have 
travel push notifications 
activated on their phone

79%

 of travelers find push 
notifications about offers 

or sales useful
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they retain traveler relationships and bypass the 
need for SEM through engaging travelers with very 
personalized content, that is specific to their trip, 
and delivered through the channels that the traveler 
engages with such as Facebook or WhatsApp. Their 
goal should be to provide an experience that enables 
customers to bypass search engines and go directly to 
an OTA-branded website or app.

Why multi-channel messaging 
is key to positioning OTAs for 
success 
Much of the success of super apps is predicated on 
the fact that they are able to share data across various 
lines of business to develop a better view of their 
customers. OTAs will need to consider how they can 
use APIs to facilitate these data flows to create an 
experience that matters.

OTAs also need to consider the role multi-channel 
messaging has in enabling them to market more 
effectively to their customers so when they think 
about travel, they go direct.

Multi-channel messaging enables OTAs to change 
the way they interact with customers so instead of 
simply taking orders, they become advisers and add 
value by making travelers think about things they 
hadn’t considered but may very well enjoy. These 
types of capabilities may provide OTAs with a new 
way to disrupt the status quo again with a 21st century 
business model built to satisfy a much savvier traveler.

40

OTAS NEED TO CONSIDER OTAS NEED TO CONSIDER 
THE ROLE OF MULTI-CHANNEL THE ROLE OF MULTI-CHANNEL 
MESSAGING IN ENABLING THEM MESSAGING IN ENABLING THEM 
TO MARKET MORE EFFECTIVELY TO MARKET MORE EFFECTIVELY 
TO THEIR CUSTOMERS SO WHEN TO THEIR CUSTOMERS SO WHEN 
THEY THINK ABOUT TRAVEL, THEY THEY THINK ABOUT TRAVEL, THEY 
GO DIRECT.GO DIRECT.
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Conclusion

As we move to the 2020s, we’re firmly in the era of the 
always-on, hyperconnected traveler. Social media has 
surpassed many other channels as a key influencer, 
not only in the research phase but also for fulfilling 
bookings. Online travel agencies have become a 
valuable resource for those planning travel, with 70% of 
travelers now regularly using OTAs for travel inspiration.7

Travel is leading the way in innovative technology 
and as traveler numbers increase year on year, the 
opportunities for us to grow our businesses and 

enhance the travel experience is immense. It’s truly 
exciting to think back on the achievements of the last 
decade—mobile bookings and boarding passes, price 
predictions, personalization of offers, virtual interlining, 
and so many more—and imagine how a Travel Trends 
2030 report will shape up. 

What will be the channel and device of choice for 
travelers when booking and researching travel and 
what new technologies will be shaping the travel 
experience by then? And how will our industry be 
making its contribution towards tackling the climate 
crisis? Only time will tell. In the meantime, Travelport 
will continue to innovate to ensure our technology is 
ready to help your business meet the next generation 
of travel head-on. 

The end of a decade is a perfect 
time to look back at all that’s been 
achieved in online travel over the 
last ten years. For Travelport, the 
2010s dawned with a research 
report on the ‘well-connected 
traveler’, which found that 25% 
of travelers were using OTAs to 
research travel, and just 10% were 
using social media in the research 
phase (and only 15% of those 
through mobile). 
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across Travelport’s fastest growing 
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Europe and before that was 
Country Manager for Travelport 
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Head of Global OTA in Europe, 

Travelport

Walter joined Travelport in 2014 
as General Manager for Southern 
Cone, leading operations in 
Argentina, Chile and Uruguay. He 
now runs the Travelport Global 
OTA team for the Americas, where 
his focus is on strategic direction, 
as well as support and growth of 
the online customers in the region.

He started in the travel industry 
as IT Manager for American 
Airlines and led complex airline IT 
migrations and implementations. 
Before joining Travelport, he 
served as Managing Director 
Global Sales at Kiu System 
Solutions.
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Head of Global OTA in  
Americas, Travelport

With 24 years of industry 
experience across airlines, 
agencies, loyalty programs and 
industry bodies, Mark is a frequent 
speaker and contributor on topics 
such as customer experience, 
e-commerce, sales, distribution 
and loyalty in the travel industry.

As Head of Propositions for Airline 
and Rail at Travelport, Mark’s 
mission is to represent the needs 
of airline and rail companies within 
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a cohesive view of Travelport’s 
products and services.
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Meet our expert contributors
Meet the Travelport online travel experts, who’ve shared their predictions on the top trends that will transform the industry in 2020.

http://www.linkedin.com/in/maxinemaughan
http://https://www.linkedin.com/in/sinead-reilly-0447202/
http://https://www.linkedin.com/in/sinead-reilly-0447202/
http://https://www.linkedin.com/in/sinead-reilly-0447202/
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Robert brings over 20 years of 
travel distribution, e-commerce, 
and commercial experience 
delivering new product solutions 
at several successful startup and 
established OTAs, including Orbitz. 

Before joining Travelport Robert 
held various senior roles at Vegas.
com and oversaw the development 
of the company’s commerce and 
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At Travelport, Robert leads OTA 
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deliver products and services that 
support our customers’ global 
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JP has worked for Travelport for 
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the positions of Senior Product 
Manager in the Platform Services 
team and as Sales Director for the 
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International Marketing.
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Polly Tse manages the strategic 
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partnerships. With a background 
as an IT developer, she started her 
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eCommerce. 
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to support its end-to-end customer 
journey, from customer acquisition, 
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She enjoys learning about new 
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technology ideas.

Polly Tse
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Peter has been with Travelport for 
17 years, holding various regional 
and global API related roles. From 
2014-2018 Peter was responsible 
for the Global API Consultancy and 
Support organization, giving him 
broad exposure to OTA and API 
customers from around the globe. 

Today Peter heads up the 
European OTA Customer Success 
team, where his main focus 
is partnering with key OTA 
customers to understand their 
strategic, technical and operational 
challenges and requirements, 
and being the voice of the OTA 
customer in the Travelport product 
organization.
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You’ve read the online travel trends, now see how mobile technology 
and consumer behaviors are shaping up for 2020. Our mobile and 

online travel trends reports are now available to download.

TRAVEL TRENDSTRAVEL TRENDS  2020

travelport.com/trends2020

http://travelport.com/Trends2020 
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• Over 107 million car rental days 

• Approximately 67 million hotel room nights  

• 45 hospitality segments per 100 air tickets 
sold

About Travelport 

Travel is a $7 trillion industry – and Travelport is 
at its heart, powering the experiences that the 
world’s leading travel companies provide. Our 
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buy and sell travel. We connect the world’s leading 
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proprietary B2B travel marketplace. 
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