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Baby boomers are aging fast and being replaced by Gen Xers and 

Millennials who have different expectations about how they use and 

interact with travel vendors. 

“Baby Boomer travel spend is declining, while Millennial spending is on 

the rise,” says Joakim Johansson, vice president of advisory services for 

American Express. “That poses interesting opportunities and challenges 

for travel companies.”
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First the good news: According to a recent report produced by 
Cornell University on behalf of the US Tour Operators Association 
(USTOA), the travel interests and concerns of Millennials are 
similar to Gen X and Baby Boomers.1 They may travel to different 
destinations and be more likely to head overseas, but their interest in 
planning safe, fun and engaging trips is similar to other age groups.

Even better: The report shows they are likely to use tour operators 
and recommend them to their friends. This will probably be a relief 
for travel companies that worry that Millennials, with their self-
service nature, will not replace their Boomer client base.

“It’s a great time to cultivate younger travelers,” says Terry Dale, 
president and chief executive officer of the USTOA. 

However, to lure this younger customer set, travel companies can’t 
just continue with business as usual. Millennials may be just as 
interested as their parents in having a travel company help them 
plan their business and leisure trips, but they have very different 
expectations about how they will find and work with these 
companies.

“Agencies have (to) learn to adapt to the diverse needs of the three 
traveling generations by using social media and e-communication 
for the Millennials and Gen Xers, while still providing the face-to-
face and phone interactions that Baby Boomers desire,” says Melissa 
Teates, director of research for The American Society of Travel 
Agents (ASTA).
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Bolstering their online presence is one of the most important places 
to start for travel agencies. The percentage of travelers using online 
services is steadily increasing and will only continue to grow. The 
majority of ASTA’s travel professionals membership reported sales 
volumes of under $2 million in 2013.2 According to ASTA’s 2013 
Technology & Website Usage Report, the proportion of ASTA 
member agencies’ total revenue coming from online booking tools 
grew to ten percent in 2013, with 25 percent of requests for assistance 
coming through websites, according to Teates.

The tech-savvy travelers using these sites expect their online 
experiences to be easy, informative, and accessible from whatever 
device they happen to be using. They want mobile-enabled websites, 
and online access to photos, videos and other rich content to help 
make decisions about their travel options. They will also seek out 
user reviews and acquaintance recommendations to determine 
whether a company’s customer service and travel offerings are worthy 
of their business. This means companies must also develop a social 
media presence where they can publically engage with current and 
future customers.

“Consumers today look to Facebook and other social media sites 
for travel ideas and reviews,” Johansson says. “If you want to reach 
Millennials that’s where you will find them.”

However, building such a robust online presence isn’t easy, and 
it doesn’t happen as an afterthought, Johansson stresses. “Travel 
companies need to dedicate time and resources to it.”

68 PERCENT 
OF LEISURE 
TRAVELERS 
BEGAN 
RESEARCHING 
TRAVEL 
DESTINATIONS 
ONLINE BEFORE 
DECIDING WHERE 
OR HOW TO 
TRAVEL.
Google, 2013 Travel Study
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Attracting a mobile audience

One of the biggest technical challenges for travel companies today 
is developing mobile-enabled infrastructure with secure mobile 
payment options. 

Currently, travelers use smartphones and tablets more to search 
for information than to complete transactions, according to the 
2013/2014 World Travel Trends Report from ITB, a global travel 
trade show producer. The report shows that only about two percent 
of worldwide bookings are conducted via smartphones in developed 
markets. But that number is expected to grow as mobile technology 
infrastructure for the travel industry improves.3

Travel companies can take advantage of this lag by developing a 
robust mobile site now and adding features as consumers adopt it.

The key, says Johansson, is to treat mobile as its own business 
channel. “It shouldn’t just be a pared-down version of your website,” 
he states. It’s got to be quick and easy with enough information to 
keep them engaged, but not so much that it becomes cumbersome 
to navigate. “If your mobile site is not easy to use they will go 
somewhere else.”

Also, don’t assume these sites will only appeal to 20-something 
customers. “Boomers and Gen Xers are pretty tech savvy,” Johansson 
says. 

According to Google’s 2013 Travel Study, released in November,  
68 percent of leisure travelers began researching travel destinations 
online before deciding where or how to travel—up from 65 percent 
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in 2012; and 42 percent say they are more likely to use their 
smartphone or tablet for travel or vacation-related information 
while on a trip versus 33 percent in 2012.

In other words, your investment in mobile will be appreciated by 
customers. 

Rich content and user reviews

Along with mobile sites, travel companies need to do a better 
job of creating value-added content on their existing sites, and 
improving their profile in online searches. 

It’s no longer enough to offer generic travel brochure photos and 
boring ad copy. Customers want to see real-life photos and action 
videos of people who have vacationed in these destinations, 
Johansson says. “The goal is to make the content feel personal to 
the customer.”

In many cases you can find this content online in YouTube videos, 
on your vendors’ websites, through travel review sites and social 
media pages. You can further bolster your content by inviting 
customers to share photos and reviews on your website, and to 
“like” you on Facebook.

According to the Google report, approximately one-third of leisure 
travelers and almost half of business travelers watched a travel 
video as part of their research, roughly half of both groups read 
reviews from other travelers, and about a third looked at travel 
content or reviews by friends or family.4

“CONSUMERS 
TODAY LOOK TO 
FACEBOOK AND 
OTHER SOCIAL 
MEDIA SITES FOR 
TRAVEL IDEAS 
AND REVIEWS.”
Joakim Johansson, VP, Advisory 
Services, American Express
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It’s still about the service

Building this robust online infrastructure takes time and effort, but it 
can help win tech-savvy clients in today’s travel market. Just as with 
every other generation, these travelers want friendly, informative, and 
engaging customer care—they just want it in a different format. The 
company that can deliver the same quality of service online as they 
do in person will likely win their loyalty.

“Travel is a service industry,” Johansson says. “To be successful, 
you’ve got to provide quality customer service and technology 
solutions that differentiate you from the rest.” 

1 Derek Mayer, Dan Murphy, Janice Claudio Morales, & Grace Schiodtz, Do Millennials Matter? A Behavioral Look at Tour Travel, USTOA and Cornell University, May 14, 2014.
2 ASTA Agency Profile, prepared by The American Society of Travel Agents (March 2014), available at http://asta.files.cms-plus.com/pdf/ASTAAgencyProfile.pdf.
3 ITB World Travel Trends Report, prepared by IPK International on behalf of ITB Berlin (Dec. 2013), available at http://www.itb-berlin.de/media/itb/itb_media/itb_pdf/WTTR_

Report_2014_Web.pdf 
4 The 2013 Traveler, Google Travel Study (Nov. 2013), available at https://www.thinkwithgoogle.com/research-studies/2013-traveler.html




