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In today’s crowded travel market, providing uniquely personalized  

travel experiences and exceptional service tools will help agencies thrive.  

Despite the growth of online travel planning tools, recent studies show 

travelers of all ages want to work with local travel agencies as they plan 

their next big adventure.
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In a recent study of the travel habits of Millennials, the US Tour 
Operators Association (USTOA) found that Millennials are just as 
likely as other age groups to use tour operators when planning travel, 
and to recommend tour operators who accommodate their needs to 
friends.1 In a similar study, Skift.com found that younger travelers 
are more open to local tour firms rather than big national tour 
companies. More than 80 percent of 18-34 year olds surveyed said 
they prefer to use local firms when booking travel with friends and 
family, versus less than 60 percent of those 55 and older.2 

But that doesn’t mean agencies can just sit and wait for these 
customers to come knocking. To be competitive in today’s travel 
market, business owners need to make sure they offer leading-edge 
products, state-of-the-art technology and amazing customer service, 
says Joakim Johansson, vice president of advisory services for 
American Express. “Travel is a service industry, and the agencies that 
provide quality customer service and unique travel opportunities are 
the ones that differentiate themselves.”

Melissa Teates, director of research for The American Society of Travel 
Agents (ASTA), agrees. “Agencies’ number one way to differentiate is by 
providing the individualized service that consumers crave.”

Carve out a Reputation 
in Your Travel Niche

Superior service and unique products go hand-in-hand, as agents 
look for ways to create memorable, customized travel opportunities 
to delight their customers. ASTA’s 2013 Niche Markets Report 
found that only 27 percent of agencies considered themselves to 

MORE THAN  
80 PERCENT OF  
18-34 YEAR OLDS 
SURVEYED PREFER 
TO USE LOCAL 
FIRMS WHEN 
BOOKING TRAVEL 
WITH FRIENDS 
AND FAMILY.
Skift.com



04Global Corporate Payments   |   2014

be leisure generalists. The rest focus on niche areas, such as cruises, 
all-inclusives, luxury and corporate travel, where agents can provide 
extra support and value to their customers.3 “These are all travel 
areas where knowledge is imperative for customers to experience the 
trip they desire,” Teates says.

Delivering a unique service begins in the trip planning stage – but it 
shouldn’t end there. “Travel companies need to think about customer 
service as something they provide throughout the travel experience,” 
Johansson says. This might include addressing unique personal needs 
before customers arrive at their destination, checking in during the 
trip to make sure things are going smoothly, and touching base after 
the trip to welcome customers home and encourage them to share 
photos or reviews on the company’s website. By staying engaged 
throughout the trip, agents become the guardians of their customers’ 
travel experiences, making sure their every need is met, no matter 
how demanding it may be. 

Occasionally these demands can be over the top, Teates says. She’s 
heard many crazy stories over the years from ASTA members, 
including an agent who shipped a customer’s hypoallergenic pillows 
to his hotel, and another who found hotel suites that were in the 
client’s preferred color palette.

“These are extreme examples,” Teates says, but they demonstrate the 
willingness of top agents to meet clients’ needs at their level. More 
generally, agents can differentiate themselves by making sure clients’ 
lodging fits their needs, their activities check-off bucket list items, 
and that the destination fits their desires.

“AGENCIES’ 
NUMBER 
ONE WAY TO 
DIFFERENTIATE IS 
BY PROVIDING THE 
INDIVIDUALIZED 
SERVICE THAT 
CONSUMERS 
CRAVE.”
Melissa Teates 
Director of Research, ASTA
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Inspire Travelers on Their 
Journey to Purchase

Even if they do use an agency, today’s travelers first spend a lot of 
time researching travel destinations online through travel blogs, 
YouTube videos, peer reviews, and their own social networks. 
According to Google’s 2013 travel study, released last November,  
80 percent of travelers surveyed stated that they use the internet as 
a travel planning source and 61 percent stated that they use it as a 

“source of inspiration.”4

Agencies shouldn’t just sit and wait for these customers to finish 
their research. They should insert themselves into that process by 
offering their own travel blogs, customer reviews, and links to travel 
videos from their website, Johansson says. Having a strong online 
presence will help generate traffic and demonstrate the quality and 
differentiation of your brand to customers.

When building this web presence, travel companies should think 
about how customers find them online, he notes. “Most travelers 
begin their search on a search engine, and you want your agency to 
turn up on those searches.” 

Along with using keywords to boost search results, Johansson 
encourages travel business owners to build mobile-enabled websites. 

“Mobile-friendly sites rise higher in searches because many travelers 
begin their searches using mobile devices.”

“MOST TRAVELERS 
BEGIN THEIR 
SEARCH ON A 
SEARCH ENGINE, 
AND YOU WANT 
YOUR AGENCY 
TO TURN UP ON 
THOSE SEARCHES.” 
Joakim Johansson  
VP, Advisory Services 
American Express



06Global Corporate Payments   |   2014

A Trouble-Free Customer 
Booking Experience

Technological investments can impact customer facing 
experiences, as well as back-end operations. “Agents need to be 
able to communicate in the ways each client is comfortable within 
a world of choices,” Teates says. That means offering multiple 
points of contact, more efficient payment systems, and mobile 
enabled websites. “They have to be prepared for every group,” she 
says. “Phone or face-to-face for Baby Boomers who are still old 
school, efficient email and phone for busy Gen Xers, and text, 
Facebook, and instant messaging for Millennials.” 

To support these multiple touch points, travel companies should also 
consider a wifi-enabled customer relationship management (CRM) 
system, Teates says. “Agents need access to their CRM and tools 24/7, 
so wifi enabled products with files on the cloud are essential.”
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Conclusion

With travel trends on the rise, travel companies have incredible 
opportunities to gain visibility and win new customers. But one of 
the key ways to compete in this crowded marketplace is through 
differentiation – in the products they offer and the services they 
provide. When travel companies offer individualized experiences, 
easy access through streamlined back-end and customer-facing 
technology, and rich content to help customers plan and manage 
their travel experiences, these offerings will help the travel companies 
build a business for the future. 
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