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MAXIMIZING SUCCESS IN AN 
EVOLVING TRAVEL INDUSTRY

An Interview with USTOA’s Terry Dale

AUGUST 2014 The United States Tour Operators Association (USTOA) is the voice of the travel 
industry. This 42-year-old organization provides its members with guidance, education, and best 
practices on how to deliver unique travel opportunities around the world, and how to scale business 
growth with increasing customer demand.

We recently talked with Terry Dale, USTOA’s president and CEO, about current trends in the 
travel industry. He shared his advice to travel company leaders on how to make sure they have the 
business processes in place to meet customers’ needs today and in the future.

GCP:  The travel industry went through some rough years during the recession. How are 
things today?

Dale:  We feel very confident about the health of the industry right now. In 2013, many of our 
members saw double-digit increases in sales and passengers, and they entered this year cautiously 
optimistic that 2014 will see similar double-digit growth. 

And anecdotally, we are already hearing reports that not only are they achieving their 2014 growth 
expectations, they are exceeding them.

GCP:  Why is the increase in number of passengers important?

Dale:  Any time you can build volume through additional passengers, you are expanding your core 
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“WE SHOULD 
FOCUS LESS ON 
THE SPECIFIC AGE 
DEMOGRAPHICS 
OF CUSTOMERS, 
AND SPEND 
MORE TIME 
THINKING ABOUT 
DIFFERENT TYPES 
OF CUSTOMER 
BEHAVIORS.”

customer base, which supports long-term growth. If you get them the 
first time with an extraordinary travel experience you can hook them as 
customers for life.

GCP:  How should travel companies account for the changing 
demographics and increased “tech-savviness” of today’s traveler?

Dale:  Right now Baby Boomers make up the broad base of 
customers, but Millenials are coming of age. And a recent study we 
conducted with Cornell’s MBA program on demographics in the 
travel industry show Millenials share many of the same travel values 
as Boomers. They are looking for authentic experiences; they want 
to rub shoulders with local artists, and musicians. For example, 
Millenials said they were more likely to use tour operators for future 
travel and were more likely to recommend tour operators to friends. 

I think the lesson to take away from this report is that we should 
focus less on the specific age demographics of customers, and spend 
more time thinking about different types of customer behaviors.

GCP:  Do you think having leading edge technology is important 
for today’s travel customers?

Dale:  Yes. As the industry evolves our customers are becoming 
savvier about what they are looking for in a travel experience. To 
win these customers, both the customer service and the travel 
experience have to be great.

And we definitely have to strengthen and improve our digital 
connections with millennial customers. They want online 
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transactions they want websites where they can ask questions, and generate product information, 
and they want to interact with companies via mobile apps. This is a place where we as an industry 
really need to raise our game and respond to customer demands.

GCP:  Recent research has shown that a lot of tourism industry companies still rely on old-
fashioned financial tools to track and manage payments and invoices. What do you think 
about that?

Dale:  Now that business is trending in the right direction, I think we need to start getting our 
houses in order to service these customers in the future.

Part of a successful tourism industry is creating seamless and efficient systems for invoicing, 
collections, and reimbursement processes. If our members get the right systems in place, it will 
make them more profitable because it will take fewer team members to execute transactions.

I encourage all of our members to build stronger business infrastructure so they can offer a more 
efficient and seamless transaction environment and save money in the process.

GCP:  What advice would you offer travel industry companies going forward?

Dale:  Just because a product sells well today, doesn’t mean it will continue to sell in the future. 
They need to always think about reinventing themselves, offering new experiences, and finding 
new ways to engage with customers. If they do that then they will continue to be successful in 
2015 and beyond.

For more information about how to streamline 
your company’s payment process, visit: 
AmericanExpress.com/TravelPayments


