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A/B testing – a method of comparing 

two versions of a web page, app or 

specific functionality on a website – is 

used across industries. In travel, our 

ultimate goal when A/B testing is to 

compare the impact two versions of a 

website functionality have on booking 

numbers. Businesses often use the re-

sults of A/B testing to make important 

decisions, with the goal of increasing 

conversion rates.

Yet our research has shown that 

basing such decisions on A/B testing 

alone can be a risky approach. We 

analysed multiple A/B tests across 

many markets and industry sectors to 

see how A/B testing is being imple-

mented and how the results are being 

used, developing  recommendations 

to ensure reliable results. 

 

Why A/B testing can do more harm than good +  
how to make better decisions

A/B tests can be significantly more powerful when the results are 
analysed along with other data and when taking some key procedure 
requirements into consideration. 

A / B
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“The online world is often viewed as turbulent and full of peril, but controlled 

experiments can help us navigate it… By combining the power of software 

with the scientific rigor of controlled experiments, your company can create  

a learning lab. The returns you reap — in cost savings, new revenue, and im-

proved user experience — can be huge.”  

    Ron Kohavi and Stefan Theme, Harvard Business Review 

Current trends in A/B testing

A/B testing is a method many major companies use. It’s seen as a relatively 

easy-to-implement way of trying new approaches and challenging the status 

quo of the way a business has always done things. Yet although A/B testing 

apparently has a lot of buy-in, research suggests it’s seen by many as being 

a quick-win, rather than something businesses are prepared to engage with 

deeply. 

In particular, statistics collated by Invesp offer fascinating insights into the cur-

rent state of play in terms of engagement with A/B testing:

 

• 71% of companies are doing two or more A/B tests per month

• Most companies focus on testing call-to-action buttons

• Only 44% of companies use split testing software

• Only 1 in 8 A/B tests have driven significant change

Many experts have noticed how  

companies are not looking at the right information when it comes to A/B 

testing.

 

 

 

Ultimately, commentators are enthusiastic about the power of A/B testing, as 

long as it is approached in the right way.

“How many times have we read articles about A/B testing or conversion rate 

optimization where the entire practice is effectively reduced to testing somet-

hing simplistic like button color?”

Alhan Keser, Forbes

A

B



www.bd4travel.com

04

Challenges of A/B testing

The value of A/B testing can be huge for businesses. But in order to 
make its potential even greater, we need to look at some commonly 
overlooked factors that need to be addressed.

Bookings are key

When A/B testing, we should really be looking at booking 

numbers and not just click rates. But this is a harder pro-

position, especially in travel. It can take several months 

for a click to turn into a booking, and a lot can happen in 

between.

Remember randomness

When we looked at the results of A/B testing, on some 

days an ecommerce feature used for group A was more 

successful, and on other days the feature used for group 

B was more successful. Typically you would collate the 

results over time to find which approach was overall more 

successful. But these results show that a few ‘good’ days 

for one group can skew the final result. 

So is this method of analysing the results from A/B testing 

really good enough to base business decisions on? 

Randomness is a real factor. A travel website may get 10 

bookings on a Monday and 7 bookings on a Tuesday. Is 

this a pattern or coincidence? It could just as easily have 

been the other way around. If you take this to be a trend 

and apply it to much larger numbers, you could be basing 

business decisions on the randomness of human behavi-

our.

Our results show that adding a new personalisation fea-

ture to a website and A/B testing it overall brings about a 

true improvement in bookings of 4%. But just by ‘bad luck’ 

or the randomness factor, the improvement could be bet-

ter or worse. We found the variance to be between 1.2% 

and 6.9% improvement.≈4%
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Cookie churn

The travel industry is a unique case when it comes to 

analysing the results of A/B testing. This is because users 

tend to do weeks or months of research before they book 

a trip. The data from our clients shows up to 40% of users 

take more than 40 days between their first website visit 

and making a booking. During this time, they will probably 

switch devices a number of times, often using home and 

work computers as well as mobile phones and tablets. 

They may also periodically delete cookies on any of these 

devices. This causes A/B testing to frequently show incor-

rect results.

For example, a user finds their hotel while being in the 

B group on a tablet. They move over to their desktop 

computer to book the hotel, and by chance end up in the 

A group. The positive impact came from the B group, but 

the booking counts towards the A group, since there is no 

way to tell that both were the same user. Translating this 

into potential impact on the reliability of A/B testing, we 

have found that the results of A/B testing could actually be 

twice as good or twice as bad as the figures may suggest 

on the surface of it. Factor in randomness, and the real 

results could be three or four times better or worse than 

the figures suggest.

In this scenario, the data could lead you to a false conclu-

sion, suggesting you should only pursue the ecommerce 

strategy used with the A group. But instead of resulting in 

more bookings, it could cause fewer. 

Brand loyalty

Something A/B testing cannot take account of is the 

longer-term impact online marketing has on users. A new 

feature that is trialed with A/B testing could convince cus-

tomers to return to a website at a much later date to make 

a booking. A/B testing is simply not the right tool to use to 

track the long-term impact of changes a business imple-

ments over a longer period of time. 

40%
of users take more than  

40 days between their first  

website visit and making  

a booking. 

up to 
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The impact of delayed booking

Due to the fact users spend a lot of time researching diffe-

rent aspects of their trip, new products are typically added 

to a website in the meantime, which can cause them to 

spend yet more time comparing the options. At bd4tra-

vel, we show some groups of users new products that 

have appeared on the site since they first started browsing 

(the B group), while for others there is no change (the A 

group). We can segment users into those who started 

browsing before a particular A/B testing period started, 

and completely new users who joined after, to give grea-

ter clarity on the results. We’ve found that the B group 

takes longer to book because there are more choices to 

compare, which leads to a gap in bookings. The results 

often even out after two weeks, but it can take as long as 

60 days for users to actually make a booking. This shows 

how it is important to wait long enough to see more 

accurate results from A/B testing. It is also possible to take 

results from A/B testing from new users only, but this is 

flawed in the sense that it does not account for loyal and 

returning customers.

Seasonality

The end of the year is a time when many users are resear-

ching their trips for the following year – what we call the 

‘dreaming and planning phase’. If you run A/B testing for a 

short period of time that falls over this busy time of year, 

the results may be a seasonal representation of user beha-

viour rather a more accurate overall representation. 

Multi bookings

A/B testing results can also become flawed when single 

users make multiple bookings. This can include travel 

agents making bookings on behalf of many clients, or test 

users and bots performing test bookings for system moni-

toring. Unless these users are adequately marked so they 

can be excluded from A/B testing data, multiple bookings 

are added to either the A or B group. This creates an inac-

curate impression of how successful either the approach 

for marketing to the A or B group was. It would be more 

accurate to record data by unique users rather than the 

number of bookings, but this requires A/B testing to be set 

up in such a way as to handle these scenarios.
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Beyond A/B testing: how to implement  
and analyse new ecommerce features

A/B testing tools provide relatively basic analysis and conversion rate 
data. In travel, it’s particularly clear that marketeers need to set up 
longer running test cycles and collect results from a variety of data 
points that will provide the most informative insights. All the while, 
it’s crucial to be aware of factors A/B testing might not account for, 
such as randomness, seasonality and wider work a company may 
have done on its brand positioning.

Here are ways A/B testing processes can be improved, as well as  
additional methods of evaluating product performance.

Look at performance  
outside of A/B tests

Our approach at bd4travel is to look 

at the data in addition to information 

gleaned from A/B tests. In particu-

lar, we look at the proportion of 

users who click on recommenders 

and then make a booking. If only 

2% of bookings come through the 

recommender, the impact of the 

recommender on the business is not 

significant. But if 20% of bookings 

came from users engaging with the 

recommender, this is significant. Long 

term A/B testing can help to show 

how many of the 20% of bookings are 

bookings that would not have happe-

ned without it. For example, if the A/B 

test showed 4% extra bookings when 

the attribution rate was at 20%, we 

can calculate the likely commercial 

impact based on these numbers that 

we can measure easily.

Supporting metrics from 
A/B testing

Looking at other data aside from 

bookings in A/B testing – that a high 

volume of users are looking at – can 

provide supporting information ab-

out particular website features. Our 

bd4sort product is useful here, as this 

sorts results lists by individual rele-

vance. For example, you could show 

50% of users bd4sort results and 50% 

of users price-sort results. Since travel 

websites have several hundred more 

searches than they do bookings, the 

way users interact with these results 

can give insights into their engage-

ment with the products. Clicks are 

immediate responses only influenced 

by the quality of the sorting. Looking 

at data relating to what users click on 

can give information on the suitabi-

lity and quality of the products at an 

early stage of their interaction with a 

website.
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The goals of broader A/B testing that 

look at more than simply bookings 

depend on the travel products being 

offered. But options include compa-

ring list sort orders to engagement, 

or churn prevention measures such 

as exit pages to churn rate. Looking at 

booking funnel steps can be particu-

larly insightful. Once users discover 

an interesting product, they often 

tend to click through to offers and 

the booking form itself, to see what 

options are available and what the 

booking process would look like in 

theory. Including these pages in A/B 

testing can be tremendously helpful 

in building a picture of what works 

best for users.

.

Stick to the testing rules

It is important to run A/B testing for 

the duration you have decided on – 

with a pre-defined number of users 

– prior to launching a new website 

feature to ensure the results you base 

decisions on are statistically signi-

ficant. With fluctuations in website 

activity from day-to-day, plus issues 

relating to randomness and seaso-

nality, you cannot rely on the results 

of A/B testing if you stop the test too 

soon. You can also get false positives 

if a minimum number of users aren’t 

involved in the A/B testing. From our 

experience, the minimum period for 

A/B testing should be three to four 

months. You should only check in 

on results throughout the process to 

ensure something hasn’t gone wrong, 

causing bookings from one of the 

groups to halt entirely.

Cut out the noise

Build measures into your A/B testing 

to ensure certain data types don’t 

skew the results. For example, at 

bd4travel we avoid the problems of 

single users making multiple bookings 

by excluding bookings beyond the 

first five bookings.

Look at segments

Remember to look at A/B testing data 

by honing in on different segments 

to get richer information from the 

process. For example, looking at the 

results for mobile users only can add 

depth to your findings from the A/B 

testing as a whole. You can also use 

segmentation to look at data for users 

who took varying amounts of time 

to book. Equally, you can exclude cer-

tain users who may not be relevant 

for the particular information you are 

looking to find out in order to make 

better informed business decisions.

Supporting metrics aren’t perfect as their  

impact on commercial success is not as  

clear-cut as booking data. But since A/B  

testing for booking alone has drawbacks  

too,it pays to include more information  

that factors into business decision-making  

processes.
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A/B testing: to test or not to test?

Although there are flaws in A/B testing, the same can be 

said for other methods of testing e-commerce perfor-

mance. A/B testing is a universally recognised approach 

used to measure the performance of new features and 

website changes across any e-commerce segment. Its 

particular strengths are to test small changes by a large 

number of users over a short timeframe. In these instan-

ces, A/B testing is a straightforward way of assessing 

impact on engagement KPIs too.

The effectiveness of A/B testing becomes less reliable 

when analysing the effect website changes will have on 

conversion and revenue KPIs. This is because various con-

ditions need to be fulfilled over a longer period of time, 

which is difficult to measure through classically imple-

mented A/B testing. And if these additional factors aren’t 

considered, A/B testing results can easily lead to incorrect 

conclusions and flawed decision-making.

The pitfalls of A/B testing are heightened in the travel 

sector, thanks to the peculiarities of travel products and 

the one-of-a-kind nature of the purchasing process. In 

particular, this includes highly complex products, the uni-

queness of each user’s travel criteria, long decision-ma-

king processes, very low conversion rates, implicit rather 

than explicit feedback, seasonality, anonymous users and 

cookie churn. 

A/B testing in the travel sector is worth doing, but it must 

be thoroughly thought-through with conversion as the 

main focus. Importantly, mistakes must not be made with 

randomness and analysing results too early with insuffi-

cient data. At bd4travel we have the tools and experience 

necessary to do this in an accurate and effective way. 

Furthermore, after testing personalisation features with 

multiple clients over a number of years, this approach has 

been proven to deliver a true improvement in bookings, 

ranging from 1.2% to 6.9% increases per feature.

A
B
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More Resources on AI-based Personalisation in Travel: To find out more

about AI-based personalisation in travel, visit www.bd4travel.com/resources

and dive into our other white paper, case studies and infographics.
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personalised offers, in your own demo of bd4travel’s artificial intelligence

software.

https://bd4travel.com/resources/
https://bd4travel.com/newsletter/
https://bd4travel.com/contact-form/

