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Don´t be average: 
7 Steps to not be average as an online travel agency

There is no such thing as the average person – especially in travel

People are very different. One customer, let´s call him Tom, is looking to book a 

holiday in the Maldives, just for himself. But on his next trip, he is planning to ski 

with his friends – for which he will have a totally different set of desires, maybe 

even a different price point. In short, it is too simplistic to think of people as 

averages – even segments or personas can be very misleading in travel. 

There are seven key strategies to address individuals in online travel agencies. 

When you implement these strategies, you can focus and pitch relevant offers 

to visitors on your site. 
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In the new, increasingly connected traveler journey, it’s more 
important than ever to determine what a potential customer and 
future traveler wants before they can be given relevant offers by 
online travel agencies. Of course, these offers need to be tracked to 
determine how the user reacts and then the approach gets refined. 
– This is the most challenging and mission critical task for an online 
travel agency. Very often we see travel sites are not constructed to 
interact and engage with their customers in this way.

In the 80s and 90s, Michael E. Porter 

developed a business idea known as 

“The Porter Strategic Frameworks”. 

Porter suggested there were a few 

basic ways to compete:

 You could be the lowest cost  

 provider

 You could differentiate

 You could be the lowest cost or  

 differentiate within a niche

1.

Develop a Strategic Focus
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It is also very difficult to differentiate 

across the board – at least in the 

short term. Generally, we find 

the companies who get a return 

on their e-commerce investment  

adopt a focus. This can range from a 

geographic and client focus to being 

extremely good at delivering a type 

of product or an experience. 

In our 10+ years of experience in 

the industry, we’ve noticed a trend 

among online travel agencies. These 

companies tend to pick and choose 

elements they like from their 

competitors’ websites. This results 

in a generic travel e-commerce site 

instead of a site built to serve their 

niche best. 

These companies are “stuck in the 

middle,” looking like every other site 

without a particular reason to attract 

anyone. Successful online migration 

starts by understanding what sets 

you apart and then building the 

online capabilities to reinforce that 

– not by trying to be all things to all 

people.

builders, or are you the agent of the 

customer – of Tom if you like? In the 

old world, the agent worked for the 

providers. As the online world moves 

towards retail, the job of the agent 

is – more than ever – to understand 

the customer’s in-depth needs and 

to respond to them. This can be 

difficult when your customers are 

anonymous. 

If you or your company did not 

achieve this you would be “stuck in 

the middle”. 

In today’s e-commerce hyper growth 

environment, much of this seems 

to have disappeared. But the basic 

competitive frameworks have not 

altered. 

The same principles remain true as 

you take your business online. It is 

difficult for new players to be the 

lowest cost provider. It’s possible to 

achieve with a huge investment or 

a particular advantage. But it is hard 

to be a lower cost provider when 

established players have already 

established scale. 

In your current business model, 

are you the agent of the provider 

– the airline, hotels and package 

2.

Serve the Traveler-Not the Provider
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accurate picture of your customer. 

They don’t allow you to serve your 

customer individually.

travel packages can often only be 

fully priced when someone pieces 

the whole thing together. Visitors 

on a site will go immediately to the 

booking page to check prices – even 

when they are still in the inspiration 

phase. Their path through the web 

and through an individual site is 

often chaotic and complex. 

At what point do people make 

buying choices – and how? Our 

buying thesis is that people start 

their decision process when they 

compare products. They may search 

terms like “luxury holiday Maldives” 

but only start their decision making 

process when they start to compare 

products. 

So, it´s important to present relevant 

comparison data at the right point 

to your customer, Tom, and then 

start to “listen” to what he takes an 

interest in.

 

Many online travel agencies think 

of customers in terms of clicks, 

bookings or segments. But these 

simple metrics don’t paint an 

People and systems don’t act in 

neat simple ways. Many companies 

approach travel buyers with a 

normal sales funnel. The theory is 

people start at the top of the funnel 

with inspiration. They move to the 

planning phase based on deals. They 

end their journey at the bottom of 

the funnel with booking. 

The sales process for travel, especially 

the way it is set up online, very rarely 

follows that simple path. In practice, 

Make it easy to compare relevant offers

experience. If you treat everyone as 

an “average,” then you will not truly 

be taking their feedback and altering 

the process for them.

Tom’s needs are different to another 

visitor. If you treat Tom, who wants 

to plan a solo trip, the same as Marie, 

who is planning a trip for her family, 

it’s difficult to provide a personalized 

Listen to what your customers tell you – directly and 
indirectly

4.
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Within this search there are valuable 

nuggets of information that allow 

you to see what Tom wants and 

to understand that – perhaps even 

before he does. When you use our 

buying thesis – he starts to refine his 

buying decisions as he compares 

products - then these comparisons 

have some significant implications:

Many travel buyers do a lot of 

comparison. In a recent example 

from a client’s website, 28% of 

customers looked at more than 6 

hotels and 13% looked at more than 

6 destinations. When you consider 

the majority of travel site visitors 

look at multiple websites, you can 

see how complex their journey and 

comparison process is.

React and engage with individuals by selecting the 
most relevant and decisive information

5.

For example, Tom has recently 

completed a 27-minute search 

session. He checked availability seven 

times and had four issues – some 

price changes and non-availability. 

His  experience is not ideal. As he 

continues to search, you can begin 

to pick out exactly what he wants. 

This is the “DNA” of his current trip. 

The DNA shows he is not very 

interested in family friendly concerns 

– he is more interested in good food 

and service. The website provider 

needs to incorporate this information 

in the offers Tom sees right now. 

Technology can help with this. As 

many online travel agencies serve 

thousands of individuals each day, it 

is impossible to do this manually. 

If Tom was in an offline environment, 

an agent would listen to what he 

wanted and make personalized 

proposals. Your online travel 

agency can now do the same with 

personalisation technology. You 

can build the fragments of Toms’ 

comparisons into a profile and 

present him with the right offers.
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If not, you will fall into the trap of 

aggregation rather than retailing – 

collecting a raft of offers, throwing 

them at many possible clients 

in the hope one of them sticks. 

Occasionally one of them will stick 

– usually less than one out of 100 

according to our data and industry 

standard conversion rates.

It is important to not just aggregate 

content from a range of suppliers, 

but to think through very clearly 

what data you are presenting and 

in what manner. Whether you have 

20,000 or 100,000 hotels, your 

content needs to be curated. The 

products you show your client need 

to have appropriate information, to 

be properly tagged and Tom needs 

to have the means to compare them. 

Set up a data strategy that builds an excellent product 
and offer knowledge

6.

compare – and the modern travel 

buyer has been trained to believe 

there is always another reseller who 

offers a better bargain offer.

If an offer is identical in every way 

or just differs in aspects not relevant 

to the user, then it makes sense to 

buy from the cheapest supplier. 

But travel is complex and buying a 

holiday is probably one of the most 

challenging projects during the year 

for many of us. Therefore, people 

usually buy when they get a sense 

of relative deal-value rather than 

absolute price.

Firstly, in the inspiration phase the 

goal should be to retain Tom’s 

interest as he searches – ensuring 

there is a clear set of relevant paths 

he can follow as his interest evolves. 

Secondly it should be easy to 

compare products. The default sort 

criteria for most travel products are 

price. This could be due to the sheer 

volume of data. But price is obviously 

not always the sole deciding criteria. 

In fact, we suggest the overriding 

focus on price is one of the main 

reasons why people jump from site 

to site so much. Prices are easy to 

98%

93%

PriceMost popularRelevance



www.bd4travel.com

07

the needs of the travel industry. Our 

focus is to provide a solution that is 

easy to implement and generates a 

clear and quick ROI. 

We aim to use dedicated tracking 

data to understand what a customer 

wants and then instantly change 

the site or channel to meet their 

needs more effectively. We interpret 

data, recognize patterns & react 

instantaneously. 

Each potential customer on your 

site has unique as well as changing 

needs. When you approach them 

as a “persona” or “average,” their 

experience becomes generic and 

frustrating. Artificial intelligence 

technology can help customize 

their experience without a need for 

increased employees or work hours.

bd4travel is one provider of an 

artificial intelligence technology 

solution specifically designed for 

Use artificial intelligence technology to advocate your 
customer’s interests

With a good data strategy, you can 

ensure your products are easily 

comparable for your customers. The 

functionality of the portal should 

support a service that compares 

different products for the individual 

user that are most relevant to him 

personally. This approach can only 

be based on predictive probability 

and a detailed product profiling.

Today this can be done at scale by 

applying artificial intelligence which 

predicts and analyses the „probably“ 

most relevant attributes, and profiles 

all available products accordingly.

This approach offers a poor 

customer experience, does not build 

loyalty and tends to drive down your 

average selling prices. Today, you 

can see online travel agencies suffer 

from this situation frequently. 

7.
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treat your customers as segments 

or numbers, you risk being stuck in 

the middle with no advantage. When 

you play to your strengths, find your 

niche and treat your customers as 

individuals then you will not only 

provide the best experience for your 

customers but you will also be much 

more successful with your business.

Our solution works on top of 

the most common distribution 

technologies and systems in the 

market, such as Sabre, Amadeus, 

Peakwork and Traveltainment just to 

name a few. 

We encourage you to think through 

what you want to offer, what area 

you want to specialize in, before 

you engage with anyone. When you 

Discover how an anonymous user can be treated as an individual  with 

personalised offers, in your own demo of bd4travel’s artificial integlligence 

software.

! Book your personal demo!

Don‘t miss the latest updates: Sign up and get our news and personalisation 

insights sent right to your inbox: www.bd4travel.com/newsletter

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.

Dive into even more insights!

Sign up to our Newsletter!
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