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AT A GLANCE

Innovation is restructuring the travel industry and, at the moment, tech companies 
and venture-backed start-ups, rather than travel providers, are driving it. Suppliers 
need to better leverage their strengths to innovate or partner with others.

Follow the Money
Our analysis of investment trends concludes that new solutions for today’s custom-
er pain points are likely to be developed by deep-pocketed tech giants and well- 
funded start-ups that collect and manage data effectively and break down data 
silos. 

Where the Innovation Action Will Be
Three areas are especially ripe for innovation and disruption: travel inspiration, 
booking transparency, and unmanaged business travel.

Keeping Up with the Start-Ups
To respond, travel suppliers need to play offense as well as defense, develop new 
capabilities, and learn to work with others, including intermediaries, competitors, 
and new entrants. Most of all, they need to put consumers first. 
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Travel Dreams  
knows Olivia’s likes 
and preferences 
thoroughly.

Consider a vision of the travel experience in the not-too-distant future. Olivia, 
who is 28 and lives in Seattle, decides to add a few days of pleasure travel to a 

business trip to Sydney. She asks Travel Dreams on the Fly, one of several new 
travel-concierge apps that all her friends are using, for suggestions. Travel Dreams 
knows Olivia’s likes and preferences thoroughly—as well as those of millions of 
consumers like her. It serves up six suggestions for destinations that combine 
outdoor activities with good shopping as well as a selection of boutique hotels and 
seafood restaurants. Olivia explores them all on a virtual-reality headset. It’s a 
difficult decision, but New Zealand (North Island) edges out Brisbane and the Great 
Barrier Reef. Travel Dreams provides hotel and transportation options, makes 
restaurant suggestions, and books tour operators specializing in countryside hiking 
trips, bike excursions, and Wellington city tours. Olivia can check everything out on 
her headset as well. 

Plans made, Olivia tells Travel Dreams to book her hotel room, two restaurants for 
dinners, and a full-day hiking trip. She doesn’t worry about flights; she knows that 
Travel Dreams will reroute her business trip automatically to take in the new desti-
nation, explore potential upgrades, and book the seats when prices are expected to 
be lowest. It will also purchase option tickets at a small fee so she has the flexibility 
to change her plans, which she often does. She doesn’t think about which airline 
she will fly or which chain her Wellington hotel belongs to. She is confident that the 
hotel will live up to its virtual-reality tour and the favorable reviews by previous 
guests, and she knows she’ll get the loyalty program points—Travel Dreams manag-
es those for her. During the all-important dream, plan, and book phases of the trav-
el journey, Olivia no longer has direct contact with most travel brands, and she 
doesn’t miss them. Travel Dreams makes the right decisions and takes care of her 
needs.

In New Zealand, Olivia goes directly to her hotel room, which is preset to her pre-
ferred temperature. In the morning, coffee (black with sugar) and fresh grapefruit 
juice (her favorite) are sent up automatically. The tour company picks her up, and 
the daylong hike more than lives up to the virtual-reality preview and Travel 
Dreams’ five-star user rating. 

Back at the hotel, Olivia posts photos and reviews so that others can benefit from 
her experience just as she benefited from theirs in making her decisions and plans. 
But before bed, she worries that she might be giving New Zealand short shrift—the 
hike that morning had been more beautiful than she could imagine. She tells Travel 
Dreams to exercise the option for a flight home two days later, to line up a shopping 
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itinerary for the morning, and to book a bicycle tour the following afternoon. She 
falls asleep without doubting that when she wakes up, she’ll find everything, along 
with her coffee and grapefruit juice, done just as she asked.

The question for travel companies is not whether this vision is impractical or too 
far in the future to think about. It’s neither. As digital technologies, big data, and in-
novation provide more and more seamless experiences for consumers like Olivia, 
the real questions that arise—and that we examine here—are these: How can trav-
el suppliers protect their place in the value chain? And how can they leverage their 
strengths to take part in this innovation so that they can maintain and strengthen 
their position in the consumer’s travel experience?

Follow the Money: Three Trends in Travel Investment
Change is coming; consumers want it. They are quick to flock to new services that 
provide improved options, increased convenience, or just a better experience over-
all. Consider the extraordinary success of Airbnb and Uber—or BlaBlaCar, a French 
company that connects drivers who have empty seats with passengers looking for a 
ride, including for longer-distance journeys traditionally taken by train or bus. Bla-
BlaCar has 20 million members in 19 countries and offers more than 2 million trips 
at any one time. “The model we have was to create a massive European footprint, 
and then a massive global footprint,” Nicolas Brusson, the company’s chief operat-
ing officer, told the Wall Street Journal in December 2014.

This time, the change won’t involve only global distribution systems (GDSs) or on-
line travel agencies (OTAs), but also a potentially more disruptive one-two punch of 
big tech players and small tech start-ups that can reshape—and, from the consum-
er’s perspective, improve—what consumers see as a disjointed and cumbersome 
travel experience. 

There’s ample capital to back those driving change. Tech giants such as Microsoft 
and Facebook have deep pockets and big ambitions. An increasing number of start-
ups, including Airbnb and BlaBlaCar, have entered the travel sector in recent years 
with plenty of funding behind them. In the past three years alone (through the first 
half of 2015), travel companies—not including on-demand transportation compa-
nies such as Uber and Lyft—have received more than $4.5 billion in investment.

Innovation Is Accelerating—Away from Travel Companies
It is clear that the type of experience Olivia enjoyed is the direction in which travel 
will move. We base this conclusion on our analysis of venture-capital investment 
trends in the industry and interviews with more than 30 visionary thinkers 
(including travel company CEOs and CIOs, start-up CEOs, and others) in North 
America, Europe, and Asia, as well as on our own experience with a wide range of 
global airlines, hotel companies, and other travel suppliers. New solutions will solve 
today’s customer pain points. These solutions will be developed by companies that 
collect data, manage it effectively, and, more important, break down data silos to 
develop the most comprehensive—and personalized—picture possible of the travel 
customer. 

Consumers are quick 
to flock to new 

services that provide 
a better experience.
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But what role will travel companies play in this evolution? Will they be active in 
creating the exchange platforms that will be necessary to facilitate the trading and 
sharing of consumer and operational data in a controlled environment? Or will 
they let big technology companies and start-ups fulfill that function? Unless travel 
suppliers are developing the solutions themselves, or partnering with others that 
are doing so, they risk losing their place in the value chain. Being part of the solu-
tion means altering the way they do business, such as by looking at their role in the 
various stages of the travel journey—starting with dream and inspire—differently. 
They need to rethink their contact and interaction with customers, using the data 
they have access to as an asset to be put to work and leveraged. (See the sidebar 
“An Interview with the CEO of Silvercar.”)

Historically, established travel companies have been responsible for much of the in-
dustry’s innovation: think about SABRE in the 1970s and Orbitz in the early 2000s. 
But the consumer experience remains fragmented. Massive amounts of data gener-
ated by travelers about where they go, how they go, and what they like to do while 

Luke Schneider is the CEO of Silver-
car, an innovative service that has 
reimagined the car rental process to 
be wireless, paperless, and painless, 
giving the customer control over the 
entire experience, from accessing the 
car to receiving the receipt. In a 
recent interview, he discussed where 
travel is headed.

Luke, you are constantly thinking 
about how to make travel easier 
and more convenient. How much 
do you think will change in this 
respect in the next five to ten 
years?

No question that travel will become 
far more convenient. People will 
spend far less time trying to travel 
and more time actually traveling. 
We’re already seeing change, and it 
will only accelerate.

If we look at the myriad products and 
services involved in a trip right now, 
they’re all decoupled and patched 
together with flimsy systems. This 

leads to angst, frustration, even 
anxiety, on the part of the traveler. 
The time is right to put all of the 
cornerstones of travel—air, ground, 
hospitality—together on a platform 
that really works for customers. 

On top of that, there is a big opportu-
nity for the Internet of Things to 
remove friction with new services, 
such as intelligent itineraries that 
allow planes, trains, and automobiles 
to communicate with one another, 
enabling graceful resolution of travel 
disruptions for customers. Or how 
about smart concierge services that 
manage the details (hotel check-in, 
restaurant reservations, parking, and 
so forth) for travelers based on their 
physical location? Or autonomous 
electric vehicles available 24-7 
through a phone that’s already in the 
traveler’s pocket? My guess is that a 
lot of investment will go to integrat-
ing the consumer travel experience—
catching up with past investments in 
trip planning, OTAs, and the back 
end.

AN INTERVIEW WITH THE CEO OF SILVERCAR
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they are there are grossly underutilized because the data is either uncollected or 
isolated from other data in individual company silos. Travel companies have lost 
some of their innovative edge; they have neither built strong innovation capabilities 
internally nor made external investments to acquire these capabilities. None of the 
most disruptive innovations of the past decade (such as metasearch, on-demand 
transportation, and North America’s primary in-flight Wi-Fi technology) have been 
the product of travel suppliers.

As a result, start-ups and technology companies are now driving the innovation in 
the industry. Search engine operators and social networks such as Facebook, Insta-
gram, and WeChat have already established advantages in key phases of the travel 
journey—inspiration, search, and sharing. That leaves travel suppliers and interme-
diaries with two related necessities: maintaining “ownership” of their customers 
and data, and needing to collaborate with others to break down silos, improve the 
customer experience, and generate new sources of revenue.

What does this mean for travel 
companies? Who will gain, and 
who will lose, going forward?

It’s going to have profound implica-
tions for who plays in the industry. 

The winners will be the companies 
that can make customer relationships 
better. So far, those tend to be new 
entrants. Look at Surf Air or Rise, 
which offer new air-travel models. 
They succeed because they control 
the customer relationship.

Ground transportation has been an 
asset-management industry; tradi-
tional car-rental companies manage 
their fleets. At Silvercar, we said let’s 
turn that on its head to make it a 
customer service industry. We want to 
build strong, long-term customer 
relationships by offering a rethought, 
better product and process.

As change plays out, you will see tech 
companies trying to get smart about 
owning and managing travel assets 

while travel asset owners will struggle 
to figure out how to get into technology.

Is it all about new entrants? What 
can travel suppliers do to stay 
relevant?

They can help drive change, not just 
watch it happen. But that’s going to 
require commitment and a thoughtful 
approach. It’s really hard to create a 
start-up inside a big company—most 
attempts fail under the weight of their 
parent. It may be that the best 
approach for travel suppliers is to 
partner with start-ups, much more 
than they do today. 

Whatever course they choose, the 
most important point they need to 
understand is to start small. Start 
with one innovation, try to make it 
work, then move to the next. Don’t go 
for the national championship in the 
season opener. Instead, win the 
opener, then win the conference 
rivalry, then win the conference, then 
win the championship.

AN INTERVIEW WITH THE CEO OF SILVERCAR
(continued)
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Protecting travel companies’ business will increasingly require an aggressive, 
thoughtful innovation strategy. For many companies, it may also require shifting 
from playing defense against innovative attackers that wield new ideas and models 
to going on the offensive by adopting the attacker mentality and looking for ways to 
disrupt their own industries. There are many areas in which suppliers can play to 
win—although they are more likely to play through partnerships than directly, since 
these areas are far from travel companies’ core capabilities. For example, United 
Airlines in the US and EasyJet in Europe have partnered with Jumio, a company 
whose technology lets customers use their mobile devices to scan their passports to 
check in for international flights. Suppliers looking to develop or access such new 
capabilities will need to employ new models, such as taking an agile approach that 
recognizes failures early, learns from them, and moves on; partnering with others, 
including, potentially, intermediaries and competitors; investing in a portfolio of 
start-ups; and acquiring young companies with key capabilities. (See the sidebar 
“An Interview with the Executive Chairman of Surf Air.”)

Sudhin Shahani is the executive 
chairman of Surf Air, a California- 
based “all you can fly” airline travel 
club that offers its members unlimit-
ed flights for a flat monthly fee. In a 
recent interview, he spoke about the 
future of travel.

What do you see as the biggest 
changes that are likely to take 
place in travel over the next five 
to ten years?

There will be dramatic change in 
every phase of the travel experience 
for both leisure and business travel. 
Leisure travel will become more 
convenient and more personalized, 
and there will be more premium, 
personalized services for the business 
traveler. 

Looking at leisure travel, virtual 
reality will be a fully developed tool 
that helps travelers to experience any-
thing, anywhere, and to decide if it’s 
the right choice for them. But it won’t 
be a substitute for the real experi-

ence, of course, so it will increase the 
demand for leisure travel.

The planning and booking processes 
will be much less fragmented. They 
will be more curated, based on where 
friends and similar consumers have 
gone and what they liked.

On the day of travel, I think you’ll see 
a smoother, more automated airport 
experience. I also think you’ll see 
much more point-to-point travel, 
using a wider set of smaller airports 
that are easier to get to and less 
congested than the big airports are 
today.

There’s also a lot of excitement 
among investors about innovation in 
local travel tools, for both leisure and 
business. So far, nobody has solved 
the problem of bringing local infor-
mation—about activities and events, 
for example—to travelers, and 
making it easy to navigate. That’s a 
big opportunity that investors are 
hungry for. 

AN INTERVIEW WITH THE EXECUTIVE CHAIRMAN 
OF SURF AIR
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Three Trends Will Shape Future Innovation
Our research into travel investment and innovation surfaced three key trends, each 
of which has big implications for current travel companies. First, the pace of travel 
innovation, already fast, is likely to accelerate. Innovation cycles in travel are short 
and getting shorter as new ideas rapidly find (or fail to find) markets, winners ma-
ture (and often are sold), and others pivot or move on. Think about OTAs such as 
Orbitz, Travelocity, and Priceline in the first few years of the 2000s and tools such 
as metasearch a bit later. In each case, the winners were quick to establish them-
selves, the losers to get consolidated, and investors to move their capital on to the 
next opportunity. Peer-to peer (P2P) companies such as Airbnb are hot now, but 
one can already see the P2P concept beginning to mature. (See Exhibit 1.) Any es-

Finally, better communication tools, 
such as Internet-based conferencing, 
may reduce the need for face-to-face 
business, and therefore reduce the 
overall demand for business travel. 
But I expect much of the high-value 
business travel to continue, and those 
travelers will likely pay more for a 
better experience. 

Who do you expect to lead this 
innovation—existing travel 
companies, start-ups, technology 
companies, or others?

I expect start-ups to drive most of the 
innovation in travel. They have many 
advantages over big established 
businesses. Start-ups are agile, they 
take risks, and they’re good at seeing 
how innovations in one industry can 
be applied to an entirely different 
industry. It’s harder for big established 
companies to drive or scale up inno- 
vation. That said, established travel 
companies have lots of opportunity to 
identify and work with start-ups to 
deliver innovation to their customers. 
Because this approach isn’t business 
as usual for the established compa-
nies, it’s challenging for them—but 
it’s worth the effort.

Assuming these trends play out as 
you expect, what are your recom-
mendations for current travel 
suppliers?

These companies should do more to 
work with promising start-ups at an 
early stage—even when the start-up 
is still too small to capture a lot of 
attention. This is a great point in their 
life cycle to partner with them, run 
local pilots, and test if the innovations 
are operationally feasible and valued 
by customers. I also believe that 
travel suppliers should participate 
more often in venture capital funding, 
which helps them to get a better look 
at start-ups and their innovations at 
an early stage of development. 

All of this will require openness 
among travel suppliers to experiment 
with new ideas, even new business 
models that may look disruptive to 
their own. But the innovation is 
coming—with or without them. The 
sooner they understand what it will 
look like, the more they can shape it, 
and the more quickly they can deliver 
it to their customers.

AN INTERVIEW WITH THE EXECUTIVE CHAIRMAN 
OF SURF AIR (continued)
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tablished travel company looking to participate in innovation by partnering, invest-
ing, or acquiring must be agile—with resources, teams, and decision-making pro-
cesses that allow for rapid action.

Second, despite the investment attention that the travel sector attracts—and the 
number of start-ups it spawns—there is still plenty of opportunity for innovation. 
On the basis of extensive analysis of funding for travel start-ups over the past de-
cade, we see limited investment in a number of areas that many consider high po-
tential. One is personalization of travel—providing customers with the ability to 
customize their travel itineraries more easily. We expect that new inspiration and 
booking sites will marry data with predictive analytics to tailor recommendations 
and provide concierge-style packages. Another area is better integration across the 
travel journey. Back-end technology tools that are invisible to the user will improve 
integration across modes and providers, enabling sharing and collaboration among 
suppliers and creating a more integrated experience for the consumer along every 
step of the travel journey. Yet another area is business travel, where new tools will 
reshape a difficult and time-consuming booking process. Established travel compa-
nies have an opportunity to lead innovation in these areas, but history suggests that 
start-ups and tech companies will actually pave the way.

Third, although investment in start-up companies and ideas does take place in the 
travel industry today, technology companies, rather than travel suppliers, almost al-
ways take the initiative (See Exhibit 2.) Corporate investment has provided 19% of 
the total investments in travel start-up funding rounds in recent years. Technology 
companies, however, made the vast majority of these travel investments and acqui-
sitions; we saw only a few investments by travel suppliers. There are clear opportu-
nities for collaboration and more investment by travel players that can both learn 
from and shape innovation.

CHANGEQ3 2006–Q2 2009  Q3 2009–Q2 2012 Q3 2012–Q2 2015

429

291

2,756

250

36
104 –58%

STARTUP FUNDING IN SELECT TRAVEL CATEGORIES FOR RECENT THREEYEAR INTERVALS $MILLIONS

P2P
Examples: Airbnb,
Tujia, onefinestay

Metasearch
Examples: Kayak,

Hipmunk, Room 77

+540%

Sources: CB Insights data; BCG analysis.
Note: P2P = peer to peer.

Exhibit 1 | Travel Innovation Moves Rapidly
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Where the Innovation Action Will Be
As a result of our interviews and our experience in both the travel and technology 
industries, we see three areas—two in leisure travel and one in business—that are 
ripe for innovation and disruption over the next several years: travel inspiration 
(the first vital phase of the travel journey), booking transparency, and unmanaged 
business travel. (See Exhibit 3.) The speed and extent of change in each will be de-
termined in part by how and how much traditional travel companies, technology 
companies, and start-ups interact in areas such as sharing data and co-investing in 
shared infrastructure.

Travel Inspiration. Information distribution is shaped more by who supplies it than 
by what the consumer wants or needs. Consumers suffer from information over-
load, and they struggle to find information tailored to their preferences or needs. 
The CEO of one start-up said, “Inspiration is a big gap.... We all feel that TripAdvi-
sor is for a different customer than me.”

Two-thirds of the experts we interviewed think that within ten years, consumers 
will be able to source their travel inspiration using tools that provide far more inte-
grated and personalized experiences. These tools might even be aided by biomet-
rics or virtual-reality devices that use sensors to pick up breathing patterns or heart 
rates to detect what individual consumers respond to, and then serve up content 
that’s relevant for them. 

INVESTMENTS IN TRAVEL STARTUP FUNDING ROUNDS, Q3 2010Q2 2015

0

50

100
Share of total number of investments (%)

Total

100

Corporate venture
capital: travel

providers1

1

Corporate venture
capital: tech and

media companies

18

Venture
capital funds

81

Sources: CB Insights data; BCG analysis.
1These companies provide travel services such as flights, hospitality, cruises, and car rentals.

Exhibit 2 | Historically, Travel Providers Have Made Few Investments in Start-Ups 
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Some experts expect that the new tools will be developed by start-ups. Companies 
such as Gogobot and sites such as HotelMatch.me—which provide consumers with 
recommendations for hotels, restaurants, and activities based on input from 
like-minded individuals—have already begun to curate travel information tied to 
consumers’ preferences. WayBlazer pursues a similar idea using IBM Watson cogni-
tive computing technology. Start-ups such as these, however, need to capture a sig-
nificant share of travel search and booking in order to make money, and this model 
has yet to be proven. 

Other experts expect consumers to source information from peers’ posts on social- 
media sites, such as Facebook and Instagram. They argue that the existing digital 
giants are most likely to develop or acquire the technology needed to provide con-
sumers with personalized travel inspiration based on their social-media activity 
and other inferred preferences. The strong advantages of existing digital giants give 
these companies yet another big edge in this area.

From the customer’s point of view, the inspiration phase of the travel journey is 
critical. This is when dreams crystallize, plans form, and decisions are made. The 
subsequent steps are largely executional. If the tech giants (or start-ups) succeed in 
gaining advantage in the inspiration phase, travel providers will not only lose own-
ership of customers, but they will also risk commoditization of their product. The 
only question will be how the new players decide to monetize their advantage— 

Booking
transparency

Travel
inspiration
(including

personalization)

Unmanaged
business

travel 

Airports
(including
security)

Safety and risk
management

Virtual
reality

Local travel
information

P2P
0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

EXPERTS INTERVIEWED WHO MENTIONED THE TOPIC AS A TOP AREA OF EXPECTED INNOVATION %

Source: Interviews with travel experts, September–October 2015.
Note: P2P = peer to peer.

Exhibit 3 | The Future Areas of Innovation Most Often Cited by Experts
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by continuing to follow their current advertising model but with better targeting 
and higher conversion rates; by extending the advertising model to include deep 
links in mobile apps and other ways of tightening their influence over consumers, 
thus heightening their value to their corporate customers; or by actually making 
travel purchases on any given consumer’s behalf—at a substantial commission. 
The ramifications of each alternative are progressively more disruptive for travel 
providers.

Booking Transparency. When searching and booking travel today, consumers 
struggle to find information on attributes other than price, such as seat choice on 
an airplane or amenities at a hotel. And it is nearly impossible to know where and 
when to purchase travel tickets in order to get the best deal. 

Efforts over the years by travel providers and others to address the transparency is-
sue have not yielded the desired results. GDSs, OTAs, and metasearch sites and 
apps all have limited capabilities; they enable consumers to compare only the most 
basic information, such as schedule, availability, and price. Consumers are frustrat-
ed, and providers are commoditized—they are unable to put value and experience 
front and center in consumers’ considerations. IATA’s New Distribution Capability 
(NDC) initiative is the most recent attempt to address the transparency conundrum. 

More than half of the experts we interviewed believe that new tools will be in place 
in the next ten years, giving consumers far more transparency in the booking pro-
cess with respect to both price and nonprice attributes. As one start-up founder told 
us, “In the coming years, we will see big VC investments in search based on non-
price attributes, such as airplane seat types and configurations.” 

Some predict that venture capital–backed start-ups will lead this innovation, invent-
ing new booking ecosystems that use predictive algorithms to suggest itineraries, in-
crease transparency on price and nonprice attributes, and provide consumers with 
secondary markets for selling or exchanging tickets or reservations when their 
plans change. We are already seeing inventive start-ups in this area, such as Route-
happy, which says it seeks to build “the definitive platform to provide data, content 
and tools all focused on differentiation” for both consumers and travel suppliers, 
and Flyr, which uses data analytics to predict airfare price direction. (The jury is still 
out on which technologies or players will ultimately prevail.) 

Other experts think that technology companies will leverage their strengths to lead 
in the development of new tools, with the ultimate goal of performing some 
functions of a travel agent and using predictive analytics to optimize the timing of 
bookings and offer greater flexibility to change or cancel tickets sold as 
nonrefundable. 

Start-ups, which do not have legacy businesses or platforms to protect, are more 
likely to seek inventive ways to break down and combine data silos. That said, once 
they mature, start-ups are likely to be acquired by larger technology companies. 
This represents a significant potential threat to traditional travel suppliers— 
unless travel companies decide that they, too, want to play in this game and then 
back that decision with serious financial investment.

New tools will give 
consumers more 

transparency in the 
booking process.
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Unmanaged Business Travel. One-third of the experts we interviewed felt that new 
tools will reshape business travel just as profoundly as they will leisure travel in the 
next ten years. Unmanaged business-travel planning today is difficult and time 
consuming, with few, if any, search and booking tools geared for the business 
traveler. As one start-up CEO said, “There are more unmet needs in business travel 
than leisure.... Today nobody is really focusing on unmanaged travel.”

Once again, views are split: some believe that innovation will be led by venture- 
funded start-ups, while others believe it will be led by technology. In the former sce-
nario, start-ups develop new tools that enable business travelers to tailor their travel 
experiences within price limitations, offering a choice between traditional and P2P 
suppliers. In the latter scenario, established companies with time-and-expense or 
business-software suites (such as Concur and Microsoft) build ever more convenient 
planning and day-of-travel tools into widely used tech platforms. The advantage gen-
erated for established technology companies by being deeply embedded with enter-
prises and business travelers today will be hard for others to overcome.

Where Do Travel Companies Play?
The big question for travel suppliers in each of these areas, almost regardless of 
how innovation plays out, is what is their role going to be? Our analysis suggests 
that innovation will be led primarily by start-ups, digital giants, and business- 
software companies; absent a major change in business strategy and approach, trav-
el suppliers and traditional travel intermediaries are unlikely to be strong innova-
tive forces. If this is indeed the case, what actions will position suppliers and inter-
mediaries for advantage as others innovate? 

Keeping Up with the Start-Ups
We see four steps that travel companies can take to keep up with innovation and 
protect their share of the value chain. 

First, they should focus on owning the customer, which means collecting, con-
trolling, and building the infrastructure and partnerships to leverage as much cus-
tomer data as possible. Doing this requires being part of as many customer transac-
tions as possible, such as through innovative apps and services, even if these apps 
and services ultimately send business to competitors. Travel companies also need 
to invest deeply—more so than many have—in understanding the customer experi-
ence and unmet needs. If third-party innovations ease friction and capture part of 
the travel companies’ place in the value chain, then travel operators lose access to 
both customers and their data. Travel operators may need to collaborate with inter-
mediaries and competitors to remove friction for customers. This will require deep, 
and probably new, expertise in intellectual property (IP), with a particular focus on 
how to share data without giving up ownership. Adopting the attacker mind-set will 
mean looking for cooperative data- and business-sharing models rather than trying 
to keep the customer inside one’s own system.

Second, travel companies need to get closer to the sources of innovation—and even 
participate directly or jointly with any they see as promising. They can use a variety 

Travel companies 
need to invest deeply 
in understanding the 
customer experience.
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of approaches to learn about, partner with, invest in, and even acquire innovators, 
working with private equity or venture capital firms to source information about 
start-ups. Both airlines and hotel companies have established venture labs in the 
past to explore innovations. Currently, EasyJet is partnering with several technology 
providers to experiment with the application of innovations such as virtual reality 
and 3-D printing.

Partnering with start-ups is a way to outsource innovation so that it does not dis-
tract a company’s own organization or require it to develop new skills or teams. 
The travel company also does not need to own the IP. Companies can consider 
making their own investments as well—but they should be prepared to take a port-
folio approach because some bets will win, and others will inevitably fail.

Third, travel operators should consider strategies for engaging with the digital giants 
both now and in the future. Tech companies are already major forces in the industry, 
and they are likely to get bigger and stronger over time, especially since they have 
much more experience in, and are more comfortable with, taking on roles—such as 
start-up investor, partner, and acquirer—that travel companies often find foreign. 
This makes developing data and IP strategies critical for travel companies, which 
need to make deliberate decisions about what they will share and what they won’t.

Fourth, travel suppliers need to actively explore industry-based cooperation. IATA’s 
NDC is one model. Given the speed and aggressiveness of both big tech companies 
and start-ups, travel companies need to move quickly. Data is the critical currency 
of the future, and the ability to share and leverage consumer data, with appropriate 
safeguards, will be the key to customer engagement. We expect two models to 
emerge. One leads to the type of experience that Olivia enjoyed: tech companies 
and start-ups consolidate data at the device level (what consumers see on their 
smartphone screens using apps such as Facebook or our imaginary Travel Dreams), 
while noncooperating travel suppliers are left on the outside looking in. In the oth-
er model, several (or more) travel suppliers cooperate through a platform they cre-
ate to share data at sufficient scale to solve consumers’ current frustrations and 
present a truly seamless experience in which the suppliers are at the center, espe-
cially in the early stages of the travel journey. 

The latter vision will require investing in talent and expertise that may not be pres-
ent in most travel companies today in fields such as data analytics and mobile tech-
nology. It may also require building distinct teams with nontraditional cultures 
within the company in order to attract technology talent that often seeks a “noncor-
porate” workplace. Such people are not easy to come by and such organizations are 
not necessarily easy to develop. A concerted effort will almost certainly require do-
ing things differently. 

In a modified version of the vision laid out at the start of this report, Olivia is  
assisted at each step of the travel process by smart travel companies that have 

found innovative ways to improve her experience. Not only do these suppliers 
market their products and services to her directly as she plans her trip, but they 
also are able to collect the data she generates at each step of the planning and 

Developing data and 
IP strategies is critical 
for travel companies.
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travel process. They can then use this data in numerous ways to develop new prod-
ucts and marketing strategies tailored specially for Olivia—and they can do the 
same for each of the millions of people who would like to have a personalized ex-
perience like hers. In this version of the vision, Olivia looks to such companies as 
trusted and valued suppliers when dreaming about, planning, booking, or taking a 
trip—whether for pleasure or business. 

The key for travel companies is to make sure that they are integral parts of the vi-
sion, however it plays out. This almost certainly means changing the way they look 
at the marketplace and approach the consumer. It requires playing offense as well 
as defense, developing new capabilities, and learning to work with others. Most of 
all, it means putting consumers such as Olivia first. As one start-up CEO told us, “If 
you act in the best interest of consumers, you will win. If you act in the best interest 
of your margins, you will lose.”
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