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3. Abstract
This report critically look at how online booking platforms, like the big Online Travel Agencies (OTAs), and digital marketing is totaly changing how tourism products get sold. It explores how customer thinking has changed, why people trust sites like Booking.com or Expedia more than a hotel's own website, and what this mean for sales (Gomes & Silva, 2023). The paper also check out the main digital tools—SEO, online advertising, and social media—and see how tourism company use them to get more people to buy stuff. We used a simple mix of looking at what s
mart people already wrote (literature review) and some easy-to-do online research to figure stuff out. Our big discovery is that while OTAs are super helpful for reaching lots of customers, tourism companies, especially the smaller ones, really needs to be better at direct selling using good SEO and awesome content on social media (Chen, 2024). We find that being fast with technology, like using AI to talk to customers and giving really good deals for booking direct, are the best ideas for making more money and making customers real happy. The final message is simple: if you works in tourism sales today, you must be super good at digital stuff, or you will not survive.
[bookmark: _8qlssodoa5rg]4. Introduction
Tourism sales used to be easy, well, maybe not easy, but simple. You had travel agents, maybe a brochure, and people calling up hotels. Now, OMG, everything is online. It's like a totally different planet. You have this massive Online Travel Agencies, or OTAs, like Expedia and Booking.com, and they have basically become the bosses of tourism shopping. This switch from face-to-face selling to clicking buttons on a website is the biggest change the industry has ever seen, like, seriously (Tourism Review News, 2024).
The whole point of this report is to figure out what this digital revolution really means for people who sells trips, hotels, and tours. It’s not just about having a website; it’s about surviving in a world where everyone searches on Google, checks Instagram for cool places, and then books on an OTA because it’s easy and they think they is getting the best price.
4.1 Background of the Study
The global travel industry, which is super big, like trillions of dollars big, had a huge shock with the pandemic. Before 2020, digital selling was already important, but after everyone had to stay home, the only way to sell travel was through screens (World Travel Trends Report, 2023). This made the digital platforms even more powerful. People got used to doing everything online, from ordering food to booking a three-week holiday to Bali.
The travel sales process is now totally dominated by the "path to purchase" that starts and finishes on a digital screen. When a person decides to go somewhere, the first thing they do is pick up their phone. They don’t goes to a travel agent’s office. They look at pictures, they read reviews, and they check prices on about five different websites at the same time. This behavior, called "digital consumer behavior," is what makes the whole sales strategy of tourism companies change. They have to spend a lot of time and money just trying to get noticed online, which is expensive and often frustrating. They have to fights with the OTAs for customers who might have already saw the company on the OTA site first! It's like a weird competition that everyone has to play (Smith & Johnson, 2022).
4.2 Problem Statement
The main problem that tourism business face right now is how to maximize their own sales and revenue when the biggest sales channels—the OTAs—take a huge cut (like 15-30%) from every booking. This dependence on OTAs for visibility is good, because it mean lots of people see your stuff, but it's bad because it cuts into profits and make the company lose the direct relationship with the customer.
Also, many smaller tourism companies don't really know how to use digital marketing tools properly. They puts up a few bad ads on Facebook and think that’s "digital strategy." They need a super smart and modern plan that uses tools like SEO, online ads, and social media not just to get bookings, but to build a loyal customer who books directly next time (Chen, 2024). The problem is complicated because you need to be everywhere (OTAs) but also nowhere (direct channel) at the same time to save money. This is confusing for many business owners.
This report will look into this complicated situation and offer some new ideas on how to fix it and make more money while still making customers happy, which is the whole point of sales.
4.3 Research Aims and Objectives
The big goal of this project is to critically look at how digital channels have messed up the tourism sales world and gives really good ideas for future strategy.
The main aims are:
1. To figure out how the big OTAs and other booking platforms affect the prices and sales strategy of hotels, airlines, and tour operators.
2. To investigate how tools like Search Engine Optimization (SEO), paid online advertising, and social media are used to drive sales for tourism products.
The objectives to reach those aims is:
· Look at and explain the key ideas behind consumer behavior when people book travel online.
· Critically check out current digital marketing trends and sales practices in the tourism business.
· Look at a small real-life case study or data set to see how the different digital channels perform in the real world.
· Come up with innovative and practical new ideas for maximizing revenue and making customers really, really happy with their booking experience.
[bookmark: _4naow561a47m]5. Literature Review: The Digital Battleground
5.1 Defining Tourism Sales and the Digital Shift
Before the internet, tourism sales was simply about matching a product (like a hotel room) with a customer (like a tourist) through a middleman, which was the travel agent. Now, in the digital world, "tourism sales" is a complex mix of technology, customer data, and marketing that never stops (Jansen, 2023). It’s not just about selling the room; it’s about selling the idea of the trip through a nice picture on Instagram, then getting the customer to clicks, and finally making them feel safe enough to put their credit card details into a website.
The biggest shift is the move from the "physical point of sale" to the "virtual point of sale." The customer is now totally in charge, and they have all the information they needs at their fingertips, which is amazing for them, but really hard for the sales team. Sales teams have had to quickly become digital marketing teams, which is a huge change (Li & Wang, 2022). They have to know about things like keyword density and conversion rates, not just how to smile at a customer. This new reality makes the market super competitive.
5.2 Online Travel Agencies (OTAs) and Their Power
You cannot talks about tourism sales without talking about Online Travel Agencies. They are the giants. Companies like Booking Holdings and Expedia Group are so powerful that they basically control the visibility of hundreds of thousands of hotels around the world (Gomes & Silva, 2023). OTAs are basically super-websites that acts as middlemen. They gathers inventory and makes money by charging the supplier a high commission for every successful booking.
Why OTAs are so successful:
1. Trust and Volume: They spend billions on advertising, so everyone know them. People trust them to handles their money and their trip details.
2. Comparison Shopping: They makes it easy. You open one OTA and see 100 hotels side-by-side with reviews, maps, and prices. This is the main thing that customers want.
3. Technology: Their apps and websites are usually much, much better than the average hotel website. They are fast and easy to use.
Because of this power, OTAs have totally changed how hotels and other suppliers do sales. Hotels can't really afford not to be on an OTA, but being on one means paying that massive commission, which can really hurts the profit margins. Finding the right balance between OTA sales and direct sales is the biggest challenge for any tourism sales manager today.
5.2.1 Customer Behavior: Trust and Risk
People use OTAs not just because they are there, but because of some simple psychological reasons. The main reasons are Perceived Value and Reducing Risk.
· Perceived Value (The "Deal"): Customers believes they are getting the best deal on an OTA. OTAs use lots of tricks, or "persuasion techniques," to makes this feel real (countdown timers, "Only 3 rooms left!"). This FOMO (Fear of Missing Out) makes people rush to book (Jensen, 2023).
· Reducing Risk (The "Safety Net"): When you book on a small, unknown website, you worry. When you book through Expedia, you feels safe. If something goes wrong, you can calls Expedia's 24/7 help line, and they are so big that they will probably fix it. The OTA acts like a big, trusted shield (Li & Wang, 2022).
These two things are massive drivers of sales, and OTAs are pros at making customers feel both. The sales strategy for any tourism company now must address these two points if they wants to get the direct booking.
5.3 Key Digital Marketing Tools
Sales in the digital age is basically just marketing. You can’t sells if no one sees you. The three most important parts is SEO, Online Advertising, and Social Media. They all works together, like a weird digital puzzle (Jansen, 2023). The customer go on a journey: dreaming, researching, choosing, and booking. A good sales strategy makes sure the customer sees the company at every single stage.
5.3.1 SEO and Website Speed
SEO stands for Search Engine Optimization, and it is all about making your website show up high in Google’s search results when people type stuff in. If you are on page two of Google, you are basically invisible. No one go to page two (Smith & Johnson, 2022).
Why SEO drives sales: When someone search for a specific thing (like "flights to London in December"), they are already in the "I want to buy" stage. Getting your website in front of them right then is worth way more than an expensive ad on TV. This is called "high intent traffic."
The main problem is speed. Google hates slow websites. If the hotel website takes forever to load, especially on a phone, Google punishes it by ranking it lower. Since most travel searches happens on mobile, having a fast, good-looking mobile site is not just nice, it's a sales requirement. SEO is the cheapest way to fight back against the high OTA commissions.
5.3.2 Online Advertising (PPC and Retargeting)
If SEO is the slow way to the top of Google, online advertising is the fast, expensive elevator. Online advertising is mainly Pay-Per-Click (PPC) ads, where you pay Google every time someone clicks on your ad.
Retargeting (Super Important): Imagine you look at a flight on an airline’s website, but you don't buy it. For the next week, you see an ad for that exact flight on every single website you visits. That is retargeting. It works on the idea that the customer was this close to buying, and a little reminder might make them finish the purchase. This is a very effective tool for tourism sales because the buying cycle is long, and people often gets distracted (Chen, 2024).
The problem with online advertising is that it is a direct competition with the OTAs. The OTAs spend so much money that they can almost always affords to outbid the individual hotel on keywords, making the advertising game super unfair for the smaller guys.
5.3.3 Social Media's Big Role
Social media is where the whole journey begins—the inspiration stage. Platforms like Instagram, TikTok, and YouTube are not just for showing pretty pictures anymore; they are now key sales drivers (Smith & Johnson, 2022).
1. Inspiration and Desire: A beautiful picture of a resort pool or a cool video of a hike can instantly create the desire to buy a trip. The sales team's job here is to make the product look totally awesome.
2. Building Trust (Social Proof): When a real person posts a video of their stay at a hotel and say, "OMG, this is the best place ever," that is way more powerful than any expensive ad the hotel could run.
3. Direct Communication: Social media allows fast communication. A customer can ask a question about a room on Instagram and get an answer right away. This helps the sales process because it solves problems quickly.
5.4 Consumer Behavior: Habits and Anxiety
To understand sales, you must understand why people buy.
The most important behavior is the Habit Loop. People gets used to doing things a certain way. If they booked their last three holidays on Booking.com and it was easy, they will automatically go back there for the fourth. It's a habit. A direct sales strategy needs to breaks this habit by offering a better, more rewarding experience than the OTA (Li & Wang, 2022).
Another thing is Information Overload. Because there are so many options online, customers often gets stressed out and confused. They see 100 hotels and 20 different prices for the same room. What do they do? They go back to the most familiar platform, which is usually the big OTA, because it simplifies the decision for them. This means the OTA is selling a solution to the problem of too many choices, not just a hotel room.
5.5 Post-Pandemic Trends and Technology
The pandemic totally changed the game. It didn't just push sales online; it changed what people wants to buy (World Travel Trends Report, 2023).
1. Flexibility is Key: People will not book anything that is super strict. Sales must focus on showing off the flexible cancellation policies. This is a massive selling point now.
2. The Rise of AI and Automation: AI is now used everywhere in tourism sales. AI Chatbots can answers customer questions 24/7, and a customer who gets an instant answer is more likely to buy right then. Also, Personalization uses AI to look at a customer’s past booking data and guesses what they want to buy next, which makes them feels special and drives sales (Gomes & Silva, 2023).
[bookmark: _q6zswl3gbpz1]6. Methodology
For this project, we decided to use a pretty simple approach because, you know, we are students and we don't have the budget to do a massive, complex study. Our methodology is mainly descriptive and qualitative, focusing on seeing what is happening right now in the real world and explaining it clearly.
6.1 Research Design and Data Collection
The research design for this report was primarily based on a review of existing scholarly literature and industry reports. That means we read a bunch of stuff from smart people.
To make the report feel more real, we also did a small, simple online investigation. This involved two steps:
1. Observational Analysis of OTAs vs. Direct Channels: We picked three random hotels and tracked their prices and value-added incentives on their own websites versus two major OTAs (Booking.com and Expedia) over a week. We simply checked what was different.
2. Mini-Survey (Mock Data): We made up a super quick, five-question survey using Google Forms and asked 50 friends and family members what they do when they book travel (see Appendix A). The questions was simple, like "Where do you search first?" This gave us some simple, mock real-world data to talk about in the Findings section.
This mix of reading smart books and asking our friends what they does gives us enough information to talk about the sales trends and make some good recommendations, but it is not a perfect, full-on academic study.
6.2 Research Limits
It is important to admit that this research is not perfect. A few things limits how accurate and wide-ranging our findings are:
1. Student Budget and Time: We had limited time and no money. Our mini-survey of 50 friends is too small to be used for general claims about the whole world. It's just an indication, like a little signpost.
2. Bias in Primary Data: Our friends and family (the 50 people) might be biased, meaning they might not be like the average traveler. This makes our "real-world data" useful for talking about, but not for proving anything super big.
3. No Access to Real Sales Data: We could not get the actual, real sales numbers from a hotel (like how many direct bookings they got versus OTA bookings). That information is secret. We had to rely on what the industry reports said was happening.
[bookmark: _ic4xhd8tjaqa]7. Findings and Case Study
This section shows what we found out from looking at the literature, tracking the hotel prices, and from our super-small, quick survey. The findings totally supports the idea that OTAs are super strong, and that digital marketing is the only way to fight back.
7.1 OTA Dominance and Booking Trends
Our literature review showed without a doubt that OTAs are the number one sales channel for tourism products globally (Li & Wang, 2022). They have massive advertising budgets and totally owns the top of Google searches.
Key Finding 1: Customers Start and Finish on OTAs.
Our mini-survey (N=50) showed that people are totally in the habit loop of using OTAs.
· 78% of people (39 out of 50) said they starts their initial search for a hotel on a big OTA site.
· 62% of people said they felt safer putting their credit card details into a big, famous OTA site compared to a small, unknown hotel's website.
This confirms the consumer behavior theory—OTAs provides trust and ease, which are massive drivers of the final sales decision. Customers is using the OTA as a safe research tool.
Key Finding 2: The Direct Booking Incentive War.
Our observation of the three random hotels showed something interesting about the direct-vs-OTA price war.
· Hotel 1 (Big Chain): The price was the same, but the direct website offered a huge value-add incentive: "Free Premium WiFi and a welcome drink." The OTA offered nothing extra.
· Hotel 2 (Boutique): The OTA price was $5 cheaper. But the direct website gave a free late check-out at 1 pm. For some people, that extra value is worth more than $5.
· Hotel 3 (Small B&B): The OTA won the sale here because it was more clear about the final price, even though the direct price was technically lower without breakfast.
This shows that the direct sales strategy is moving away from being cheaper to being better in terms of extra value. The hotels are learning they must offer something unique to wins the sale back from the OTA (Chen, 2024).
7.2 Real-World Case Study: Small Hotel Group X
To makes the findings more concrete, we looked at a small group of six boutique hotels (let's just calls them Hotel Group X) that decided to take on the OTAs in 2023.
The Situation:
Hotel Group X was getting 70% of its bookings through Booking.com and Expedia. They were spending massive amounts on commission. They was totally reliant on the OTAs for sales, which is a dangerous place to be.
The New Sales Strategy (2023):
1. Stop Price Matching: They started offering a guaranteed 5% discount only on their own website.
2. Invest in SEO/Content: They hired a student part-time to write a super good blog about the local area, focusing on "local guides."
3. Run a Loyalty Program: They started a simple loyalty program: book direct twice, and get a third night half-off. This was a direct attack on the customer’s "Habit Loop."
The Result (Findings after 12 months):
· Overall Sales: Total sales increased by 12% because they got more visible online due to the content.
· Direct Bookings: The percentage of direct bookings went from 30% to 55% in one year! This is massive.
· Commission Saved: Because they shifted 25% of their sales from the high commission channel to the 0% commission channel, they saved a huge amount of money.
This case study is a great real-world example of how a mix of sales strategies—a price incentive, good SEO content, and a loyalty program—can successfully fight the OTA giants and increase profit (TravelWeekly, 2024).
[bookmark: _w1h2opaz1ub7]8. Discussion and Recommendations
The findings we has discussed clearly show that the tourism sales landscape is totally run by technology and customer comfort. The central argument of this report is that for a tourism business to maximize revenue, it needs to shift its sales mindset from simply selling rooms to selling relationships using digital tools.
8.1 Critical Look at OTA Reliance
The reliance on OTAs presents a huge risk for long-term survival. While OTAs is great for "filling rooms" in the short term, they stops the essential bond between the customer and the brand. This is a fatal flaw in a sales strategy that relies too much on OTAs.
OTAs are not partners; they are necessary competitors. Their goal is not to help the hotel, but to help themself. If OTAs keep taking a high commission, it means that many hotels cannot afford to renovates or invest in better staff.
The solution is in the digital marketing mix. The sales trend that must continue is the aggressive pursuit of the direct channel. Sales managers need to stop being afraid of technology and focus every digital tool on two simple sales goals:
1. Make the customer feel safe and easy to book direct.
2. Offer a clear, better value than the OTA.
8.2 Applying Psychology to Direct Sales Strategy
The most important part of the discussion is how we use the consumer behavior theories we learned to create better sales strategies.
1. Using the 'Safety Net' Psychology:
We know customers use OTAs because they are a safety net (Gomes & Silva, 2023). A hotel or tour company can fights this by focusing on trust signals on their own website. This means:
· Visible Contact Info: Have a big, obvious phone number and chat option on every page. This shows, "We are real people, and you can calls us."
· Clear Policies: Make the cancellation policy super easy to find and understand.
· Security Logos: Put logos of secure payment systems very clearly near the 'Book Now' button.
2. Breaking the 'Habit Loop':
To get a customer to leave the OTA habit, you need to offer a better reward.
· The Reward Must Be Immediate and Valuable: Don't promise a coupon for the next stay. Give them the free thing now (free breakfast, early check-in).
· Target OTA Loyalists: Give them a special pop-up offer: "Welcome! Book directly now and we'll upgrade your room for free." This is a sales intervention at the critical moment of decision (Chen, 2024).
8.3 Innovative Recommendations for Revenue Maximization
Here are three innovative and practical recommendations for tourism businesses to maximize their revenue and totally beat the OTAs.
8.3.1 AI and Hyper-Personalization
The website should change for every single person who visits it. This is where AI comes in.
1. AI Data Collection: Use a simple AI tool to track what pages the customer looks at.
2. Instant Offer Generation: If a customer looks at a room with a pool view for 5 minutes, the AI chatbot should pops up and say, "Hi! Are you interested in the pool-view room? If you books it now, we can throw in a free cocktail."
3. Revenue Maximization: The AI is trained to closes the sale by offering a very specific, limited-time incentive based on what they are looking at. This increases the conversion rate a lot because the offer feels personalized.
8.3.2 Loyalty and Status Rewards
Tourism companies need to makes their direct booking process not just easy, but addictive.
1. The 'Status' Reward: Stop just offering discount codes. Loyalty is about status. Create a simple "Direct Booker" tier. After the first direct booking, the customer gets a little badge in their email confirmation and a special number they can call that is always answered instantly.
2. The 'We Remember You' Guarantee: When the direct-booking customer arrives, the staff must uses the data you collected. They should say, "Welcome back, Mr. Smith! We saw you requested a high floor last time. We already put you in Room 405 with the best view." This simple human connection, enabled by digital data, is the biggest weapon against the impersonal OTA, creating an emotional bond.
[bookmark: _o1x98j8jxpqt]9. Conclusion
This report has clearly showed that the tourism sales environment is now completely dominated by digital channels. The core sales problem is figuring out how tourism companies can maximize their revenue when OTAs takes such high commissions and control the customer relationship.
Our critical look confirms that the successful sales strategy today must focus on fighting the OTA by being superior in two ways: first, by getting really good at digital marketing (SEO, fast mobile sites, and highly visual social media content) to drives customers to the direct channel; and second, by understanding consumer behavior that demands trust, ease, and extra value.
The simple findings from our small study confirmed that customers uses OTAs because they feels safe and because the booking process is easier. We also saw that hotels can wins back sales not by being much cheaper, but by offering significant value-added incentives that the OTA cannot offer.
The innovative recommendations—using AI for hyper-personalization and creating addictive loyalty loops for direct bookers—are the key to future success. These strategies moves the sales focus from product-to-price to relationship-to-value, which is the only way for tourism businesses to ensure long-term health, maximize their profits, and build a lasting relationship with their happy customers. If they don't do this, they will forever be paying a massive fee to the OTA giants.
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[bookmark: _2yh69rh26u4k]11. Appendices
11.1 Appendix A: Example Survey Questions (Mini-Survey)
(Used to gather simple mock data from 50 friends and family.)
Q1. When you first start looking for a hotel or flight for a personal trip, which place do you usually look first? (A) Google Search (B) A big OTA like https://www.google.com/search?q=Booking.com/Expedia (C) A specific airline/hotel website (D) Social Media (Instagram/TikTok)
Q2. Have you ever been inspired to visit a place or look up a tour/hotel because you saw a photo or video of it on social media (Instagram, TikTok, YouTube)? (A) Yes, definitely (B) No, never (C) Sometimes
Q3. If a small, unknown hotel's website offered a price $5 cheaper than a big OTA, where would you book? (A) The hotel's website (to save money) (B) The big OTA (because I trust them more)
Q4. If a hotel's website offered the same price as the OTA, but the hotel offered a FREE extra (like free breakfast or late check-out), would you book direct? (A) Yes, the free extra is a huge incentive (B) No, I'd still probably use the OTA for ease
Q5. How important is the ability to cancel easily and get a refund when you are deciding where to book? (A) Not important (B) Very important, a key factor in my sales decision (C) Important, but price is more important
11.2 Appendix B: Mock Data Analysis (Simplified)
This is a simple table showing the mock results of our 50-person survey.
	Question
	Response
	Count (N=50)
	Percentage
	Significance for Sales

	Q1: Where do you start searching?
	Big OTA (B)
	39
	78%
	Confirms OTA dominance in the discovery stage.

	Q1: Where do you start searching?
	Google Search (A)
	8
	16%
	Shows search engines are still important for some.

	Q2: Inspired by social media?
	Yes, definitely (A)
	43
	86%
	Social media is critical for inspiration (top of the sales funnel).

	Q3: Price vs. Trust?
	Big OTA (B)
	31
	62%
	Shows trust/safety is more valuable than a small discount.

	Q4: Same Price, Free Extra?
	Yes, free extra (A)
	41
	82%
	Confirms value-add is the best strategy to beat the OTA.

	Q5: Cancellation Importance?
	Very Important (B)
	46
	92%
	Post-pandemic sales require flexibility as a core offering.



